Research on the media: a luxury?

Presentation to Strategic Roundtable Discussion on Information Pluralism Challenges in the Forthcoming 5 Years. Panos Institute West Africa. 21-22 March 2005, Dakar Senegal.

Guy Berger, G.Berger@ru.ac.za 
1. Introduction: 

Panos Institute West Africa (Piwa) has identified a number of important challenges facing information and media pluralism as part of its strategising for the next five years. Dianna Senghor described one of these challenges as the “appalling” lack of research. Indeed, picking up on points raised by delegates, one thing that certainly needs research is the extent to which “media pluralism” does in fact lead to “information pluralism” – and whether, for example, an increase in radio stations simply produces more music being played (and, I would add, played mainly by men who fancy themselves as little American DJs).  Such a situation of imitation American DJs is not pluralism, but rather uniformity; and it is a uniformity that is not particularly empowering. 
Going further, however, it can be said that research into matters such as this issue can do more than resolve the particular question of assessing pluralism. It can also produce results that, for instance, could lead to regulators imposing obligations on radio licensees to ensure that they do carry a minimum quantity of educational programming, diverse news, current affairs, drama and children’s content. 
Even more than this, however, is the bigger picture of the importance of research in general. For research is not just one of the many challenges – rather, it is a critical factor in helping to understand and prioritise the whole field of challenges that Piwa has identified. 
To this end, Piwa should give substantive attention to researching whether any, amongst all these interdependent challenges, are more important than the others. Further, research should go further and look into the various options of addressing such challenges – this with a view to identifying criteria for African “best practice” and how to adapt such “best practice” for differing countries and contexts. 
In this brief input, I outline some of the strategic issues in considering what Piwa might do concerning a research agenda amongst its various challenges. In so doing, I will look at the context; the agents and themes; and some enablers for effective action.  

2. Background and Context:

Nine years ago, I presented a paper on research at a conference of the African Council for Communication Education. Today, ACCE seems almost defunct, but some of the points I made then remain very much alive and still demanding of attention. The points are: first, there are powerful reasons for why there should be research; second, there are reasons why there is not much research; third, there are reasons for why the little research that does happen is somewhat weak. In more detail: 
1. We have a researcher's paradise in Africa.  There is so much happening in communications on the continent, and so much need to develop this process positively, that there is no shortage of relevant and riveting research topics. So, there is a real role for research. 
2. But despite the needs and the opportunities, not much is happening in the way of research. Why?
2.1 It reflects our African economies, where R&D is generally not a major aspect – we import most technologies and techniques, and we undervalue indigenous knowledges. It is not surprising, therefore, that the field of media and communications is not an exception. 
2.2 It reflects poor development practice: When money is in fact invested in communications projects by governments or donors or businesses, it is typically not spent on evaluating them.  It is the curse of symbolism being more important than substance. 

2.3 It reflects that the specific institutional drivers of research – universities and business - are resource-strapped, and research is a luxury that takes second place to short-term survival, and core business of teaching or direct money-making transactions. Governments like to see themselves in the media, and are happy to leave it at that – irrespective of whether audiences share this sentiment, or indeed even try to avoid such content. 
(These three reasons for a lack of research continue to be major constraints. But they should still not deter Panos from doing what it can. And as outlined below, there are possibilities). 

3. What research does take place, is fairly weak. In particular, there is: 
3.1: A lack of field-based empirical research (as distinct from document or content analysis), especially of audiences and reception of media messages; 
3.2: An agenda and a methodological apparatus that is still too dependent on Western issues, concepts and methods. We need to be wary here of the convergence focus in this regard. Likewise, the issue of corporate conglomeration and control - which is the number one issue in the West, but is surely less of an issue than State control in Africa. Another example is that assessing the democratic role of African media needs to be complemented by looking at the developmental role – something that would not be on the Western agenda. Coverage of poverty is not on the Western agenda, but it should be in Africa. Media sustainability is a huge issue in Africa, but hardly in the developed countries. Broadband is the buzz in the West, but cellphones are crying out for study in Africa. Focus group methodology and qualitative ethnographic study may likely be far more appropriate in Africa than individual interviews and quantitative surveys. But too often the research simply emulates Western patterns and topics. 
3.3:  A disconnect of research from practical application – such as a lack of application to what gets taught or trained. In this sense, too much research is “academic” in the negative sense of the word. 
(For Panos, it is important that research projects it embarks on do not fall into these traps, but rather that they take cognisance of the need for empirical research and of African agendas and appropriate methods, and are oriented towards effective impact.) 

This, then, is the wider context of research challenges: a relevance for research, an absence of research, and weak research. It is now possible to turn to more specific challenges. 

3. Problems highlighted by PIWA:
Piwa raises three points in the brief I was given for this presentation. It says that media’s role in information pluralism is assumed as inherently impacting on (a) democracy; (b) attitude change; (c) a culture of peace. 
But, observes Piwa, these three things are simply taken granted as conventional wisdom. Where, queries Piwa, are the research findings to back up such assumptions? The prevalent logic, which Piwa is challenging, seems to be that if media contents (the “texts”) appear to be positive on these three scores, then this is the end of the story. Taking this further, Bachily yesterday argued that if we could show or prove our assumptions, there would be more attention to the importance of communication. I am not sure about this outcome, but I do agree that indeed there are major unresearched assumptions as pointed out by Piwa. 
Thus, if we unpack these three issues (democracy, attitudes, peace), we can see two areas in which there are in fact blindspots of knowledge: 
(i) What is the actual impact of media on the political environment and policy (such as on agenda-setting, policy debate, citizenship, informed elections)? Here, there are interesting questions, such as the failure of state-controlled media, despite its efforts,  to dissuade or disinform populations from engaging en masse in anti-state politics – even to the extent that those controlling the state are ousted.  

(ii) What is the actual impact of media on audiences in general? Despite huge social marketing, and extensive journalistic reportage, the HIV infection rate in southern Africa has continued to climb. 
It appears then that audience response to media messages is a lot more complicated and converse than we often assume it will be. By the same token, the power of the media is therefore very complex. Only research can begin to give us a better understanding of these issues. 

Going further, however, there is also a third blindspot that we can note. This is one that is based on something else that is also taken for granted when media texts are assumed to be the be-all-and-end-all of the focus. Thus I refer here to: 
(iii) the very existence of media itself (which of course underpins the contents that are put into mass communication). Not much is known in depth about the production issues that underlie and shape these contents – how it is that media survives, is sustained, and how it grows or declines. This includes the use of technology, and especially the emerging prospects and confusions of convergence.
Finally, one may point to a fourth blindspot in our knowledge: 
(iv) that is the shape of the environment which determines so much about the mass media. In particular, the diverse policy and implementation regimes, the regulators and their effects, and the significance of globalisation for these, is known only impressionistically and in a fragmented way. As discussed yesterday, a key issue is for us to understand the conditions for implementation of policy, and the reasons for failure of implementation. Otherwise, we will continue to repeat history, not advance it. 
The changing character of the continent, in terms of its integration at various levels, and the way that this impacts on media, is another part of the dynamic environment which is calling out to be understood. 

In short, we need research into media relations to (i) politics, (ii) the public, (iii) production, and (iv) the determining environment. These are subjects we know too little about. And yet they are subjects that are important for all manner of reasons, and generating knowledge about them could have many significant implications and repercussions. 
4. Agents and themes:
The discussion above raises the question of which agencies would have a research interest in addressing these knowledge blindspots, and indeed in particular themes within them. 
There are indeed a number of stakeholders who ought indeed to have a vested interest in reliable information: 
· governments dealing with policy; 
· continental and regional structures wanting to get their message across; 
· politicians seeking platforms; 
· businesses looking for opportunities; 
· advertisers and marketers wanting audience information; 
· media NGOs and foreign donors staking out their niche; 
· attitudinal change actors in the fields of health or gender issues; 
· media trainers; 
· universities. 
Of course, their particular thematic interests are likely to vary.  For instance, business would be most interested in research that can lead to cost-cutting, or income generation through better exploitation of markets. Trainers might be looking at best practice pedagogy in regard to new technologies. Donors might be interested in media’s coverage of poverty issues. 

The trick here is to encourage each to his own, because no single institution or sector can develop the field as a whole. Rather, the challenge is to catalyse as much as possible. 
Naturally, it does not end there – once the enormous work is done of resourcing, design, implementation, write up and analysis, the vital task of dissemination must follow. There is a definite need here for an agent – perhaps Panos - to take the initiative to encourage widespread online publishing of what research is being done (and will be done), and to create a website portal to as many relevant and high quality links as possible. Further, such an agent should go further and act to introduce the findings into general public discourse – for example, by promoting it to journalists, the training institutions, media owners and the regulatory bodies. 
5. Actions

Research costs money, and unless we are to engage in wishful thinking of a purely normative nature, then a business model is needed. There is no other way to ensure a sustainable intervention to increase the quantity and quality of research to be performed and to be disseminated. The model may well be a mix of resources – from donors, business-resourced, commercial contracts, or state funds. But without such a clear business plan, nothing will be possible. 

It is also important to consider practical alliances in ensuring that research action will not only happen, but also have effects. 
In this regard, Highway Africa may be a useful case study – which is not to suggest that it is problem-free, or necessarily relevant.  This initiative was started at Rhodes University nine years ago, in the form of an annual conference on media and ICT issues. Over the years, the scope has broadened to Information Society issues which encompass ICTs, but also go further into issues of communication rights, globalisation, cultural content, editorial policies, ethics, etc.  Currently, the conference has become the world’s largest annual gathering of African journalists  - 429 attended last year. In future, the idea is possibly to encourage “franchises” in other regions of the continent. 
Where Research fits into all this, is that this kind of activity has now become an important pillar of Highway Africa alongside the various other activities which have been developed in recent years as additions to the conference event.  So, today, Highway Africa also entails besides the conference, a series of Training activities, Advocacy activities, and Informational activities (the latter in the form of a news agency). What the Research component of the whole initiative thus does is to complement these other pillars – thus, it informs the training, and it strengthens and guides the advocacy. In turn, its agenda is influenced by them. The research findings are, in turn, disseminated through the news agency, and presented and shared at the conference. Last year, two major research studies were undertaken – one into how ICT policy is reported in six African countries (including Senegal); the other into how newsrooms in nine countries are using ICTs. 
Currently, Highway Africa is also working with Osisa to develop a database of Information Society policy issues in southern Africa, which will be a knowledge resource available to a range of stakeholders, and which will draw its agendas from the Highway Africa network - and disseminate its new contents through this as well. The content of the database will dovetail with the Advocacy work, and support the Training work. It is an initiative that requires research, and which will be a resource base for further research. 
Another point to note is that the Research initiatives of Highway Africa benefit by the close connection between Highway Africa and a university. It means that there are pertinent intellectual skills that can be tapped by Highway Africa. For the academics, Highway Africa provides both resourcing and a relevant outlet for them. In addition, in the past year, one Highway Africa project – into ICT use in the newsrooms – was executed by mid-careeer journalists enrolled as MA students, as part of their course. This reduced research costs on the one hand, but also developed research capacity on the other. So, there is a good synergy here between the internal work of the university and the external relationship. 
Going by this experience, it may thus be valuable for any new research initiatives that a group like Panos may want to develop, to be done in partnership with knowledge institutions like universities. And another lesson from Highway Africa is for such research to plug into media networks: this not only facilitates research access and provides relevancy to the research agenda, but it also offers a way to publicise the findings broadly. 

In a nutshell, in order to be effective, a research strategy ought to consider a business plan, as well as a set of relevant alliances. 

6. Conclusion:

Research in the Western world has frequently been assessed as to whether it is critical or administrative in function. This dichotomy is probably inappropriate to African conditions. Here, research needs to be both critical – and of practical use. It should indeed critique and highlight problems – but equally it has also to try to offer solutions. It cannot be a luxury. In this vein, this brief paper has attempted to pinpoint and unpack some of the problems facing research in Africa, and to go further and point the way towards some solutions. Hopefully in so doing, it has put the challenge of research into productive perspective for Panos and its friends. 
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