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The past two decades or so have seen an unprecedented spread of democracy around the
globe. With the fall of the Berlin wall in 1989 and the end of the Cold War, the ‘third wave’ of
democratization, which started in the early seventies, now encompasses countries in Asia and
Africa.! And even in states whose governments continue to resist a more open and participatory
form of governance, such as North Korea, Burma or Zimbabwe, the idea of democracy is a powerful
force that inspires people to take on a more active role in public life. However, many of the newly
emerging democracies seem to fall short of some, often many, of the basic standards that define
democratic rule, with irregular voting procedures, corruption, inefficiency and autocratic styles of
government being but a few of the maladies. In addition, as many of the newly emerging
democracies belong to the developing world, inequality and poverty remain severe obstacles to full

self-determination of the people.

The experiences of the past decades have shown that democracy is not a one-way road and
that a viable democracy requires more than the implementation of the key institutions of
government. Rather, an accountable and efficient government is embedded in a complex web of
interdependent conditions that require considerable time and effort to develop. In the context of
the apparent problems and frequent setbacks, scholars and policymakers alike have become aware
of the crucial role of the media in processes of democratization and consolidation. However, like
political institutions, the media in many new democracies often seem to lack the qualities that would
qualify them for playing a key role in promoting accountability and inclusive politics. They are
frequently criticized for remaining too close to political power holders to be able to act as effective
watch-dogs; political reporting is regarded as too opinionated to provide balanced gate-keeping;
while commercial pressures on news coverage often encourage an over-emphasizes on the trivial
and popular at the expense of serious and sustained attention to international affairs and complex

issues on the policy agenda.

This chapter focuses on countries that have only recently established democratic
institutions. Some advanced Western democracies are also undergoing crises of public
communication and political legitimacy — Italy is but one example. Yet the relationship between the
media and good governance is most pressing in transitional democracies, where the role
expectations and norms that guide this relationship are still disputed amongst the actors involved in

the public communication of politics. The study explores the notion of accountability and how it can



be applied to the relationship between governments, citizens and the media. The normative ideals
will be discussed in the light of actual social and political processes. Particular attention will be paid
to the factors that limit, or strengthen, the media’s ability to act as watchdogs. The chapter will then
analyze whether and to what extent the media contribute to an informed and active citizenry that is
able to hold governments to account. This is a critical component of an effective public sphere in civil
society. Even though most theories of media impact on democratic citizenship have been developed
in Western established democracies, empirical evidence is presented that allows us to draw some

conclusions about the role of the media in political life in a range of new democracies.
Democratic accountability: governments, citizens and the media

Government accountability. Even though all governments — whether democratic or
authoritarian — have to deliver a minimum of public goods in order to avoid widespread social unrest
electoral democracy provides strong institutional incentives for political officials to be accountable
to their citizens. With periodic elections citizens have a powerful instrument in their hand to reward
or punish a government for its performance. Since elections are the main mechanism to allocate
power in democratic systems they link the self-interest of politicians with the requirement to act in
the interest of the population. Or as the political scientist V.0O. Key puts it, “the fear of loss of
popular support powerfully disciplines the actions of governments”.? Yet whether or not voting can
function as an effective mechanism to enforce government accountability depends on a complex set
of both institutional and cultural conditions. Institutionally, the choice of electoral system,
professionalism in public administration and the independence of the judiciary are crucial factors
that affect the degree to which governments respond to public demands. Culturally, the ability and
willingness of the citizens to engage in political life alongside the quality of public communication

play an important part in strengthening the link between those in power and the citizenry.

Social accountability. Based on the assumption that effective and accountable governance is
unlikely to be achieved without an attentive and active citizenry the World Bank has recently
introduced the concept of social, or collective, accountability.®> From this point of view civic
engagement involves more than just voting, but also participation in civil society organizations and
community policy making. Academic democratization research has also increasingly drawn attention
to the importance of an active and supportive citizenry in the process of democratic consolidation.*
The lack of a vibrant civil society in many new democracies has been linked to the persisting
problems of corruption and ineffective governance in these countries. Especially in Eastern Europe
citizens are reluctant to join political organizations or voluntary associations, which can be put down

to the constant politicization and compulsory membership under the previous communist regime.



But there are also some encouraging instances of successful grassroots mobilization in Africa and

Latin America.’

The concept of political, or civic, culture argues in a similar vein by emphasizing the link
between micro and macro level processes. In their seminal work Almond and Verba point out that
the institutional setup is not sufficient to understand why some democracies flourish and other
don’t. Equally important are the political orientations of individual citizens and the degree to which
they are congruent with the values and institutions of the democratic system. Elements of a
democratic political culture include cognitive mobilization, indicated by interest in public affairs and
political knowledge, the willingness to participate in political life, further the sense of civic
competence and the belief to have an impact on the course of politics, and support of democracy
both as it actually exists and as a general ideal.® In other words, if citizens are ignorant about political
issues, do not make an effort to have a say, despise their representatives and do not believe in
democratic values, then the viability of that democracy might be seriously at risk — even if the
institutions are perfectly designed. Almond and Verba developed the concept of political culture in
the 1960s with an interest in understanding the chances of democracy taking root in “second wave”
democracies that emerged after the Second World War. Not surprisingly, political culture research
has seen a new renaissance over the past decade or so in response to the recent wave of

democratization and the apparent problems of their consolidation.’

Media accountability. Without reliable information, it would be impossible for citizens to use
their power effectively at election time, nor would they be aware of the problems and issues that
need active consideration beyond voting. Since the media are the main source of information and a
vital link between the government and citizens they are an indispensable precondition for both
government accountability and social accountability. The daily flow of news generates a “running
tally” of government policies, political events and the actions of political officials on the basis of
which citizens make their choices. The media are also expected to provide a forum where a broad
range of voices — opposition parties, civil society actors, independent experts and ordinary citizens —
can express alternative views. Moreover, the media are widely seen as a ‘Fourth Estate’. The term
locates the media as an institution alongside other branches of government who together provide a

system of checks and balances to control political officials and prevent misuses of power.

Assigning these democratic roles to the media is based on the expectations that the media
act in the public interest and are accountable to the public. In his book on media accountability
McQuail discusses the historical and philosophical roots of media responsibilities and how they are
implemented in modern media policy.® However, there is an apparent tension, if not contradiction,

between the notion of media accountability and the principle of freedom of the press. Surely, any
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obligation to produce certain goods and to adhere to certain quality standards restricts the media’s
degree of freedom in making their own choices. Libertarian theorists, but also many journalists,
therefore deny any such obligation arguing that it threatens the independence of the press and
might even invite government interference. The influential media scholar Walter Lippman supports
this view by saying: “The press is not a political institution and has no stake in organizing public

"9 Other scholars contradict this view arguing that press freedom is a right that exists for a

opinion.
purpose and is justified by the benefits it delivers for the society as a whole.'® Although it cannot be
denied that the notion of media accountability can be misused by those in power, the media are
responsible for their behavior and its consequences. As McQuail points out, the principle of media
accountability not only involves restrictions and obligations, but also calls for measures to

strengthen the media’s independence from government, to ensure sufficient resources or to provide

access rights to information. ™

Up to this point the role of the media has been primarily discussed from a normative
perspective, that is, how they ought to perform. Normative ascriptions, however, tell us little about
the day-to-day reality of political reporting. Research into news and journalism indicates that for
various structural reasons, the media’s ability to fulfill their democratic roles often does not live up
to textbook ideals. One important reason is the reliance of the media on official sources. To provide
their news stories with authoritative backing journalists prefer to quote high-ranking politicians
rather than, for example, civil society groups, the validity of whose claims is often difficult to
establish.' The coverage of the U.S. media before and during the Iraq War is a recent example of the
failure of the press to act as a watchdog and to question the credibility of the government’s version
of the events. This is not a singular case of patriotic media in the times of national threat. Rather, it
illustrates a general pattern of the relationship between journalists and their sources.”* Thus,
Blumler and Gurevitch point out that the watchdog role plays a much lesser role in political reporting
than its prominence as a journalistic ideal might imply."* Instead, in the daily routines of news
production, the interaction between journalists and politicians is characterized by a high degree of
cooperation, frequently even a symbiotic relationship, where each side benefits from their
respective counterpart. Journalists therefore often regard adversarialism as an unnecessary
disruption of this relationship, as it can block their access to government officials and the chance of

obtaining off-the-record background information.

The chances for successful watchdog journalism are even more restricted in new
democracies where the functional interdependence between politicians and journalists is still
overshadowed by the legacy of suppression and censorship during the old regime. Political leaders —

even those who are committed to democratic values — find it hard to accept an adversarial press



that demands public justification of policy decisions and political conduct. In fact, the relationship
between governments and the media in most new democracies is characterized by frequent clashes
— quite tellingly dubbed ‘media wars’ — over the boundaries of government interference into the
operation and structure of the media and even the content of news reporting. Meanwhile, the rules
and ethics of investigative journalism are still uncertain among reporters. As a consequence,
patterns of deference and even subservience persist, in particular in state-owned media, alongside
instances of what can be labeled ‘attack dog’ journalism, which takes on an extremely polemic tone
and often uses rumors and fabricated accusations rather than engaging in thorough fact-checking

research.

Various factors systematically affect the quality of political information produced by the
media. One concerns news values, or the standards by which journalists select their stories, thereby
allocating public attention and setting the agenda."® Some of the most important aspects that guide
this selection of news are conflict, impact, deviance, negativity, proximity, high status actors, and
timeliness. Even though some of these news values might be specifically rooted in Western culture,
such as the emphasis on conflict and deviance, the global flow of news and the dominance of
international news agencies have brought about a fairly similar pattern of political reporting around
the world.™ Of similar importance for the quality of the public debate is the way in which the media
present and frame political issues. Almost all news is essentially storytelling. Reports follow a clear
narrative structure that focuses on a distinct event and a main actor — often stereotyped as hero or
villain — who is depicted as being responsible for the problem or its solution. Thus, political issues are
usually presented in an ‘episodic frame’ that is person-centered and event-driven rather than in a

‘thematic frame’ that covers the broader social, economic or historical context of a problem."’

News values and commercial news formats are designed to produce news that sell. Yet
many communication scholars and media critics doubts whether they actually help citizens to make
intelligent choices and hold governments to account. They argue that since the news media are
more concerned with drama, eye-catching headlines, and the strategic games of power, they fail to
provide substantial information about policy debates. Further, long-term structural processes-- such
as poverty, health problems or institution-building -- usually escape the attention of the media
unless some dramatic development makes them fit to print.'® Despite these common criticisms,
recent research shows that many of the ingredients of news that are often regarded as detrimental
for informed citizenship actually bear at least some benefits, especially for those with less
sophisticated cognitive skills. For example, the news narrative not only attracts attention, but also

makes otherwise remote and abstract political issues more tangible and meaningful.*® Even tabloids



and soft news that are the main targets of media criticism have proven to be of some use for the

acquisition of knowledge.”

How does the ‘structural bias’ caused by the specific selectivity of news values affect the
media’s ability to promote democratization? 2! Bennett takes a pessimistic view by arguing that “it
turns out that what sustains successful revolutions, whether the armed or the velvet variety, is the
same thing that can discourage the subsequent formation of stable democratic institutions.” 22 This
suggests that the media are instrumental for regime change, but detrimental for the consolidation of
new democracies. The demise of the old regime often culminates in dramatic events, such as mass
demonstrations, clashes with police forces, and the resignation of the autocratic leader. Since these
events perfectly match journalistic news values they are extensively covered, by both the
international media and the media of the country undergoing political change. Heavy international
media coverage often triggers “demonstration effects” whereby citizens become aware of political
changes elsewhere or in their own country, which further fuels mobilization against the existing
authoritarian regime. For example, recent events in Burma show that for a dictatorship to suppress
mass upheavals it is of utmost importance to cut off international communication links. However,
when it comes to consolidating the newly established democratic order, news coverage that centers
on single events, on conflict, and on what goes wrong, might be less effective in helping citizens to

understand the complex process of change the country is undergoing.

Recent conceptions of journalism, in particular civic or public journalism, have tried to
overcome the limitations of political reporting set by mainstream news standards. Originated in the
U.S., public journalism sees its main function in fostering public dialogue and civic participation. By
engaging more closely with the audience and with local communities it distances itself from the
symbiotic relationship with political elites and gives ordinary citizens a public voice and the chance
to set the agenda.?® Not surprisingly, in Western countries with their highly commercialized media
this model has largely remained in the world of ideals. However, similar ideas have become a
significant part of journalism in the developing world, in particular in the form of community radio. A
cheap, flexible and easy to produce medium, radio can overcome the distance that usually exists
between large, centralized media organizations and their audience. Even though it might not reach
the ears of central government it has been extremely instrumental in the diffusion of innovations,

the empowerment of citizens and the solution of problems at the grassroots.*

Another important factor that affects the way in which the media report on political matters
is partisanship, or bias. Since biased media present political issues from a particular point of view
while ignoring, or even dismissing, opposite views partisanship is seen as an impediment for the

media to fulfill their responsibilities to provide reliable information. The audience of a biased
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newspaper or television channel learns only half of the truth and hence might be less equipped to
make informed and effective choices. However, supporting a particular cause is not only an accepted
part of press freedom, but also one of several legitimate ways of representing the plurality of
viewpoints in the public sphere. In fact, it is mainly in the U.S. that objectivity and neutrality have
become the predominant journalistic norm while in Europe many newspapers, including the national
quality press, can easily be located within the ideological space of partisan conflict.”> And in most
new democracies, in particular in post-communist Eastern Europe and in Latin America, nearly all
media, whether print or audiovisual, are taking side in favor of particular political parties,
candidates, societal groups or ideologies whereas neutral, or balanced news coverage is clearly an
exception. Does this mean that journalism in new democracies has to be regarded as deficient and

lacking basic journalistic standards?

From a normative point of view two forms of diversity — internal and external — can be
distinguished.”® Internal diversity refers to a situation where a single media outlet comprises all
relevant viewpoints without favoring a particular position. The BBC with its commitment to balance
and neutrality is an example for this model. External diversity establishes the representation of all
viewpoints through the aggregation of individual media each promoting a particular cause or
ideology. Even though internal diversity conforms most closely with the ideal of rational citizenship,
the downside of balancing opposing views is that it provides little, if any, cues as to the value and
validity of a position. Thus, it hardly meets the needs for orientation which is in particular short
supply in periods of transition when the breakdown of familiar institutions and value systems can
cause an acute sense of disorientation and anomy. External diversity offers this orientation. It not
only constitutes trust between audiences and ‘their’ media, but also has the potential to strengthen
political alignments and to encourage political participation, in short, to promote the development

of civil society.?’

Another consequence of a strong partisan press is that there is never a shortage of
adversarialism. However, since the main aim of critical coverage is to damage the political opponent
it frequently takes on an aggressive and shrill tone and might even twist the truth in order to achieve
its political goals. This can not only damage the credibility and effectiveness of watchdog journalism
but might also trigger measures to suppress critical reporting altogether. The negative
manifestations of partisan media emphasize that commitment to a particular cause, group or
ideology has to follow the standards of responsible public communication and, in spite of

disagreement and conflicting interests, to show respect for the political opponent.



Since both internal and external diversity have their advantages and drawbacks it is
important to consider the political and cultural context when judging their implications for political
life in the democratization process. External diversity might be a beneficial influence in contexts of
high electoral volatility and weak party alignments, because of its potential for developing links
between political parties and their constituencies. Advocacy is also important when significant parts
of the population are excluded from the mainstream media. However, it is sometimes difficult to
draw the line between a lively political contest, on the one hand, and unbridgeable hostility between
adverse political camps that undermines cohesion and mutual tolerance, on the other. External
diversity can be a detrimental, even dangerous, force in situations where no mechanisms have been
found to moderate conflicts between antagonistic groups. This is often the case where ethnic or
religious differences are the salient markers for the definition of group membership and political
interests. Before judging the political implications of external diversity, it is important to consider
the distribution of views in the whole system. It is usually no problem, and often even desirable,
when individual media outlets take side for particular causes. However, external diversity can
become problematic when the whole system is segmented along opposing lines and when there is

no forum that provides a space to bring all these divergent voices together.?®
Mass media and democratic citizenship: A vicious or a virtuous circle?

The discrepancy between normative ideals and practices raises the question whether media
that frequently fail to live up to the ideals of normative media theory can actually contribute to
social accountability and the development of effective citizenship. More specifically, do the media in
new democracies foster, or undermine, the emergence of a political culture that is conducive to the
consolidation of the new democratic order? Surely, periods of transition not only leave individuals in
heightened need of orientation but also make political institutions more vulnerable to fluctuations in

popular support and, as in some cases, to the pressures of hostile public opinion.*

Research about media effects on audiences is one of the key areas in the field of
communications studies. The body of literature devoted to understanding the media’s influence on
political knowledge, political orientations, and participation is immense. Yet the empirical evidence
for the media’s power is ambivalent at best. Even though research on agenda-setting and framing
has established evidence for the media’s impact on public opinion, the process that links media
messages to changes in people’s political orientations is extremely complex and dependent on a
multitude of individual and social conditions.*® In addition, most of media effects research has been
carried out in established Western democracies, most notably the U.S., which might be
fundamentally different from the circumstances of dramatic political and economic change that

characterizes many emerging democracies.



Since the pervasiveness of the media in modern life is often mistaken as an indicator of their
massive power on their audiences, it is useful to start with a closer look at the factors that limit the
influence of the media. In their seminal work on campaign communication carried out in the 1940s
in small-town America, Lazarsfeld and his collaborators set out to establish the impact of the mass
media on political orientations and voting behavior — but could not find much evidence for this
assumption.*! According to the authors, there are three main reasons for the limited power of the
media on individual political opinions. First, people try to avoid messages that contradict their own
convictions, and if exposure to opposing viewpoints in the media cannot be avoided, people forget
them very quickly or even misperceive them in order to adjust them to their own beliefs. Second,
voters’ electoral preferences are the expression of longstanding predispositions, such as class,
ethnicity and regional identity, that bring about a distinct set of interests and values. Even if the
media messages an individual is exposed to contradict these predispositions they are unlikely to
change his or her electoral decision. Third, and most importantly, political opinions are not simply
the outcome of individual considerations, but are shaped by social interactions in everyday life. As
Lazarsfeld and his collaborators found, interpersonal communication with people in one’s immediate
social environment, for example family members, friends, neighbors or workmates, are more
influential than the media. Most social groups are characterized by a high degree of homogeneity,
that is group members share the same beliefs, tastes and world views, which is either the result of
social pressure exerted on individual group members who hold deviant views, or because people
seek the company of like-minded others in the first place. Hence, the role of the media in public
opinion building is primarily seen providing the raw material for political conversations in the form of
information about recent events, but the evaluation of this information and the conclusions to be
drawn from it are largely shaped by the dynamics of social interaction. As Price puts it so lucidly, it is

less important what a person thinks but with whom he or she thinks.*?

Lazarsfeld’s ideas have recently been re-discovered by academics and communication
practitioners alike. Campaign advisors have realized the pitfalls of relying exclusively on the mass
media. Instead, campaigns are now increasingly backed up by extensive mobilization on the ground.
It is the personal encounters with the candidate and the politicization of social networks that
generate enthusiasm and motivates people to turn out on election day. It is also an important
mechanism to sway undecided citizens and in some cases it might even convince disaffected
partisans to vote for a different party.*® Another area where the link between mass communication
and interpersonal communication is of crucial importance is development communication. While the
media are important to disseminate information, face-to-face communication endows messages

with the trustworthiness and credibility without which people would be unwilling to change their



attitudes or adopt new practices.>® Persuasion is more likely to be achieved when mediated

messages are supported within the immediate social environment.

Recent scholarly research has tried to understand the relationship between interpersonal
and mass communication and to assess the specific impact of each of these two forms of
communication. Even though modern societies experience a much higher degree of social mobility
than America in the 1940s, social networks continue to be surprisingly homogenous, thus limiting
the media’s power to change political attitudes and behavior.®> While this might reassure concerns
about media-driven electoral volatility and the purported irrationality of public opinion, it also raises
guestions as to the openness of the political debate. If people remain locked up in their own milieus
of political beliefs they will be unwilling to consider contradicting arguments, even if they might be
better responses to the problems at hand. In extreme cases, the segmentation into homogeneous
sub-cultures can even lead to a ‘balkanization’ of the society, where the antagonisms between

different groups escalate into open hostility.

News media that serve as a forum for a diversity of voices can play an important role in
exposing citizens to views they do not hold and which they are unlikely to encounter in their own
social networks. Research into the consequences of the homogeneity or heterogeneity of people’s
communication environments show that those who have the opportunity to learn about opposing
viewpoints through the media are more tolerant toward minority groups and show more respect for
political opponents. *® The effect is even stronger when at least some members of one’s social
context hold divergent views, for example by supporting a different party. This does not necessarily
mean that people change their mind when they learn about alternative opinions, but it means that

people learn to recognize others they do not agree with as reasonable fellow-citizens.
The Russian case-study

While in established democracies the impact of the media on voting is restricted by the
persisting significance of long-term predispositions and the influence of primary groups, we still
know very little about the media’s role in electoral politics in new democracies. After regime change,
it often takes considerable time for political parties to develop stable ties with their constituencies —
and it may well be that they will never succeed.’’” Hence it can be assumed that in transitional
democracies there is much more room for the media to affect people’s political opinions than in
contexts where the lines of the political contest have crystallized and most voters have made up
their mind. Russia serves as an illustrative case-study for observations of the dynamics of public
communication and electoral politics, even though the specifics of the case preclude any broader

generalizations. After a short honeymoon of open and investigative journalism in the early 1990s,
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Russian media were more and more subjected to government control and censorship. It was already
under Yeltsin that anti-democratic media, i.e. those who supported the coup against Gorbatchev in
1991, were closed down. The watershed in the relationship between political power and the media
was probably the presidential election in 1996, when the media voluntarily refrained from covering
the campaign of the Communist candidate Zhuganov and unanimously supported a then already
ailing Yeltsin. Journalists justified their one-sided coverage by arguing that if the Communist Party
would come back into power this would have meant the end of press freedom altogether.*® Ever
since, independent reporting was in sharp decline and President Putin did not rest until all nationally
available television networks were under the control of the Kremlin and any dissenting newspaper
closed down. As a consequence, all recent Russian elections have been criticized by national
observers as being seriously flawed by the heavy pro-Kremlin bias of campaign coverage and the

virtual exclusion of opposition candidates from the airwaves.

Representative surveys carried out shortly after the Duma elections in 1999 and 2003 show
a close correlation between vote choice and exposure to television news. Voters who relied mainly
on state television were significantly more likely to vote for Kremlin-supported United Russia than
those who watched commercial television which at that time had still retained some degree of
independence. Besides factors like age and gender, exposure to television proved to be the main
influence on how people voted.** The finding of massive media impact on voting decision seems to
contradict observations from qualitative research. Mickiewicz conducted a series of focus groups
across Russia with people from different age groups and different educational backgrounds to find
out how voters respond to official news.*® The rich material obtained in these discussions shows that
Russian citizens are surprisingly sophisticated when it comes to decoding media messages. Most of
them are aware of the bias in a news story, and they are able to question the purpose of the story
and to reflect on who might have fabricated it. How come then that manipulated campaign coverage

worked out in virtually all recent elections in Russia?

The cognitive processes that have been found to underlying agenda-setting effects could be
a plausible explanation. This theory of communication effects maintains that the media can change
individual preferences not by persuasive messages, but by selecting particular stories or aspects of a
story.*! Psychological research has demonstrated that people when making choices — this can be
forming an opinion on a political issue or deciding which party to vote for — use those bits of
information that can be most easily retrieved from memory. People might know alternative pieces of
information, but if they have not been used for some time they are less likely to be used when
forming one’s opinion on an actual issue. In other words, the so-called “accessibility bias” favors

information that has been recently learned or refreshed while information that might be equally, or
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even more, relevant but which is less easy to retrieve will be ignored. As a consequence, an
individual will come to a different conclusion depending on what kind of information happens to be

at hand.

The role of the media in the agenda-setting process is to generate salience for some issues,
or particular aspects of issues, thereby drawing public attention to a limited set of current problems.
It has to be kept in mind that selectivity is an inevitable, even necessary, aspect of information
processing. At any given time there is an infinite number of problems competing for public attention,
and it would exceed the information processing capacity of individuals and institutions alike if they
had to deal with them at the same time. Since for ordinary citizens the media are the main window
to the world of politics the public agenda usually reflects the media agenda, that is, people regard
those problems as most important that have recently been given most salience in the news.*’ These

issues subsequently form the basis for opinion formation and public choices.

Newsvalues generate a particular pattern of journalists’ selection of issues which might, or
might not, coincide with other measures of political relevance. Partisanship can be regarded as a
special case of agenda setting. Media that are aligned with a particular ideology or party will select
issues that promote this cause while ignoring any aspects that have the potential to undermine its
validity. In the Russian case where the national news media ignored oppositional candidates and
parties it would have required extraordinary cognitive efforts for individuals to find alternative
information. Like anywhere else, the business of everyday life — work, family, queuing — usually
occupies the best part of people’s time and attention, and only few would take the trouble to find
information from sources other than the media to optimize the quality of their vote decision. Thus
when making their choices people could question the credibility of the information they received,

but they were stuck in the limited world view of the official agenda.

Noelle-Neumann in her theory of ‘spiral of silence’ develops a similar argument by
demonstrating the effects of selective media salience on political conversations in face-to-face
encounters.*® As she points out, people obtain the arguments for their own beliefs and opinions
primarily from the media. If the media hardly cover a particular political party opinion building of
those who support this party would be based on a limited range of reasons.** Moreover, when
talking about politics with others they would find themselves in a situation where they are quickly
running out of arguments. If these conversations take place with like-minded others mutual
encouragement and mobilization would be rather superficial. If — and this is the key argument of the
theory — these conversations take place in mixed company these people would fall silent because
they are unable to defend their view while supporters of a party that is well presented in the media

would feel confident enough to express their views in public. They might not initially be in the
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majority, but their willingness to talk in conjunction with selective media coverage will soon make
this view the dominant one in both the public debate and interpersonal communication. It will hence

be the one that has the biggest impact on the outcome of the election.

So far the discussion has focused on voting and what we know about the media’s impact on
voters’ decision making in the context of established and new democracies. However, as pointed out
in the first section of this paper social accountability and citizenship goes beyond elections and also
includes a whole range of democratic orientations and the general willingness to participate in
public life. This issue has recently triggered a lively debate amongst academics and political
observers alike, as growing political cynicism and alienation alongside declining turnout is causing
widespread concerns as to the viability of western democracies. Similarly, in new democracies after
the first enthusiasm has faded, citizens have become rather disillusioned about democratic politics
and are increasingly withdrawing from political life. It has almost become commonplace to blame
the media for these negative developments. It is argued that the way in which the media portray
politics — the general anti-political bias and the distrust of political officials displayed by journalists —
breeds cynicism amongst citizens. Further, as the current styles of covering the news emphasize
strategic maneuvering of political actors over policy debates, they create an image of politics that
has more to do with fighting for its own sake than finding solutions to the problems that face the
country. Other authors have drawn a relationship between media consumption and the decline of

civic engagement.”

Convincing as these arguments might sound, empirical evidence so far provides much less
unequivocal results. While some studies find negative effects, others find only positive relationships
or no effects at all. In their experimental study Cappella and Jamieson systematically varied
presentation formats of television news and found significant negative effects on individuals’
political competence and on political trust. They argue that presenting politics as a strategic game
contributes to the alienation of the public from politics.*® However, other authors have presented
strong empirical evidence for a more beneficial role of the media, in particular with regard to the
cognitive mobilization of citizens. In fact, never before have mass publics in western societies been
as knowledgeable and interested in politics as today, which can at least to some extent be attributed
to the easy availability of political information through the mass media.*” Norris reports similar
results for a large range of established European and non-European democracies. She assumes a
‘virtuous circle’ at work, theorizing that exposure to the news media contributes to knowledge and
encourages civic engagement, which in turn stimulates the appetite for more information and news

use.*®
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Even though most research to date seems to support a positive role of the media, it remains
puzzling why scholars have found such contradictory results. Besides different operationalizations of
the key concepts, such as cognitive competence, cynicism and trust, and different comparative
frameworks, it seems that experimental studies are more likely to produce results that suggest a
negative influence of the media, whereas large-scale survey research generally comes to a more
positive view. The logic of experimental research is to strictly control the factors that are assumed to
cause a certain effect while eliminating as much as possible any other influences. Typically
participants would be exposed to a piece of news coverage that is manipulated in such a way that it
emphasizes certain elements. For example, two groups of participants will be exposed to a news
story that presents an event from the perspective of the strategic behavior of politicians or from a
policy-centered perspective respectively. Responses to the different kind of news stories will be
monitored immediately after exposure. In contrast, survey research is unable to control the media
content that respondents are exposed to, nor is it possible to control the conditions under which the
content is consumed. Hence, the results are as much affected by the processes that follow media
exposure as by the content itself. As has been discussed above, social experiences and interpersonal
communication are important factors that can dilute, revert, or in some instances, strengthen the
impact of media messages. Experimental research therefore reflects the immediate reaction of
audiences to news content, whereas survey research encompasses the complex results of individual

and collective interpretations.

All this research has been within established democracies, and it is an open question
whether the same processes are at work in new democracies. It could well be that in transitional
contexts political orientations are still in a state of flux and vulnerable to negative images conveyed
by the media. Politics might appear confusing and frustrating especially when improvement of the
political and economic situation is not achieved as fast as expected. A study conducted with Rudiger
Schmitt-Beck can shed some light on these questions.” We analyzed representative survey data
from six “third-wave” democracies — Greece, Spain, Chile, Uruguay, Bulgaria and Hungary — that
were collected during the mid-1990s in the context of national elections. These data are unique in
various respects: They include a large number of variables to measure the respondents’ exposure to
political news, which allows us to distinguish different levels of information quality and partisan
alignment of media outlets. The surveys also include detailed measures of democratic orientations
including political interest, political knowledge, participation (measured as involvement in various
campaign-related activities), evaluation of political parties, satisfaction with democracy in one’s own
country and support of democracy as a preferable form of governance. Further, the selection of

countries enables us to compare two countries from the early stage of the “third wave” of

14



democratization which can now be regarded as fully consolidated (Greece, Spain) with recent
newcomers from Latin America and post-communist Europe. In spite of the time that has elapsed
since the data were collected, the results are still valid because we are primarily interested in the
relationship between variables — media exposure and democratic orientations — rather than the level

of each of these variables, which might have changed in the meantime.

With these data at hand, several questions can be addressed that help us to better

understand the role of the media in new democracies:

e Do the media have an influence on political orientations; and if so, is this positive or

negative?
e Do different types of media differ in their influence on political orientations?

e Is this influence uniform across different orientations, or does the media’s influence vary

depending on the specific orientation?
e Are there differences among countries?

The results of the analysis showed that the media have an effect over and above other
important factors that are known from the literature to influence political orientations, in particular
age, education, gender, ideological predispositions, and socio-economic positions. About one
quarter of the variance on political orientations can be, directly or indirectly, attributed to being
exposure to the news media. Very much in line with the findings from established democracies, as
reported by Norris and other scholars, media influence turns out to be largely beneficial. Citizens in
new democracies — as represented by our set of countries — might be disaffected and disengaged,
but there are no indications for a media-induced malaise. In the contrary, the empirical evidence
suggests that the media facilitate democratic citizenship. However, the degree to which the media
contribute to this positive result differs across types and format. As can be expected, information-
rich media have the strongest effect, with print media — quality and regional papers — being more
effective than television, including the public channels that are obliged to provide more and better
information than commercial television. Similar differences between print and audio-visual media
have been found in established democracies, challenging the widely held assumption that it is
television that is the most powerful medium in political life.>® Apparently, the higher level of
cognitive involvement that is required to take in printed information is responsible for the stronger
and longer lasting effect. The difference between the printed press and television also limits the
overall positive picture of the media’s role in democratic politics. The media that have the most

positive effect are also those that reach only a minority of citizens. Newspapers are read by only
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about 40 per cent of our respondents, whereas the majority follows the news on television, which

has less beneficial or no effects on democratic citizenship.

The picture becomes even more complex when distinguishing between the various
dependent variables of the study. The media are clearly most powerful with regard to the cognitive
mobilization of citizens, that is, exposure to the news media increases political knowledge and
stimulates interest in politics. To a lesser degree the media also promote active participation. But
there are only weak media effects on support for democratic values, or none at all. Hence, the main
contribution of the media to democratic politics is their ability to mobilize citizens and to enhance
their cognitive competences. They are less effective in changing individuals’ evaluations of politics
and their general values. These are formed in more complex cognitive and socially mediated

processes.

It is important to note that a single-wave survey analysis on which this study is based does
not allow clear conclusions as to the direction of causality. It is equally plausible to assume that
citizens who are interested in politics turn to the news media more often than those who are less
interested. Also, rather than assuming that the media enhance political participation, one can argue
that people who are actively involved in politics will feel a higher need for more information. From
this perspective, the evidence of positive media effects can be to a certain degree audience-induced
effects that are dependent on an individual’s motivation to learn more about politics. In this way, a
dynamic reciprocal process — a ‘virtuous circle’ —is set in motion which benefits the politically active
but may eventually increase the gap between those who are competent and who have a say in

politics and the ignorant and passive part of the citizens.

Finally, the relationship between the media and democratic citizenship is not universal. Even
though the direction and pattern is quite similar across countries, the strength of media influences
differs markedly. Any interpretation of these contrasts must remain speculative, but considering the
time between the regime change in each country and the conduct of the survey, it seems that
citizens in countries where the political transition occurred most recently, that is Bulgaria and
Hungary, are most affected by media influences. The strength of media effects declines as a
democracy becomes more established. This pattern can be explained by the increased need for
orientation in times of crisis or dramatic change, which makes people more open to new
information, whereas in stable and secure situations people rely on their existing knowledge and

acquired interpretations.
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Conclusions

This chapter explored the relationship between government accountability, social
accountability, and media accountability. The normative expectations underlying these concepts
were contrasted with professional journalistic rules and standards that generate a kind of news
coverage that often falls short of these ideals. Yet it would be a mistake to assume that the
messages transmitted by the media are assimilated by viewers and readers at face value. Therefore,
the chapter summarized the research that has been conducted to better understand the media’s
influence on citizens’ politics. Overall this research suggests that the media do have an impact on
their audience, but this is largely dependent on a complex set of individual and social circumstances.
We can also draw some conclusions about how these finding could inform policymakers who wish to

strengthen the role of the media in processes of democratization.

First, when choosing media institutions, policymakers have to be clear about the first
principles for regulating communications. Is press freedom regarded as an absolute value? Or is
preference given to a consequentialist view that relates press freedom to its benefits for the wider
public good? There is no right or wrong answer to these questions, but each view leads to different
conclusion as to the best policy options. Understanding press freedom as an absolute value restricts
regulative policies to a minimum usually designed to ensure a proper working of market forces. The
assumption is that competition on the ‘marketplace of ideas’ would eventually bring about a healthy
public sphere where all relevant views are represented. And even if this were not the case press
freedom would be regarded as the overriding principle. A consequentialist approach would put the
public interest first. To achieve this goal, active measures would be taken to implement structures
and normative guidelines that commit the media to deliver information of a quality that fosters both
government accountability and social accountability. In a given transitional situation the choice
might be a pragmatic one, though. For example, in the post-communist countries of Eastern Europe
the liberalization of the media market is an important step to distance the media from government
institutions which for decades have instrumentalized the media for propaganda purposes. This
option is usually less viable in poorer developing countries that are emerging from a legacy of
dictatorship. Due to weak consumer markets and hence unsustainable advertising revenues
commercial media remain dependent on government support. The media landscape in Latin America
provides yet another picture. Here a highly commercialized media industry has already flourished
under the old regime and has now secured a very strong position on the global market. But the
media largely fail to provide sufficient political information. In this context the implementation of

public service principles in the system would be of paramount importance.
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Another basic choice relates whether internal or external diversity is regarded as essential
for informed citizenship. Internal diversity regards the journalistic norm of objectivity and neutrality
as universal. However, external diversity and advocacy journalism can play an important role in
bringing about a vibrant public sphere. Again, the choice will be largely dependent on the particular
circumstances of a given transitional society. External diversity and partisanship can be an effective
way of giving voice to marginalized voices and to mobilize political identities and participation. But in
divided societies external diversity can exacerbate hostilities and hatred between antagonistic
groups. Media policymakers should therefore aim to introduce an open space or forum which is
open to all opinions and groups. However, experience shows that the model of public service
broadcasting as most prominently represented by the BBC is difficult to export to different cultural
contexts. Even in Eastern Europe the label public service broadcasting is often not more than a poor
disguise of state broadcasting. Innovative models are needed here that detach the function of public

service media from the organizational model of public service broadcasting.

Moreover political communicators should keep in mind that effective public communication
involves more than employing professional media strategies. While the media are very effective in
disseminating knowledge, their power of changing peoples views and behavior is limited. Hence, in
order to help citizens to make sense of politics and to actively engage in political decision-making,
mediated communication and social communication ‘on the ground’ have to be merged. Recent
initiatives in deliberative democracy provide examples how information from the media can be used
to initiative debate amongst citizens and to enhance their understanding of the political processes
that are affecting their lives.> Practices of deliberative democracy have proven particularly effective
in community decision making. Especially in new democracies these forums can be excellent

workshops of citizen empowerment and effective collective action.
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