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Changing Structures and Contents of Media: Does
It Weaken the Media’s Informational and Political
Role?

BHPHENGERENE: RE
B35 7R B mBuGtE M A

O Ralph Negrine

It is always dangerous to generalise from the experience of one country or even a group
of countries, but it is sometimes useful to look at other countries in order to properly assess
the options or choices that may be available to others. In the case of the media environment,
I would like to suggest that there are some changes that have taken place in the European
context that one might like to consider as indications of patterns of change. These would in-
clude —and this is not intended to be a sequential list — (i) the general trend towards
deregulation and liberalisation and the consequences of such a trend, (ii) the transition from
scarcity to multiplicity and the consequent fragmentation of the audience, and (iii) the
changing menu of content that both these trends have brought about.

This list is deceptively short but it does contain, almost implicitly, an account of signifi-
cant transformations in the communications landscape, particularly in the electronic media. I
would like to touch on these transformations at the very start of my paper because they set
the context for much of what I am going to discuss later on. Following an account of this
context, I would like to move on to discuss, firstly, the changes that have taken place in the
media coverage of political systems that may be impacting on its health, secondly and more
briefly, the interest in the internet both as a new medium and also as a medium that will

have an enormous impact on ‘old’ media.
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1. Transformations in the communications environment

The major transformations that have taken place in the communications sector have un-
doubtedly been in respect of television. For a number of complex reasons, including a desire
to modernize the economy, the advent of new services via cable and satellite, a desire to
make public services more responsive to consumer demands, international competition, and
an internationalization or globalization of television markets, broadcasting systems across Eu-
rope entered a process of ‘deregulation’ from the early 1980s onwards. Regulations that had
existed, particularly with respect to commercial broadcasters, were relaxed and new ventures
in broadcasting found that they could now operate without the sorts or requirements that ap-
plied to domestic public or national services. They would not need, for example, to provide

national and international news, or current affairs programmes or regional programmes with-

in each single channel or service. This process of ‘deregulation’ often also referred to
as liberalisation — has led to different, sometimes stricter but more often less strict, rules
being enacted: stricter in as much as quality thresholds might have been introduced, but less
strict in as much as things have become easier for the broadcasting companies, for example,
in respect of assessing and meeting their own contract requirements. Because regulations
have not been completely done away with, it is perhaps more accurate to describe the process
that has taken place since the 1980s as one of re — regulation, rather than a total deregulation
of the broadcasting structure. In other words, processes of deregulation have usually been
controlled in some way or other, and it is rare for the process to be totally uncontrolled.

One of the many consequences of this — and this must be seen in conjunction with the
advent of the then new technologies of cable and satellite communications which created
pressures for change, as well as facilitating those changes — has been a transformation of the
broadcasting environment from a fairly closed, state controlled system characterised by a
small number of public broadcasters into a large competitive environment, with different
types of services occupying the airwaves: there are now not only many more services, but
many of these services serve niche markets. We can see this in the context of Britain.

Just 20 years ago, in 1981, Britain had only three nationally available television ser-
vices: the licence funded BBC1 and 2, and the commercially funded ITV. Channel Four was
launched in 1982 and Rupert Murdoch’s Sky Television towards the end of the 1980s. As
new services, such as MTV, began to join the Sky Television platform of services, many
British television households were transformed from households with a very few television
services into ones with multiple channels. With digital television now under development,

that transformation will undoubtedly continue.
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How can we best illustrate this transformation and what is its importance/ significance?

Table 1 shows the changes that have taken place over the last 20 years across a selection of

European countries.

Table 1; Number of national TV channels in Europe 1980/1990/1997 *

1980 1990 1997
Public |Commerciall Public |Commerciall Public |Commercial

Belgium 4 4 2 4 4
Denmark 1 2 3 2

France 3 3 3 3 3 3

Germany 3 4 4 5 9

Greece 2 3 4 3 5

Italy 3 3 6 3 6
Norway 1 1 2 3

Sweden 2 2 2 3

UK 2 1 2 2 2 3

% Please Note: This table is adapted from McQuail and Siune (1998) . It does not in-

clude commercial satellite and cable services that may be significant but reach less than 50%

of households. The prime example of this would be some of Rupert Murdoch’s Sky television

services in the UK.

If that change is of itself interesting — and I shall return to it in a moment — another

change that took place across Europe was in respect of the types of systems of broadcasting

that were being formed. Here also one can see a shift away from systems in which public

broadcasting services were dominant into ones where they are less dominant. (Table 2) As

you can see, the television systems of nearly all European countries have been transformed

from ones in which a small number of publicly and commercially funded state services existed

into ones in which a multiplicity of services exist, of which the vast majority are commercial,

each competing for viewers.

Ghina G 7
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Table 2; Typology of national systems (1980/1990/1997)

System 1980 1990 1997

Public monopoly/ li-|Belgium, Denmark,

cence fee only Norway, Sweden
Public monopoly/ Austria, Finland, Austria, Denmark, | Austria, Ireland,
mixed revenue France, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, | Switzerland

Greece, Iceland, | The  Netherlands,

Ireland, The|Portugal,  Switzer-

Netherlands, Portu-{land

gal, Switzerland,

Spain
Private  monopoly/ | Luxembourg Luxembourg Luxembourg
advertising only
Dual system Italy, UK Belgium, Finland, | Belgium, Denmark,

France, Germany, |Finland, France, Ger-
Greece, Italy, Nor-|many, Greece, Ice-

way, Spain, Swe-|land, Italy, The

den, UK Netherlands, Norway,
Portugal, Spain, Swe-
den, UK

Source: McQuail and Siune (1998 27)

These broad changes are important because they lead, not surprisingly, to (i) a more
competitive media environment which has both an effect on the viability of services as well as
on the diversity of content, and (ii) to a fragmentation of the audience.

One can illustrate these two points by returning to the data in the first table (listing the
number of new national terrestrial services), but this time I want to provide an updated and
more comprehensive set of figures. It is taken from a recent report on the television market
in the United Kingdom.

The slope of the graph may be dramatic but it does illustrate the explosion in the num-
ber of services currently available. But more telling than the growth in the number of ser-
vices is the growth in the number of homes that have access to these services, or a good
many of them. As the report also observes, “more than 23 million individuals aged four or

over {out of a population of 60 million) have access to some form of multi — channel televi-
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sion, with satellite remaining the dominant platform.” (DGA, 2001: 21)

There are two comments worth making here: The first of these is quite a simple one al-
though it is by no means an unproblematic one. If there are currently some 10 million multi
— channel homes, that means that there are about 15 million non — multi — channel homes
and that for a variety of reasons a significant sector of the population has decided not to move
into the multi — channel era. On one level, one could argue that they are expressing a satis-
faction with the available terrestrial analogue choices; at another, they may also be deciding
not to opt into the new digital era. In which case, any proposed move to digital for all cur-
rent analogue services cannot easily take place or cannot take place in the very near future.
Proposals for a wholesale switch over to digital television now look immensely problematic:
how will the authorities be able to persuade middle — to — low income pensioners, for exam-
ple, that they really should replace their television sets and subscribe to a digital system so as
to take advantage of the new digital formats?

So, the policy implications of the existence of such a large body of non — multi — channel
homes are significant. If, as some studies suggest, some 30~40% of all households appear
content with the analogue services and have so far expressed little desire to move into the
multichannel era, will a switch over be possible by the end of this decade? If not, what are
the implications of this for the future development of digital television?

The second comment I wish to make also contrasts multichannel homes with non — mul-
tichannel homes and, in particular, the viewing choices that these disparate groups are mak-
ing. This time last year, “the terrestrial channels attracted 81.5% of viewing across the
country as a whole... but in multi — channel homes the figure fell to 57.1%” (DGA,
2001: 22) .In other words, in multi — channel homes, the traditional services lose viewers
to the newer ones that have come into existence over the last 15 years or so. None of these
services, one should add quickly, necessarily has a particularly large share of the audience but
cumulatively they are able to make incursions into the national audience.

This fragmentation of the audience is obviously an indication of both the available diver-
sity of content and the desire of the audience to sample that diversity. But many believe that
we may be paying a price for that. That price can be seen in some of the figures just quoted,
namely, that in multi — channel homes the share of the terrestrial channels is decreasing.
Now, if one adds to this that the terrestrial channels are those that have to fulfil some public
service obligations with regards to, for example, news and current affairs coverage, we can
begin to see how those in multi — channel homes may be shifting their preferences away from
certain types of services and towards others. As the audience of the public broadcasters
drops, the legitimacy of, and the case for, public funding of such broadcasting services is
questioned. They are then placed in an unenviable situation: if they are to compete head ~ on

with the commercial broadcasters, they cease to be different from them. And if they are no

a
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different from them, why should they be funded differently? But if they do not compete,
they risk losing the audience as it drifts to less taxing content. And if they become a ‘minor-
ity’ channel, they also risk losing their public funding. This explains, in part, why public
broadcasters are using such data as reach and viewing across periods in their accounts: it
helps to show how they are viewed by a large number of people, if not all at the same time.

It is therefore not surprising to find that there is now a discussion — debate would not
be an appropriate word — about some of the implications of the changes that have taken
place over the last 20 years, particularly with regards to the licence funded BBC (although
the national terrestrial services also face similar problems) . The fundamental question for
the BBC, though, is how it meets the challenges of the next 10 years. How is it going to de-
fine its place in this new media landscape? How will it adapt its programme provision? How
will it confinue to provide services that are universally available? As the European Broadcast-

ing Union’s Digital Strategy Group puts it without providing any real answers:

“As a consequence of the new environment, if they (public broadcasters) are to take no
action, there is a risk that public service broadcasters will find themselves marginalized, or
relegated to simply providing television services for those who cannot afford TV pay. Public
service broadcasters must rise to meet the challenges of the new environment. Their present
forms will not do. (They need to) adapt themselves in order to play their rightful part in the
new media environment.” (2001: 6)

These are not questions that only the BBC needs to address, nor that it has to address
on its own. The government needs to develop its own strategy towards the broadcasting
landscape as a whole and to decide whether or not to commit itself — and the nation — to
long— term and adequate funding of public broadcasting services. And all of us concerned
with broadcasting in the United Kingdom are aware that what happens to the BBC has a
knock — on effect on other broadcasters, as well as on the social, cultural and political scene
as a whole.

This plea for some careful handling of these major policy issues is not, I would hope, a
plea for going back to another era. It is one based on a belief that public broadcasters may be
a little different from commercial broadcasters both in terms of how they perceive their roles
but also in terms of how they fulfil their obligations and responsibilities. The expectation,
which is not always borne out, is that public broadcasters should play a more active cultural
and socially and politically educative and informative role within our societies. they should
aim to use the means of communication for some higher goals rather than use broadcasting
systems in order to please their commercial masters. This does not mean that commercial en-
terprises cannot produce or provide things that please and satisfy the audience. There are

many examples of commercial enterprises broadening the range of output: sports channels are

B
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one example, music television are another, but there has always been a fear that the com-
mercial imperative would not work to the advantage of things, such as news and current af-
fairs, which have a small number of viewers.

Some of the available data does in fact suggest that when commercial broadcasters do
provide similar types of programmes, and news programmes are a good example, and the
content of these programmes will differ so confirming that they have different aims and ob-
jectives. We can see this from a study we carried out in 1997/8 where we compared the
ways in which three different evening news programmes on three different services —
BBC1, ITN and Sky News — dealt with political stories. (Table 3)

Table 3 Prominence of primary political news items in four bulletins. {Negrine, 1999)

|
Sample 9 days | 10days | 10 days | Total |10 days| 9days | 10 days | Total |9 days

period
Total BBC1 |[ITN |Channel 4 BBC1 [ITN |Channel 4 Sky

News

number
of pri-
mary

items |34 31 46 111 30 23 41 94 27
Number |15 16 21 52 14 10 18 42 9

of items

in first 3
of bul-
letin

As this table shows, Sky News — the commercial news service run by BSkyB — places
its items in a different order. In fact, Sky News only carried one of the nine items at the top
of the news bulletin over the nine days, compared to 4 for ITN and 6 for the BBC. Note,
also, that this table does not say anything about the length of items or their treatment. It
only gives an outline of the theme I am currently pursuing. These data suggest that, like for
like, commercial services are likely to put “hard” news items lower down the running order
than non — commercial, public services.

But there is another pattern in these data that also deserves our attention, namely, the
general trend away from ‘hard’ news perse. As Table 3 shows, there were fewer primary
political news items in 1996 than there were in 1986. One could easily argue here that the
more competitive media environment has led to a move away from ‘hard’ news in order to
retain the audience, except that we are also looking at a much longer trend that is being
made worse by the more competitive environment. It is this change in general political cover-

age that I now wish to turn to.
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2. Changes in the media coverage of politics

The pattern in Table 3 is quite clear. But it is a pattern that we can also find in the
British press — I want to return to this in a minute — as well as in the general coverage of
news and current affairs. Steve Barnett and Emily Seymour have provided us with evidence
of a general trend away from the more educative and informative role of the media and to-
wards a more entertainment one. They looked at television programme schedules from the
early 1970s through to the late 1990s and they analysed the changes that they found in the
categories of programming. In respect of news and current affairs, they summarised their
findings as follows:

¢ Foreign coverage has virtually disappeared from commercial television and is now al-
most wholly confined to BBC2. On all other channels, a domestic agenda dominates.

¢ The BBC is becoming the sole repository of political and economic coverage in cur-
rent affairs.

» There is less peak — time current affairs on ITV than ever before.

* The crime/police theme has risen sharply across all channels over the last ten years.
It is now the most frequently featured topic on commercial television.

» There is a general trend towards “softer” issues, particularly crime, consumer
moral/ethical themes. (1999: 11)

As Barnett observed, “Given the dire warnings about the damaging effect of channel
proliferation and market competition, we tend to the conclusion that the UK has maintained
a remarkably robust and broadly serious approach to television news. Partly because of the
presence of a well — funded public broadcaster and partly because of the regulatory obligations
which allowed a strong commercial competitor to flourish. Viewers of mass audience chan-
nels still have access to serious coverage of important domestic and foreign issues, alongside a
reasonable proportion of lighter, more tabloid issues.” (Press launch, 1999)

By implication, without those ‘well — funded public broadcasters’ and without that
regulatory framework, those things would not exist as they do now. Once again, we come
back to the much broader concern about how we can design, plan or shape our media land-
scape in order to create a framework for a vibrant and lively cultural and political environ-
ment. But as more and more of the electronic media move out of government regulatory
mechanisms, that ability to shape that framework lessens. Indeed, as the media environ-
ment globalizes — in terms of trade, alliances, ownership— it becomes easier to shape that
framework: there are too many inter — connecting influences coming to bear on each and ev-

ery decision.

B
9 Ghanging Fucolures ands Gombomts of Media;
Does. S Wochon the Modias's Iuformational and: Blitioad Tole



