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Abstract

One subtle, but very significant, change in media policymaking in recent years has been a gradual – and somewhat tentative – expansion in the range of empirical issues of concern to policymakers.  Within the context of ongoing policy issues such as media ownership regulation, the promotion and preservation of diversity, the meaning and appropriate policy approaches to localism, and the application of the public interest standard in broadcasting, the range of research questions being asked and investigated by policymakers has begun to expand beyond the fairly narrow technical-economic realm that has characterized media policymaking in past decades.  Today, we see policymakers asking questions dealing with issues such as: the reasons citizens/consumers use different types of media; what kind of impact different media have on citizens; how the concept of community can best be conceptualized and applied; and how new technologies affect the dynamics of media consumption.  This paper examines the contours of this expanded analytical orientation through an analysis of the media ownership issue, explores the reasons for its development, and discusses its implications for media policy advocacy and research.

Introduction

A subtle but significant change is taking place in media policymaking.  This change involves a gradual and tentative expansion in the range of research questions being asked and investigated by policymakers and policy analysts beyond the fairly narrow legal-economic realm that has characterized media policymaking in the past.  Today, we increasingly see policymakers and policy analysts addressing empirical questions related to the political and cultural dimensions of media policy and media performance.  These questions have arisen within the context of a variety of ongoing (and in many cases, overlapping) policy issues, including media ownership regulation (Federal Communications Commission, 2002, 2003a), the promotion and preservation of diversity (Federal Communications Commission – 2004a), the meaning and appropriate policy approaches to localism (Federal Communications Commission, 2004b), and the application of the public interest standard in broadcasting (Federal Communications Commission, 1999).  These are issue areas where the political and cultural dimensions of media policy and media system performance should be at the forefront, but traditionally have received relatively little attention from a research standpoint, leading to a long-standing imbalance in the nature of the analytical information available to policymakers (Napoli, 1999). 
Today, however, policymakers, policy analysts, and the courts are raising research questions that emanate directly from the political and cultural dimensions of media policy – questions related to how citizens use different media technologies to obtain information (Prometheus Radio Project v. Federal Communications Commission, 2004; Waldfogel, 2002); if/how media content varies in accordance with variations in market and ownership conditions (Federal Communications Commission, 2002, 2004; Pritchard, 2002; Spavins, Denison, Frenette, & Roberts, 2002); what factors contribute to biased or ideologically slanted news content (Balan, DeGraba, & Wickelgren, 2004); and what criteria should be employed in defining a media outlet and the magnitude of its impact (Prometheus Radio Project v. Federal Communications Commission, 2004).
Questions such as these seldom have found their way into the mainstream of media policymaking and policy analysis.  Their centrality to current policy debates is indicative of the broadening media policy research agenda that is the focus of this paper.
This paper explores the contours of this broadening media policy research agenda and its implications for scholars and activists with an interest in the relationship between media policy and a democratic public sphere.  As this paper intends to illustrate, the current policymaking environment presents an opportunity for media policy scholars and activists to help recast the analytical terrain in media policymaking; to contribute to an environment where social scientific research examining the political and cultural dimensions of media performance and media policy stands on equal footing with research examining the legal and economic dimensions of media performance and media policy; and, consequently, to contribute to media policymaking that places a greater emphasis on the principles and policies associated with a more democratic public sphere.
Beyond Law and Economics in Media Policy: The Media Ownership Case

As was noted in the introduction, there are a number of inter-related media policy contexts that illustrate how the media policy research agenda is broadening to more fully address the political and cultural dimensions of media policy and media performance.  In each of these cases, we see policymakers raising questions and/or policy analysts conducting inquiries that extend beyond the narrow legal-economic framework that had come to characterize media policymaking and that instead emphasize issues and questions more directly related directly to promoting and sustaining a democratic public sphere.  

Media ownership provides a useful – and particularly high-profile – starting point, and will thus serve as the focal point for this analysis.  The media ownership issue generated substantial press and public attention in recent years (due to the expansive 2002 biennial media ownership review conducted by the FCC under congressional directive; see Federal Communications Commission, 2002, 2003; Scott, 2004), something that is quite uncommon for communications policy issues, which typically fly below the radar of all but the stakeholders with a direct interest in the outcome, and the traditionally small (but now growing) public interest and advocacy communities devoted to communications policy.  Another striking characteristic of the ownership issue is the extent to which the political and cultural dimensions of ownership regulation – particularly from a research standpoint – appear to be making inroads amongst constituencies where such concerns traditionally have not received substantial attention.

Consider, for instance, statements by two Justice Department antitrust attorneys, who argued at the starting point of the FCC’s media ownership review that the “analysis of a media merger should be expanded to include its impact on the ‘marketplace of ideas.’ . . . Antitrust enforcers can elect to ignore the marketplace of ideas in their analysis of media mergers and instead focus solely on a merger’s impact on price competition.  We believe that this narrow approach to media mergers is incorrect, or at least incomplete” (Stucke & Grunes, 2001, p. 249).  That such statements should emerge from the Justice Department, where the analytical lens that traditionally has been cast on media mergers, and the media ownership more broadly, has focused exclusively on questions of legality and economic impact, provides an important indicator of the broadening recognition of a media policy research agenda that more rigorously addresses political and cultural factors.

Concerns regarding the political/cultural implications of media ownership concentration also have begun to find their way into the Federal Trade Commission, another regulatory body with authority over media mergers, that traditionally has focused purely on the economic impact of ownership concentration.  A recent analysis by a team of Federal Trade Commission economists examines the relationship between media ownership and the ideological content of programming in order to develop a clearer understanding of if, when, and how owners of media outlets might engage in ideologically motivated programming practices (Balan, et al., 2004).  This is a topic that, until recently, likely would be considered largely outside the purview not only of economic analysis as a whole, but of mainstream media policy analysis in particular.  

The broadening of the media policy research agenda is reflected not only in this FTC analysis, but also in the authors’ observation that, “In recent years a small literature has developed on the relationship between media and public policy” (Balan, et al., 2004, p. 6).  The authors then review a few recent studies in the economics literature examining the role of the media in the policymaking processes, and the processes by which content output decisions are made.  That this body of literature is characterized as both small and relatively new reflects the recent, tentative attention that the economics community (which traditionally has served as the core of all policy analysis, including media policy analysis) is devoting to a subject area that is in fact fairly well-developed in other disciplines such as political science, sociology, and communications (for reviews, see Cook, 1998; Napoli, 1997; Sparrow, 1999), though this work has not yet been integrated into policy decision-making in any meaningful way.

Finally, and perhaps most significantly, we can look to the Federal Communications Commission to see a number of important indicators of the agency broadening its field of inquiry in terms of the research areas of relevance to media ownership policy.  The Commission expressed its underlying concerns pertaining to media concentration as follows: “owners of media outlets clearly have the ability to affect public discourse, including political and governmental affairs, through their coverage of news and public affairs. . . . We believe sound public policy requires us to assume that power is being, or could be, exercised (Federal Communications Commission, 2003, p. 13630).  In this statement, the analytical lens for assessing media ownership policy has been expanded well-beyond questions of market competition, touching on issues of media content and media effects as well.


Looking first, then, at the content issue, it is important to note that the Commission appears more willing to engage in research touching upon the content output of media organizations than it has in the past (though inconsistently so).  The Commission traditionally has shied away from conducting research examining the relationship between media ownership and media content, or relying too heavily on such research in its decision-making (Napoli, 1999).  This propensity has been due, in large part, to the First Amendment concerns that inevitably arise when content considerations are potentially taken into account in media policy decision-making.  However, following the lead of the courts (who have expressed a surprisingly strong demand for information on the relationship between the Commission’s policies and the industry’s content output; see Napoli, 1999, 2001b), the Commission has begun to delve more deeply into the ownership-content relationship.  This tendency is well-illustrated by the fact that four of the studies the FCC conducted as part of its 2002 biennial (now quadrennial) ownership review (Federal Communications Commission, 2002, 2003) addressed the ownership-content relationship to varying degrees – primarily in an effort to bring a stronger empirical orientation to the normative principles of diversity (Einstein, 2002; Pritchard, 2002; Williams, Brown, & Alexander, 2002) and localism (Spavins, at al., 2002), and their relationship to ownership structure, than has been attempted in the past.  Clearly, the Commission would appear more open to work in the content analysis vein than it previously has been, even if the policies adopted ultimately are not intended to directly impact content.

Perhaps more significant than the Commission’s greater receptivity to – and interest in – research on the ownership-content relationship is the agency’s newly demonstrated attention to – and interest in – research on the usage and effects of media within the media ownership policy context.  While the Commission long has been interested in media usage and effects research in relation to content issues such as violence and children’s television (see Kunkel, 1991; Reeves & Baughman, 1983), the desire to integrate such information into its media ownership policy decision-making is virtually unprecedented.  The Commission is particularly interested in incorporating such information into its efforts to assess the importance of individual media outlets in relation to their contribution to viewpoint diversity (the level of viewpoint diversity being a key component of the Commission’s determination of when and where to allow ownership rules to be relaxed; see Federal Communications Commission, 2003; see also Napoli & Gillis, 2005).  Citizens’ usage of different information sources already figured in the FCC’s calculus in its June, 2003 media ownership decision.  Specifically, the Commission’s much-criticized Diversity Index was based in part on data on the extent to which citizens report using different media technologies to obtain news and current affairs information.  Much of the criticism directed at the Diversity Index focused on the perceived lack of theoretical and methodological rigor devoted to the process of measuring how citizens use different information sources (Prometheus Radio Project v. Federal Communications Commission, 2004), suggesting that additional research will need to be conducted in this area if the Commission is to develop a Diversity Index better capable of withstanding judicial.  Such an incorporation of data on citizens’ media usage behaviors into media ownership policymaking is of particular significance to the extent that it opens the door for a wide range of research perspectives relating to how and why citizens/consumers use different information sources to be better integrated into the policymaking process (see Napoli & Gillis, 2005).


The Commission also has, in a more indirect fashion, acknowledged the importance of a thorough understanding of media effects to media ownership policy.  As the FCC noted in its discussion of the results of the media usage survey (Nielsen Media Research, 2002) it commissioned in conjunction with the 2002 media ownership review, “The differences in usage across media documented in MOWG (Media Ownership Working Group) Study No. 8 are in part reflections of the differential impact on the user of television, radio, newspapers, etc.  We believe that the overall impact of a medium is substantially determined by the physical attributes of its distribution technology, along with user preferences” (Federal Communications Commission, 2003, p. 13787).  Here, with the Commission’s use of term “impact,” the relevance of the media effects issue becomes more pronounced.  In gauging the diversity importance of different information sources, it would therefore now seem of potential relevance to more directly examine the nature and magnitude of the effects that different information sources have upon the citizenry.  

As this discussion hopefully illustrates, the realms of media content, usage, and effects all are becoming more centrally integrated into media policy analysis and media policymaking – primarily in an effort to bolster the empirical record related to normative policy principles related to the ownership issue such as diversity and localism.  Governmental agencies and the courts are raising questions and, perhaps most important, utilizing and seeking information in these subject areas to guide the formulation and analysis of media ownership policies.

Implications
What does this shift mean for those in the scholarly, public interest, and advocacy communities concerned with the extent to which media policies preserve and promote a democratic public sphere?  Before attempting to answer this question, it is important to emphasize that this broadening of the media policy research agenda has been very tentative up to this point.  Policymakers remain unsure of what are the appropriate boundaries in terms of the types of research issues that should concern them.  The FCC, for instance, on the one hand engages in analyses of media content (see above), but at the same time refuses to incorporate content analysis into its systematic method of assessing diversity in media markets (Federal Communications Commission, 2003) – an inconsistency recognized and criticized by the Court of Appeals for the Third Circuit (see Prometheus Radio Project v. Federal Communications Commission, 2004).  
That being said, it would seem that this transition offers an important opportunity for researchers to better infuse media policymaking and policy analysis with an understanding of, appreciation for, and focus on, the normative dimensions of media policymaking that relate to the effective functioning of the media in a democratic public sphere (e.g., diversity and localism).  To the extent that research in this subject area seems to be gaining greater acceptance – and exhibiting greater demand – in a policymaking sector that traditionally has relied almost exclusively on economic analysis (see Napoli, 1999), there would appear to be an opportunity to level the analytical playing field in a way that could ultimately bolster the role and influence of normative policy principles such as diversity and localism that lie at the core of the relationship between media and democracy by bringing the kind of hard empirical evidence to the table that decision-makers increasingly are demanding but seldom have been presented with.

However, there also is the danger that the move towards a more intensive empirical orientation towards normative policy principles such as diversity and localism could, ultimately, rob these principles of some of their power and influence in the policymaking arena.  One could argue quite convincingly, for instance, that policymakers should approach concepts such as diversity and localism from the standpoint that they are policy principles whose value is self-evident.  These principles’ emergence from traditional First Amendment values (see Napoli, 2001a) would suggest that such an approach is appropriate – certainly the value of the First Amendment is never seen as requiring empirical demonstration.  In adopting a more intensely empirical stance toward these principles, there is the risk that the empirical support of their value, or of the policies traditionally employed on their behalf, could prove lacking when examined with the limited toolkit of the social sciences.  Such results could then undermine the rhetorical strength of these principles in the policymaking and policy advocacy processes.  
This certainly would represent a different scenario than we have within the context of a truly “self-evident” policy principle such as the First Amendment.  Empirical demonstrations that the political process would function more effectively with the abridgment of a wide range of First Amendment freedoms (one could imagine that such results could arise) likely would not influence policymakers’ or the courts’ stance on preserving and promoting the First Amendment.  In this regard, it is safe to say that the First Amendment is, to a certain degree, above, and impervious to, social science. 
 Ideally, normative policy principles that extend from the First Amendment such as diversity and localism should be treated the same way.  Unfortunately, this has not been the case for some time.  The courts and policymakers increasingly are demanding evidence that policies implemented on behalf of principles such as diversity and localism produce measurable effects (leading, of course, to growing efforts to effectively quantify these concepts), and have even raised questions about whether there is sufficient evidence to warrant the pursuit of diversity and localism as policy objectives (see Napoli, 1999, 2001b).  This is a pattern that is reflective of the increasing extent to which policymaking across all fields has become more data and research-driven (McGarity, 1991).
In such an environment, the incorporation of normative principles such as diversity and localism into the expanded media policy research agenda is likely to take place with or without the participation of those who support a media policymaking agenda that prioritizes the preservation and promotion of a democratic public sphere.  Relying on principles-focused policy arguments and eschewing empirically-based work, while, perhaps reflective of the appropriate perspective to employ, risks the possibility of a dangerously one-sided information environment, one in which principles such as diversity and localism can be even more effectively minimized and marginalized in the policymaking process than they have been over the past 25 years.  An example that helps illustrate this point can be culled from the Fowler-era FCC, when the Commission conducted a series of studies that ultimately supported the elimination of many localism-motivated policies, due to inadequate evidence indicating the policies’ effectiveness (see Napoli 2001b).  These studies, which failed to capture the complexity of the localism concept, did nonetheless provide useful empirical ammunition to support the pre-determined conclusion to deregulate.  
At the same time, there also exists the very real risk that rigorous and objectively designed studies could fail to find empirical support for policies that those seeking a policy environment that places greater emphasis on strengthening the role of the media in a democratic public sphere would find desirable – policies with a clear linkage to democratic theory that might merit their continuance or implementation regardless of the extent to which they receive support by social scientific research.  The ability of social scientific methods to effectively capture complex phenomena and the inter-relationships between such phenomena is limited (Fischer, 1998; McGarity, 1991), though such limitations rarely receive meaningful discussion in policy discourse.
However, to refrain from such work, in light of the extent to which the absence of empirical evidence supporting a particular policy is, in the contemporary policymaking environment, virtually as damning as empirical evidence undermining a particular policy; and the extent to which contrary research from other sources that is poorly designed (intentionally or unintentionally) can be injected into the policymaking process, means that scholars and advocates concerned with the role of the media in a democratic public sphere must, in many ways, choose between the lesser of two evils.  One is to cede the increasingly influential empirical space that policymakers increasingly are asking to have filled to those who may have different policy priorities.  The other is to risk undermining the policies and principles at the core of the role of the media in a democratic public sphere by treating these principles and policies as requiring empirical support via methods that may in fact be somewhat ineffective in doing so.  The resulting research may not only indirectly support the position that these are principles and policies requiring empirical justification (as opposed to being self-evident in their value), but also may contain results that either fail to support or undermine these principles and policies.  
Only the latter choice possesses an important potential upside – the production of empirical work that does support principles and policies related to preserving and enhancing a democratic public sphere, and thereby bolstering their standing in the policymaking process.  Circumstances therefore dictate that it is the route that should be taken, and that scholars and advocates focus on the opportunities offered by the contemporary policymaking environment (with its broadening research agenda) rather than the threats.  The end result could be the filling of a newly opened analytical space with work that is grounded in a thorough understanding – and appreciation – of the central normative principles related to the role of the media in a democratic public sphere and that, consequently, helps to correct some of the analytical imbalances (see Napoli, 1999) that have existed in the past.
In taking advantage, then, of this opportunity, the media policy advocacy and research communities must engage in the following activities: 

A) Identify and engage researchers/scholars with expertise in these newly relevant fields who likely previously did not assume significant policy relevance for their work.  
There are scholars conducting research in a variety of areas related to media processes, content, usage, and effects across a variety of disciplines who likely have much to contribute to the broadening media policy research agenda, in terms of theoretical perspectives and methodological expertise, but who likely have not often thought of themselves as conducting work with direct policy relevance.  Considering the broadening of the media policy research agenda that is taking place, the increased relevance of such scholars, and their potential ability to consequently recast the analytical framework brought to bear on media policy issues, they must then be educated regarding the contemporary media policy environment and advised as to how their present and future work could best be recalibrated (if necessary) to directly appeal to and address current policy issues.

B) Establish and foster new academic research enterprises (centers, institutes, consortia) that not only embrace, but are oriented around, this expanded media policy research agenda, in order to develop the necessary collaborative, interdisciplinary critical mass of scholars with the resources to conduct the necessary research and to engage meaningfully and productively with the public interest/advocacy communities.


Research that fits into this broadening of the media policy research agenda needs the appropriate infrastructure – and quickly if this window of opportunity that currently is open is not to close before significant contributions can be made.  To the extent that the relevant research has, to this point, been scattered across a wide range of largely disconnected institutional and disciplinary contexts, future endeavors need to pull these disparate elements together into coherent enterprises that effectively demonstrate their relevant connections and centrality to contemporary policymaking; and that provide visible and active nodes that attract, organize, and support relevant researchers, thereby facilitating research and information exchange, collaborative work, and the firm legitimization of these lines of work in the policy stream.
c) Work collaboratively to articulate the specific parameters and components of this expanded media policy research agenda, and, perhaps most important – identify linkages between this expanded research approach, and the more traditional media policy research approach, in order to effectively integrate the new agenda (and its associated research approaches) into the established framework and effectively blur what is essentially an artificial boundary between the established and the emerging areas of media policy research.
Current and forthcoming policy issues need to be analyzed thoroughly to identify the specific opportunities for the broadening of the traditional media policy research agenda.  This paper has explored the media ownership issue from this perspective (see also Napoli & Gillis, 2005), but all current and future policy issues should be subjected to similar treatment – and in ways that are effectively integrated into the policymaking and policy advocacy processes.  Only then will the tentative broadening of the media policy research agenda that has been described here and not revert to a narrowing.  This work also must be proactive in nature – not simply responding to areas of inquiry identified by policymakers, but also identifying relevant areas of inquiry independently and bringing them to policymakers’ attention.  Finally, it is important that researchers work to intertwine elements of the broadening media policy research agenda with those of the more traditional media policy research agenda, via conducting integrated analyses that address the interaction between economic and normative policy priorities, that build upon traditional market structure analysis, and that bring non-traditional theoretical perspectives and methods to bear on traditional policy concerns.  In these ways, the boundaries between the traditional and the expanded media policy research agenda begin to blur, a development that ultimately would facilitate greater attention to, and consideration of, the policy principles and priorities of those concerned with the role of the media in fostering a democratic public sphere.
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