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Chapter 14:
A Virtuous CGrcle?

This final chapter highlights the major findings of this book and
outlines an alternative interpretation of the evidence whereby the
process of political communications can be understood as a ‘virtuous
circle’, a ratchet that, in the long-term gradually reinforces the
activism of the active. This interpretation remains theoretical, we
lack direct proof, but it does make sense of the consistent patterns
found throughout the book. The conclusions echo an earlier era of
political communications research of the Col unbia school, unfashionable
in recent years, when the news nedia were widely believed to exert a
positive force in denocracy.

The accounts of videonalaise discussed in this book claim that
coverage of public affairs by the news nedia contributes towards civic
di sengagenent, including ignorance of public affairs, disenchantnent
with governnment, and political apathy. In understanding accounts of
vi deonal aise it helps to draw a clear distinction between the expl anans
and explanandum Authors agree about the effects of videonal aise but
differ in the reasons given for this phenonmenon.

The nodern idea of videonal aise originated with the Langs in the
1960s, developed with the work of Mchael Robinson in the md-1970s,
and gained credibility as it was subsequently expanded, with variations
on a thenme, by different American and European scholars in the 1990s.
This idea spread nore widely as it fed a nmood of self -doubt and angst
in contenmporary Anerican journalism In recent years dissenting voices
in the literature have been overwhelned by the current popularity of
vi deoral ai se. Many accounts inmply a general pattern that, if true,
should be evident across post-industrial societies. OQhers provide a
narrower focus, suggesting a nore purely American phenonenon. Many
stress the distinct role of television journalism (Robinson) and
newspapers (Mller). Yet another perspective, not directly examned in
this book, |ooks even nore broadly at the association between watching
television entertainnment, social trust and engagenent in voluntary
associations and community affairs (Putnan). Another strand in the
literature criticizes the political marketing techniques used by
politicians, spin doctors, image consultants, and pollsters. As already
stressed in Chapter 1, although the term originated with Robinson,
there is no single canonical theory of videonalaise which influenced
all subsequent witers, rather there are nultiple perspectives in the
literature. But by the 1990s a broad consensus had energed that sone,
or all, practices in political communication have contributed towards
public disenchantment with civic life.

Under st andi ng vi deonal ai se matters because concern about the
i npact of the news media has rippled out well beyond a small circle of
scholars to becone fashionable anong policymakers, journalists and
broadcasters. In the United States there is nmuch self -doubt w thin the
i ndustry; the majority of Anerican journalists believe, for exanple,
that the press pays too little attention to conplex issues, blurs the
di stinction between reporting and commentary, is out of touch with the
public, and is too cynicall *“A large majority of news professionals

sense a degradation of the culture of news,” Kovach and Rosensteil
suggest, “From one that was stepped in verification and a steadfast
respect for the facts, towards one that favours argunent, opinion -
nmongering, haste and infotainnent.” Instead of covering political
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events — such as the Lewinsky affair or gun violence or the GOP
primaries, Arerican journalism seens increasingly transfixed by
Amrerican journalism looking at itself obsessively in an endless hall
of mrrors. Like night follows day, the first wave of stories concern
‘real’ events; the second benpans how poorly the news nmedia covered the
events. In Europe too, although the debate seens nore nuted, there are
periodic burst of angst about the standards of journalism often
surrounding coverage of particular events by the nore aggressive
paparazzi and checkbook tabl oids. Concern about the news nedia has
also spread to the public? According to the 1995-97 Wrld Values
survey, less than a third of the public had any confidence in the press
in Britain, Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, Austria and Germany, and
simlar proportions trusted television in Swtzerland, Ger many,
Australia and the United States.

The Emergence of Post - Modern Conmuni cati ons

Before evaluating how far the news nmedia fulfils its denocratic
functions we need to agree upon sone common normative standards.
Theories of representative denocracy suggest that the news nedia should
act as a civic forum providing serious and extended political coverage
for all voices in society, as a watchdog checking abuses of civil and

political liberties, and as a nobilizing agent encouraging | earning,
stimulating interest, and encouraging participation in public affairs.
To analyze whether the news media fulfill these functions we can draw a

di stinction between the production, contents and effects of political
conmuni cations. The central thesis of this book is that although the
structure of the news industry and the process of political canpaigning
has undoubtedly altered al nost beyond recognition fromthe post -war era
of wireless airwaves, inky linotype and town hall neetings, it is far
|l ess clear that developnents have eroded the standards of political
coverage, still less contributed towards political nalaise. Instead in
Europe and the United States, due to a ‘virtuous circle’, attention to
the news nedia gradually reinforces civic engagenent, just as civic
engagenment strengthens attention to the news.

The News | ndustry

Part 11 of the book describes how the structure of the news
i ndustry has been transformed in recent decades by technol ogical,
economic and political devel opnents conmon to post -i ndustri al

soci eties. Rather than new nedia displacing the old, these devel opnents
have created a proliferation and diversification of news sources,
formats, and levels. There is w despread concern that serious and in-
depth reporting of governnent, public policy issues and international
affairs has been increasingly displaced by ‘infotainnment’ or
‘“tabl oidization'”, wth nore and nore human-interest stories about
popul ar celebrities, consuner affairs, and scandal.

Yet the nost plausible interpretation of the evidence is that
many post-industrial societies have seen a diversification in the
channels, levels, and formats of political conmmunications that have
br oadened the scope, reach and audience for news, at both highbrow and
popul ar levels. Newspaper sales have not declined in post-industrial
societies, the proportion of regular readers of European newspapers has
doubled in the last three decades, and the social profile of readers
has broadened. If the definition and scope of ‘news’ stories has
wi dened across diverse outlets, so that today we often see |ess about
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events in the Wite House, No. 10, and the Krenmin, and nore about the
| atest studies of cancer or news about the popular arts, this tendency
may challenge old-fashioned (male?) assunptions of what constitutes
‘real’ or hard news. The amount of news shown on public service TV in
CECD countries has tripled in the last thirty years, not contracted
Three-quarters of all Europeans watch TV news everyday, up from half
three decades earlier. Even in the United States, the country where
criticism of the quality of journalism has been harshest, GC SPAN
coexists with MV, the New York Tines with the New York Post, the Jerry
Springer Show with N ghtline, and the Atlantic Mnthly wth Pl ayboy.
The diversification of the market means that in many sectors, quality
journalism serious electoral news, and thoughtful coverage of policy
debates remains strong and flourishing, along with the tabloid trash.

Post - Moder n Canpai gni ng

Canpai gns have been transformed by these changes in the news
i ndustry and also by the w despread adoption of professional politica
mar ket i ng. As with developnents in the nedia, new fornms of
el ectioneering essentially supplenment, rather than replace, older
t echni ques.

The book conceptuali zes the evolution of these devel opnents as
stages representing the pre-nodern, nodern and post-nodern eras of
canpai gni ng. The traditional t echni ques  of door -t o-door party
canvassing, town neetings and local hustings, volunteer grassroots
| abour, conmmunity nobilizing and |eadership tours with standard stunp
speeches, supplemented by a partisan-synpathizing press, were the
primary forms of canpaign conmunications at least until the 1950s and
the rise of the Tel evision Age.

The nodern canpaign, which predom nated from the early 1960s
until the late 1980s, was characterized by greater professionalization
as nore specialist advisors were enployed by central party
headquarters, and the techniques of public opinion polling and narket
research were brought into political marketing. The canpai gn | engthened
and costs rose as volunteer |abour was displaced by hired guns. The
central focus of attention becanme the publicity generated in television
studi os. The devel opnent of political marketing techniques raised fears
of a widening rift between politicians, surrounded by a coterie of
pr of essi onal advi sors, but i ncreasingly i sol at ed from direct
connections with voters.

The growth of post-nodern canpaigning, which energed in many
countries with the rise of the Internet and other new nedia in the
1990s, has the potential to restore sone of the older fornms of campaign
interactivity. Use of party intranets, online discussion groups, party
web sites, email and even ‘old nedia in new guises, like talk radio,
can be characterized as |ocated sonewhere between the traditional and
nodern forms of canpaigning. The new types of interactivity remain
under devel oprment, and these channels have probably gone nuch further
in some societies which are nore fully wired, like the US, Sweden and
Finland, than in others like Italy and Portugal. But analysis of
Internet users suggests that newer forms of canpaign conmunications
suppl erent ol der ones, rather than replacing them Even in the United
States, the proportion of citizens active through traditional forns of
canpaigning remains remarkably stable in the post -war era. Political
uses of the Internet, while primarily enpowering the nost active, add
anot her | ayer of conplexity to elections.
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The I nmpact on G vic Engagemnent

How have structural developnments in political comunications
i nfluenced political know edge, trust and nobilization? The nore

pessim stic scenario suggests that the news nedia in general, and
television news in particular, have fuelled political disenchantnent.
Much of the literature, however, focuses on changes in the news

i ndustry wi thout |ooking directly at public opinion.

The analysis in this book suggests two main conclusions. The
weaker version of the videonalaise thesis clains that a consistent
pattern of negative news erodes specific support for particular
| eaders, governnments, or policies, for exanple that extensive coverage
of George W Bush’s ‘youthful indiscretions’ can reduce his popularity,
or that bloody pictures of school shootings dimnishes support for the
NRA. From the evidence reviewed here, this version does seem
convi nci ng. Chapter 9 shows that a persistently Euroskeptic press did
damage early public confidence in the euro. News coverage of Community
affairs was usually quite limted, nost routine European Union business
went unreported. When EU affairs were reported, however, newspapers and
television tended to provide a steady diet of bad news about Brussels.
The extent of the bias was by no neans large but it was consistent.
VWen the public reads stories about the EU they are nore likely to
form an inpression of inefficiency, inconpetency and failure than of
Eur opean cooperati on and good governance. Moreover, this influenced the
public; monthly fluctuations in the direction of news coverage of the
euro were significantly related to public opinion on this issue.
Negati ve news probably reduced public support for the new currency.

Yet does attention to the news nedia produce any deeper signs

of civic malaise, in Europe or the United States? After all, public
support for particular issues, |eaders, or governments can be expected
to rise and fall as part of ‘normal’ politics, wthout thereby

undermning nore deep-rooted faith in the political system The
stronger version of the videomal ai se argunent clainms that news coverage
directly harns public engagenent, for exanple that strategic frames or
negati ve news activate political cynicism

The second major conclusion from this study proved contrary to
this thesis. The survey evidence in the United States and Wstern
Europe consistently offers no support for the claim that attention
towards the news nmedia in general, and towards television news in
particular, contributes towards deep-rooted indicators of civic nalaise
and an erosion of diffuse support for the political system

Successive tests established that those nost exposed to the news
media and party campaigns consistently proved nore know edgeabl e, not
less; nore trusting towards government and the political system not
less; and nore likely to participate in election campaigns, not |ess.
These positive associations are found in a succession of nodels, in
Europe and the United States, despite a battery of structural and
attitudinal controls that could plausibly affect nmedia use and civic
engagenment. The association between use of the news nedia and civic
engagement was often only nodest. Gven the linmted neasures avail able
to gauge news exposure, however, the fact that the results proved
significant and remarkably consistent across different datasets, in
different years, in different countries, and with different dependent
vari abl es, increased confidence in the reliability of the results. No
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single finding can be regarded as decisive, there is no elegant and
succinct way to test videomalaise, but the weight of cumulative
evi dence was ultimately persuasive.

Therefore even if we accept the videormalaise claim that the
structure of the news industry and the pattern of political coverage
have changed in recent decades, as working assunptions, this still does
not nean that the news nedia contribute towards civic mnalaise. Let us
assune the worst, nanely that political news has becone nore negative,
canpaign stories comonly adopt a strategic frane, the popular press
and tabloid TV devote nore attention to gaudy sensationalism than
serious public affairs, and the Internet has far nore sites devoted to
porn than politics. Yet, even if we go along with the multiple
criticisnms of mobdern journalism the survey evidence denonstrates that
attention to the news nedia is not associated with public ignorance,
political cynicism and electoral apathy. |If there have been any
systemati c changes in journalism these have not had the dismal effects
upon civic engagenent that so many fear.

A Virtuous CGrcle?

Certain potential criticisns to this argument deserve special
attention. One response to the European evidence is that perhaps the
vi deonal ai se thesis could be a case of ‘Anerican exceptionalism. After
all, previous studies in Europe have found little enpirical support for
vi deomal ai se®. Differences in news systems, historical experiences, and
political cultures could, perhaps, make the United States different to
other post-industrial societies. Yet a direct exam nation of survey
evidence in the US provided no support for the videomnal aise thesis at
i ndi vidual -1evel. Those nost exposed to the news nedia and canpaigns in
Amrerica proved nore politically engaged, not less, a pattern that was
remarkably simlar to that in Europe, strengthening the conviction that
we have established reliable generalizations that can be found in many
post -industrial societies. Attention to the news nedia proved either
positively linked to a wide range of indicators of civic engagenent in
the US and Europe, or neutral in its effects. People who regularl y
watched, read or surfed the news wusually had greater political
know edge, trust and participation, even after controlling for their
soci al background and prior political interest.

Another potential «criticism is that the results could be a
met hodol ogi cal artifact. It could be argued that we have only anal yzed
i ndi vidual -1evel effects of exposure to the news nedia, anong the nost
regul ar readers and viewers, whereas there may well be pervasive and
di ffuse effects upon society as a whole. Yet when long-termtrends in
Amrerican public opinion were examned this provided no support for
di ffuse theories of videomalaise which suggest that the news culture
becane nore cynical after the events of Vietnam Watergate in the late
1960s and early 1970s. Attention to the canpaign nedia and |evels of
canpaign activism proved largely stable, rather than experiencing a
gradual erosion over time, or a sudden decline in the post -Vietnam
years. American trust in government has fluctuated sharply in recent
decades, wth peaks and troughs, not experienced a steady and
continuous fall. El ectoral turnout and interest were relatively low in
the early 1960s, experienced a higher plateau in the heated politics of
the 1960s, and returned to the status quo ante in subsequent decades.
Gven the slippery periodization of the diffuse videonal aise thesis,
some of the trends could perhaps be interpreted as supporting the case,
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but the timng remained | oose and untidy, and the evidence was far from
consi stent across all the indicators of civic engagenent in Anerica.

The |ast, and potentially nost fatal, criticism of the
interpretation presented in this book is that there are serious
problems in wusing cross-sectional surveys to examine the causa
direction of dynamic processes. This is true. Correlation, no natter
how consistent, does not equal causation. Experinments are far nore
satisfactory ways to resolve causality and this is probably the nost
fruitful avenue for further research

As nentioned in the introduction, the consistent association
between use of the news nedia and civic engagenent is open to three
alternative explanations. Critics could argue that the associations
established in this study could flow in a single one-way direction,
from prior political attitudes towards media use. | n other words,
because soneone is interested in public policy and internationa
affairs they could select to read The New York Times or watch CNN
This is indeed plausible, especially given the range of choices about
where to go and what to do in a multi -channel mnultinedia environnent.

Alternatively the direction of causality could flow one way from
habi tual news use to civic engagenent. Someone who regularly watches
the evening news or reads a paper or listens to the radio (for whatever
reason) could be expected to |learn nore about public affairs, reducing
the costs of political involvenent |ike casting a vote.

But it is unclear theoretically why these flows should operate in
a single direction, and it seens nore plausible and realistic to assune
an iterative and interactive process with two-way flows. That is to
say, we do probably turn on C-SPAN, skim the Sundays, catch the radio
headl i nes, or surf online news because of our prior interest to learn
about events in D.C, London and Brussels, because we are already
engaged in the political process, and because of [|ong-standing news
habi ts. But at the sane tine, in the long-term repeated exposure to
the news seens likely to inprove our understanding of public affairs,
to increase out capacity and notivation to becone active in the
political process, and to thereby strengthen civic engagenent. Far from
a negative inpact, the nost convincing picture to energe from this
study is that attention to the news media acts as a virtuous circle:
the nost politically know edgeable, trusting and participatory are nost
likely to tune into public affairs coverage. And those nost attentive
to coverage of public affairs become nore engaged in civic life. This
interpretation remains theoretical, as we cannot prove causation here,
although it is fully consistent wth the association we have
establ i shed between news exposure and positive indicators of civic
engagenent .

If the actives are activated by political comunications, why are
the apathetic not simlarly reinforced in their apathy? The sinplest
answer is that those less engaged in politics are naturally imunized
agai nst the influence of the news nedia nessages by a triple process.
First, as they are less interested, when they encounter political news
the disengaged are nore likely to turn over, turn off, or click to
another site. In a nmultinmedia nulti -channel environment, with renote or
nouse in hand, the captive audience is as passé as the phonograph. Wy
listen to pundits and pollsters when there are so many alternative
channel s and prograns? Second, if the disengaged continue to watch or
read, perhaps because of routine habit, since they lack prior interest
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they pay less attention to political coverage. Lastly, even if they
watch and pay attention, because trust in the news nmedia and in
government go hand in hand* the disengaged are less likely to regard
political news as credible.

The result is that the ratcheting effect of political
conmuni cations function in a positive direction. Focusing only on the
structure of the news industry or the contents of coverage, while
neglecting the reaction of the audience, leads to many fundanental
m sconceptions inherent in videonmal aise accounts. The public is not
passively sinply absorbing whatever journalists and politicians tel |
them at face value, rather with increased cognitive skills and greater
diversification of nmedia outlets the public is actively sifting,
sorting and thereby constructing political nessages in line with their
prior predispositions. This conceptualization harkens back to an
earlier tradition that has |ong enphasized the role of reinforcenment in
political communications. A virtuous circle represents an iterative
process gradually exerting a positive inpact upon denocracy. The causa
steps in this thesis cannot be denonstrated, anynore than we can
examne the lifelong socialization process whereby the famly,
wor kpl ace and community shapes formative political attitudes. The
effects are wunderstood as diffuse, operating cumulatively over a
lifetime of exposure to the news, rather than specific to the inpact of
particular nedia nessages. Nevertheless this theory ©provides a
reasonable interpretation that makes sense of the consistently positive
association between use of the news nedia and civic engagenent
est abl i shed t hroughout this book

This view also receives confirmation from the results of
experimental research where groups in Britain were exposed to positive
and negative television news, with full details about the nethodol ogy
and results published el sewhere® Experinents provide some of the nost
convincing and elegant tests for resolving issues of causality,
overcoming many of the limtations of cross-sectional survey research.
The results showed that, even after applying a battery of social and
attitudinal controls, watching negative television news had no inpact
upon party preferences, whereas exposure to positive news significantly
increased that party’s support® If we can extrapolate from this
context, this strengthens the argunent for an interactive two-way
virtuous circle, where prior positive attitudes stimulate attention to
the news and canpai gn nessages, and this attention reinforces positive
engagement. Through repeatedly reading or watching news about politics
and public affairs, broadly defined, people gradually acquire practica
information that helps them to nake voting decisions, to get involved
in comunity organi zations, and to trust the political process. Through
the virtuous circle, the news nedia serves to activate those who are
al ready nost active. Those already |ess predi sposed towards politica
l[ife will be nore immne to political messages.

If the pool of activists is gradually shrinking, so that society
is dividing between the information-rich and information-poor, then
this process could legitimtely raise fears about its effects on mass
denocracy. But if, as we argue, in post-industrial societies the news
media has diversified over the years, in ternms of channels
availability, levels and even the definition of news, this neans that
today information about public affairs (broadly defined) reaches a
wider variety of levels and interests in the audience. In this
situation, the effects of the virtuous circle should gradually ripple
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out to broader sectors of society. Such an effect is still consistent
with other trends in society, for exanple the growh of nore critical
citizens, discussed el sewhere’. A nore informed and educated citizenry,
wi th higher cognitive skills, and nore sources of information, may well
beconre nore critical of governing institutions, wth declining
affective loyalties towards traditional representative bodies such as
parties and parlianents. But the growmh of critical citizens does not
necessarily reduce civic engagenent; indeed it can have the contrary
effect.

This conclusion does not dimnish the gravity of nany nmgjor
problenms dinmnishing the vitality of denocracy in post-industrial
societies, whether low |levels of electoral turnout in the United States
and Switzerland, violent conflict in Northern Ireland and the Basque
region, pervasive political cynicismin Italy and Japan, and endenic
political corruption in Mexico and Turkey. The multiple hazards facing
consol i dating denocracies |like Russia, Indonesia and N geria, stranded
m dway between an authoritarian past and an uncertain future, are even
nore deep-rooted and serious. But these problem can best be understood
as rooted in deep-seated flaws wthin the political system and
institutional arrangenents in each of these societies, rather than
representing general problenms comon across denocracies, still less
probl ens caused by political comunications per se. Blam ng the news
media is easy, but it ultimately proves a deeply conservative strategy,
especially in a culture skeptical of regulation of the free press,
which deflects attention from the real reforms to denocratic
institutions that demand our urgent and undivided attention.
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