  Media Influence Questions             [image: image4.png]oy

Better TV Means

Better Kids



    [image: image2.jpg]


  

( all students must complete this task )

Question 1

Outline two contrasting communication models or theories of media influence which suggest that audiences respond to media texts in different ways.

A Media theory that adopts a Top down approach to the question of media effects   is the Agenda Setting Function Theory . This theory essentially approaches the debate of media effects by asking   "What does the media do to people". 

Agenda Setting Function theory:  In the 1970s media theorists reverted to the concept that the media actually has an extremely high level of power over audiences. Although not as inflexible as the Hypodermic/Bullet theory, the Agenda Setting Function theory suggested that audiences are passive and that media texts are closed. Stuart Hall and Raymond Williams, among others at The Birmingham School in the United Kingdom, proposed that although the media is not able to dictate to audiences “ what to think’, it can dictate ‘what to think about’. This theory suggests that the media has the power to set the agenda or terms of reference for any social, political or economic issue.  The media’s ability to set the agenda on important societal issues is due to a number of factors, including the power of external forces to select and omit information ‘on behalf’ of the audience. In news reporting, the media has the ability to give one side of the story far more prominence than others, depending on their own social, political and economic agendas. 

A media theory which adopts a bottom up approach to the media effects question is the Uses and Gratifications Theory . This theory is more concerned with  asking what do people do with the media 

Uses and Gratification theory was devised  by Paul Laserfield  and his associates at the Structural Functionalists School, originated in the United States of America in the 1940s, largely as a response to the pessimism of the Frankfurt School . This theory believes that audiences consist of individuals who can determine the media they wish to consume. This means that the text is regarded as ‘open’ to individual interpretation and that audiences are active in their media usage. The Structural Functionalist School correctly argued that because the Hypodermic/Bullet theory was not based on research but on speculation, it was entirely inaccurate. The Users and Gratification theory is regarded as being applicable to media usage. This is why we often hear news shows proclaiming that they ‘give the public what it wants.” The Uses and Gratification theory works on the commercial imperative that is central to all media texts, new and old.  There are a number of criticisms of this theory, mostly due to its methods of research. Although it was tested on audiences, the Uses and Gratification theory uses quantitative techniques to assess the audience’s use of the media text.  Quantitative methods include surveys, reports and questionnaires, but do not allow for direct questioning of the audience or elaboration on their choices qualitative research methods). 

Question 2

Identify one communication model or theory which is used to support the proposition that the media does exert a significant influence over audiences. Evaluate the arguments and evidence used to support this communication model or theory and those used to criticise it.

The Agenda Setting Function Theory believe the media has an effect and influence on the audience . The Agenda Setting Function Theory was advocated through the Birmingham School  by  Williams and Hall and  emerged through the 1960s and held the belief that the media has the power to set agendas and frame terms of reference through specific selection and omission of information. This model of communication suggests that the media act as a gatekeeper, where it does not tell people what to think, but what to think about. The most famous research supporting this theory came from the Glasgow Media Group who researched how news is prioritized when it comes to the newsroom. Its studies showed that news programs do have priorities and these priorities are indicated through the importance these events are given in the running order of the broadcast. In this way they argued that news programs and reporters set the agenda for what  is news which reflects the values and attitudes of a society. 

The influence of the media as set out by the Agenda Setting function Theory can be seen clearly in times of conflict or war where news reporting is aligned with one side and presents that viewpoint in a positive light. An example of this was the September 11 attacks in New York in 2001. The news coverage of the attack showing desperate people fleeing burning buildings or leaping to their deaths was considered highly emotional and biased. The Al Qaeda viewpoints and beliefs were not presented with equal time and reporting nor was much effort made to understand why the Talliban carried out such ernormous protest and attack against American economic policy.. As Australians we were not given much opportunity to decide for ourselves and were also denied equal coverage.  Of the news coverage of the destruction and devastation  and death caused to Afghan civilians when the United States subsequently bombed their homes. . Footage of these attacks was omitted ( or censored by the government ) from being news worthy. This approach to provision of information is known as gatekeeping, which according to the Agenda Setting Function Theory sets the agenda for our political support. 

When this theory is applied to the TAC Road safety campaign . The TAC, a government supported agency engaged in .sustained strategies to educate Victorian drivers in road safety. The campaigns introduction received widespread media coverage in metropolitan newspapers on 83 occasions in the campaigns first 7 weeks. Slogans such as If you drink and drive you're a bloody idiot; don't fool yourself, speed kills, take a break fatigue kills; Its in your hands concentrate or kill may be interpreted through the Agenda  Setting Function Theory as setting the terms of reference towards drivers responsibilities and their  personal vulnerability.   

The messages according to research group Sweeney and Associates  have maintained a high recall in drivers minds," they have impact, they can effect attitudes"( B Sweeney and Associates research report 1990). This dominant or preferred reading suggests that the nature and extent of the campaigns influence has been high. This is supported by the statistical  and qualitative data which indicates a 30% decrease in Victorian roads in its first year of broadcast. These figures have been maintained with the 1997-road toll figure indicating a 50% decline from 1989.The TAC further accredits the campaign in the savings cost to the community. "The reduction in accidents since 1989 to December 1995 is estimated to have saved the Victorian community more than 2.5 million dollars". 

A further argument reflecting the influence of the campaign was through the TAC's claim that their advertisements positively influenced driver attitudes and behaviour. The Brian Sweeney research  surveys have shown this change in behaviour to be a contributing factor to the campaigns apparent success in lowering the road toll. Further interpretation to the Agenda Setting Function Theory is   evident through the TAC's argument that the campaign has achieved a greater level of community       debate and consciousness of driver responsibility.  The campaigns fear arousal techniques documented in advertisements on television, supported through the press, radio and billboards  support the notion of framing the terms of reference in the onus of driver responsibility and road safety.        

"The TAC believes that widespread media and public support reinforce the campaigns impact and to success. Recognition for the graphic realism of the television advertisements has been rewarded in  the form of a gold medal at the prestigious New York Art director's awards . The TAC also refer to the many delegations from other countries such as France, Spain, The UK, South Africa and New Zealand who adopted similar advertising for road safety. Further success attributed to the campaign is attributed to the emulation of their realism approach through the Quit Campaign, National Drug Offensive and Workcover.

( Try to think of an issue in the Media that this Theory would claim sets the agenda for the community) 

Question 3

Identify one communication model or theory which is used to support the proposition that the media does not exert a significant influence over audiences. Evaluate the arguments and evidence used to support this communication model or theory and those used to criticise it.

Reinforcement Theory 

Reinforcement Theorists would suggest that the media have little power to shape or influence public opinion. This theory interprets audiences as active and texts work to reinforce existing opinions. Reinforcement theory which emerged from Joseph Klapper in the United States believed that the media had very little power to shape or influence public opinion because audiences are active, texts are open to interpretation and that these media texts actually work to reinforce our existing opinions. The Reinforcement theory believe  that other socialising agents, such as family, peer group, schools, social class and occupation are far more important influences than the media.

When applied to the TAC campaign, the Reinforcement Theory suggests that the advertisements are successful only if they reinforce existing beliefs towards driving safely.

The Reinforcement Theorists would suggest that the TAC's fear arousal techniques depicting graphic road accidents will serve some peoples needs but not all people. The Reinforcement Theory suggests that texts are open to different interpretations, different understandings depending on who the audience is and how they read them, and what their existing values are. Therefore they would support the TAC's admission that "without the enormous police presence on our roads, as a more important socialising agent that the campaign may not have enjoyed such success"

The Reinforcement theorists would also account for the RACV report in the early inception of the campaign in 1991 suggesting that the decline in the road toll cannot be attributed to one sole factor. Public awareness of speed camera's, booze buses, demerit points, compulsory bike helmets and better law enforcement served to shape and reinforce existing values in the community, rather than television advertisements.

"The reinforcement theorists would also suggest that if the advertisements conflicted with existing beliefs, they may serve to provoke "desensitisation", where the realistic and graphic nature lessens as the adds are frequently viewed. The 17-20 year old males in Dandenong, one of the primary target groups of the campaign are still documented as having similar numbers of drink driving convictions from before the campaign commenced. These figures may indicate that the campaign message conflicted with their attitude towards road safety, which inhibits the campaigns message. The State roads Authority further confirmed that the 18-25 year old target group statistics are very much the same since the years prior to 1989. The desentisation of this target group is further  reflected in the road fatalities that have fluctuated throughout the history of the campaign.
In the past decade the behavior of young male participants in Reality TV’s Big Brother, have received criticism from Liberal MP Trish Draper who claims she has been swamped with complaints and the Government has asked the Australian Broadcasting Authority to investigate whether the show has breached the commercial televisions code of practice. Ruby McKinley , writing in The Age Newspaper referred to the  young men being blokey and sexist and reveling in being pigs towards the female housemates.Glenn,the Victorian shearer best known for posing semi nude for a Big Brother calendar and bathing naked with contestant Michelle, is typical of the age and social background that the TAC has yet to reform. RMIT marketing lecturer, Bradley Wilson suggests that the programs shock tactics will soon wear out, which has resemblance  to the  desensitization of young male drivers to the TAC’s advertisements.

Studies examining fear arousal techniques are also debated across the two theories. Mr. Stephen Wallace, lecturer at Victoria College suggests that research internationally indicated that shock tactics had been ineffective in relaying messages, as people generally responded with one of two reactions. 'They either switch off and become more desensitised, or they resulted in increased anxiety, effecting their ability drive. Social researcher Hugh Mackay who claims "that fear reiterated by shock tactics is counter oductive also supports this view.

The  Reinforcement Theorists would look to other socialising agents such as schools, parents or peer groups. If these agents believed that responsible driving was an important value, then the TAC media campaign is actually reinforcing community attitudes. Therefore the Agenda Setting function and Reinforcement theories employ different methodology in their approach to addressing the nature and extent of media influence.

Or Another theory which suggests the media does not influence audiences is

The Users and Gratifications Theory 

The Uses and Gratifications theory recognize the multiple functions the media plays in the lives of audiences. Therefore this theory approaches the question of media effects from the bottom up approach ‘asking what does the audience do with the media.”?This theory seeks to understand how audiences make use of the media in order to gratify ( satisfy) their needs.

This theory was first developed by Paul Laserfield at the Structural Functionist School in the USA . The Uses and Gratifications Theory stated that the media actually had no power over audiences at all. They believe audiences consist of individuals who determine the media they wished to consume. This means the text is regarded as open to individual meaning and interpretation and that audiences are active in their media usage.  The Stuctural Functionalist School believed that because the Hypodermic /Bullet Theory was not based on research but on speculation it was entirely inaccurate. They suggested that audiences have uses for particular forms of media and so by using these forms  they select the media they wish to use  for their own gratification. They believe the choice of media may vary depending on the time of day or our need to be entertained, enlightened or to escape reality. They believe the media has no power over audiences , as the audience chooses what it wants to consume and creates its own individual meaning from these texts.

This approach focuses on why people use particular media rather than on the content. It is a reception theory as it is concerned with what people do with the media they consume which allows for a variety of responses or interpretations. 

The Users and Gratifications Theory is regarded as being applicable to media usage. This is why we often hear news shows proclaiming that they ‘give the public what it wants’  The Users and Gratifications Theory works on the commercial imperative that is central to all media texts. This is based on quantitative research such as ratings.  If a program fails to rate or rates low  this has a direct impact on the advertising revenues as the premiums for their timeslots would be lowered. This could lead to a show being cancelled due to a low percentage of a population choosing to use this media form for their own gratification. 

When applying this theory to the TAC Road Safety  advertising campaign this theory would interpret the campaigns success only if it gratified the individuals needs. If an audience viewing the commercials wished to be informed or educated then their motivation for viewing the advertisements were to primarily  satisfy their own needs. If an audience switched off or ignored the advertisements  this theory would argue that it  was because the content did not engage or gratify the individual. 

The criticisms of the Uses and Gratifications  Theory is mostly due to their method of research which uses quantitative techniques to assess the audiences use of the media text. Quantative methods include surveys, reports and questionnaires, but do not allow for direct questioning of the audience or elaboration on their choices( qualitative research methods) The qualitative research method is limited because relies purely on statistics and these results may not adequately relay the impact and influence on the audience. 

Question 4 

Media theorists describe mass media audiences as active or passive when exposed to media texts. What is meant by the concepts of an ‘active’ audience and a ‘passive’ audience?

A Passive audience is  the term used to describe someone who has little or no interaction with the media . A media influence  theory such as the Hypodermic theory felt that all audiences were passive  and like sitting ducks  and simply absorb messages from the media like a sponge.  The term Passive audience is  also  used to refer to the vulnerability of an audience such as children. Some argue that children are passive as they have yet to develop socially  and academically and therefore may not be equipped to make their own judgement of a media message. Audiences  who were quietly consuming media texts were thought to be passive’ their demeanour was taken as an indicator of acceptance of the media message. 

The fact is there is no such thing as a passive audience. 

Even audiences who are not paying attention to a text are not passive about it, they are choosing not to pay attention

An active audience refers to  someone who actively engages with the media . An active audience receives the media message in their own way , they are active in the creation of meaning in the media text,. A media influence theory like the Uses and Gratifications Theory claim that audiences are active because the texts are open to interpretation for them. An active audience may accept or reject a message based on what needs they wish to be gratified . An active audience interacts with the media and provide feedback based on their personal attitudes and preferences.

Question 5

Being a .couch potato. has often been the description of the state Homer Simpson is in when he watches television. .Veging out. or being .mindless. are other ways of describing members of audiences of many popular media forms and texts.

Explain whether or not you think these are accurate assessments of the way all audience members relate to the media.

The relationship between the media and its audience has been historically examined over the past century. One of the primary concerns about the mass media is in its potential to effect and influence its audience. In order to examine the relationship between the media and its audiences a number of commuriication theories have been forwarded in an attempt to determine the method by which audiences receive and process information.

The complexity of this issue is evident when trying to catagorise the "media audience". In the early days of media research people used the term The masses"- mass media for a mass audience, assuming that people were undifferentiated in the way they received media information. This view determined the media effects study approach, whereby the methodology investigated the question of ‘What the media do to the masses" This theory thought of as "Top Down", assumed the media was very powerful and that audiences were somehow passive and simply absorbed the message. This linear model suggests that information from the sender (the media source) travels directly to the receiver {the media audience) like it was being injected from a hypodermic needle, in fact one of the earliest theories, The Bullet or Hypodermic Needle Theory assumed the media as all powerful, audiences as passive, uniform meanings are understood, and media texts are closed to interpretation.

The second top down theory is known as The Agenda Setting Function Theory. Unlike the Bullet Theory this one was tested empirically. This theory suggested that the media had significant power to set agendas or the terms of reference of any discussion: It cannot dictate to audiences "what to think", but it can dictate "what to think about

Raymond Williams dismissed the catagorisation of the masses, claiming there were no such thing as masses, but a collection of individuals, where each is different and separate.

The second approach to determining media effects and influence were known as "Bottom Up" whereby the approach was to examine "What people do with the media". The Uses and Gratification's Theory and Reinforcement Theories modify the linear model, and suggest that audiences are active and subsequently audience interaction, needs, socialising agents and feedback generate a communication loop which provides many variables in the manner in which information is received. These theories take the approach that audiences are active and texts work to reinforce excisting opinions, audiences are unique and make choices, and other socialising agencies are more important influences than the media.

Communication theories also take into account the variables of the media audience. The way in which audiences read texts and process media information is complex. Preferred or dominant readings are the readings that are closest to those intended by the producers of the text. Negotiated readings are made when mental negotiations are needed to overcome some disagreement with the text, oposstional or resistant readings are made when the audience or person finds their own life experiences at odds with the text. Therefore the way in which audiences read texts will have a significant impact on the way they process information.

Further issues in assessing media influence relate to the positioning of audiences and their point of view. Texts position audiences to make certain readings. Stereotypes and representations in media texts often position the audience to adopt specific meanings. Modes of address in which texts are presented to the audiences apply codes and conventions to establish the tone with the audience.; Media organisations also go to great lengths to determine target audiences through audience profile research. Therefore the positioning of the audience and the media texts use of representations and modes of address, are attempts by the media to engage the audience through motivation for ratings, and to attract advertisers. 

Many research studies and approaches have also been devised to determine the media 's relationship to the audience.The initial research approach adopting the top down theory, asked the question "What affect does the media have on people? (Agenda Setting Function Theory) Effects studies often used social science methods and expressed their findings in numbers for example the success of the TAC campaign is measured by a 30% decrease in road fatalities. However the problem with effects studies are that while they provide statistical and quantitative data, changes in audiences attitudes are not easily measured, because their has to be an external behaviour change to observe. Something else could have intervened to cause the decrease in the road toll such as greater police presence, better engineering of roads and safer vehicles. Effects studies are inconclusive in being able to prove or disprove media effects because what people think and what they say or do may be different things.

Further research study used to determine the relationship between the media and the audience is the cultivation study. Cultivation studies are based on the premise that thinking patterns and behaviour are long term and aim to pinpoint the variable of media consumption amongst the complexities of everything else people do. Rob Dow from the TAC 's Grey Advertising suggests" The TAC road safety advertising campaign has been around for ten years: its had a dramatic effect on attitudes and drivers attitudes and hopefully young people coming into the situation where they are about to drive", Cultivation studies have found effects that appear to show the media are powerful influences on society.

However the studies are criticised for their failure to explain how these effects work or ways audiences may actively interpret the media.

Reception studies have adopted the Bottom up approach where researchers have often asked, "What do people do with the media". Reception studies tend to describe what the researcher observes where the findings are not presented as percentages but usually descriptive paragraphs. Reception studies use qualitative evidence often including long quotes from people that have been interviewed. "The AC ads are shocking and how made me rethink my approach to drink driving". Reception studies are criticised for regarding the audience as all powerful, the media influence largely under audience control.

Further research studies adopting a similar position include the Uses and Gratification's which argued that audiences used the media to satisfy certain basic psychological needs. Typical approaches )looked at how people choose media content according to particular moods, stimulus and satisfaction, however this approach has also been criticised to reducing the viewer to a set of needs and the meanings in the text become only gratification. 

Ethnographic studies, which adopt a more intimate approach to the sample audience, have provided new information about audiences and their relationship to the text. A study of teenage girls and their relationship to TV programs promoting body image and the waif figure may find special meanings they receive from the program. However ethnographic research is also criticised due to the descriptive and personalised bias of the researcher.

"The media and its relationship to the audience are therefore complex and difficult to define. Communication studies and research approaches have endeavored to quantify this relationship. However audience variables such as the way in which they read texts, their background, location, age, agents of socialization, points of view and modes of address suggest that audiences are individual in the way in which they interact, interpret and process information from the media

Question 6

Those who argue for media regulation generally believe that media content has some effect on audiences’attitudes towards racism, sexism, violence, drug use, coarse language and political values.

Outline one argument in favour and one argument against the regulation of particular media content. In your answer you may refer to any media forms and/or texts you have studied this year and the issues and arguments discussed in relation to control of their content.

Arguments concerning the role of media regulation are essentially governed by  the media effects debate  where some view the media as powerful , whereas others view the media as having little power on the community.

Those that favour media regulation argue that there is a public interest imperative to regulate for the collective good of society and that regulation is considered necessary to deal with concerns about the influence of broadcasting on society. It is also argued that the media have a unique capacity for to  influence the agenda for public debate and shape our culture. 

Many would also agree that government should protect the interests of children and Australian culture from commercial pressures

The ACMA  code code reflects this where no program, advertisement or other material  broadcast  during a C period or P Period may : present  images or events in a way which is unduly frightening or unduly distressing to children: present images or events which depict unsafe uses of a product or unsafe situations which may encourage children to engage in activities dangerous to them. This therefore assumes the position that the media has the power to influence children and they therefore need to be protected.

A central argument for regulating content and protecting children is based on television violence. Research suggests that children who see a lot of violence are more likely to view violence as an effective way of settling conflicts. Children exposed to violence are more likely to assume that acts of violence are acceptable behaviour. US researcher Craig Anderson (who has conducted both original research on media violence (especially computer games) and carried out meta-analyses of the mass of research studies) sums up the situation in regard to the research evidence in this way:

“The effect of media violence on aggression in general is bigger than the effect of smoking on lung cancer; it's bigger than the effect of calcium intake on bone mass; it's bigger than the effect of homework on academic achievement, or the effect of asbestos exposure on lung cancer. These are all effects that people generally understand to be true, real effects that are large enough to be important and large enough to worry about”.  (ABC Background briefing July 22 2001).

Those who argue against regulation  would  contest the effects   of media aggression on  children. 

Social Researcher Hugh Mackay cites research from , the Birmingham University  where the authors of the Lancet article showed admirable restraint in their conclusion that the effects of media violence are mainly short-term "copycat" effects in very young children (boys more than girls), hard to separate from personality and social factors, and apparently unrelated to rates of violent crime in the community. Mackay explains that by  the time children reach the age of about seven, the question is not "what is TV doing to them?" but "what are they doing with TV?" The underlying message of the Lancet article is that if you want to understand aggressive behaviour in children, look to the social and emotional environment in which they are growing up, and the values they bring to the viewing experience. The effects of media violence look pale beside these.

Question 7

Briefly describe two arguments used in favour of regulating particular forms of media content such as representations of violence, drug use, coarse language, racism and/or sexism.

An argument in favour of media regulation would be based on the notion that the media influences audiences to some extent. The example of violent video games and their influence on children is often used to call for tighter control of these games .A range of studies  have been completed that demonstrate a link between violent video games and violent behaviour.A study by Anderson and Dill, used games such as Doom and Mortal Combat on two sets of college students .One study revealed that brief exposure to violent video games temporarily increased aggressive behaviour .Other studies have suggested violent video games may effect some children more than others. 

Proponents of media regulation believe that the increase in more violent and realistically graphic games is fostering adolescent violence .These people argue that tighter control is necessary to protect both the individual and the society from increases in violent behaviour and that the media should be controlled to deliver positive messages They argue that exposure to violent video games increases: aggressive thoughts, emotions and actions and that these games are marketed towards children

On the opposing side of the debate  others argue  that Government media regulation  in Australia like much  of the media regulation around the world is designed to protect governments. They believe that Governments often parade it as a protection of the people against misleading views , but argue it is really an attempt  to entrench  government power Such regulation does not benefit the population . only those who wish to protect it. It is seen as  antithetical to the true role of censorship and the notion of providing diversity of views and opinions in the media

Opponents of media regulation believe that everyone should have the freedom to decide what they wish to consume . Using the example of video game violence they argue that it is not proven that violent video games are linked to violent behaviour.They believe the studies to be inconclusive and argue that a range of other factors lead to the increases in adolescent violence .They argue that no studies have been completed over a sustained period of time . Opponents believe users to be active decision makers who make their own choices regarding the media they consume and that individual differences mean that not all people are influence by violent games the same way.

Arguments for regulation in Australia
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There are audiences in Australian society that should be protected from inappropriate content, such as children. 

The protection of the vulnerable is held in the highest regard in Australian society.

 It is easier for government and industry bodies to regulate the media and protect vulnerable groups in society

Many parents claim they cannot physically monitor all the media their children have access to. Regulation should be in place to prevent content that encourages racial, religious and sexual discrimination. Australians want to live in a society that promotes and is tolerant of diversity.

 In Australia, media ownership is highly concentrated. Any regulation of the industry is positive as it can help to prevent media owners from setting agendas through their content.

Arguments against regulation in Australia
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Self-regulation means that the government provides only advisory information to media organisations, so harmful content may still be shown or become available to susceptible audiences.  Printing warnings on the packaging of video games, or screening a warning before a television program is not enough of a deterrent to prevent vulnerable audiences from being exposed to harmful content.

 It is not the government’s responsibility to protect children from inappropriate media.

Parents must take an active role in monitoring how their children use the media and influencing their consumption choices, rather than remaining ignorant about its impact.

 Australia is a democratic country that prides itself on diverse media. Regulation threatens this variety as whoever regulates the media has the potential to limit an audience’s exposure to new and progressive content.

Regulation threatens to create a ‘nanny state’ where the media becomes so controlled that

There is little opportunity for varied content, differing opinions and democratic speech.

Question 8

As a democratic nation, Australia generally upholds the principles of a free press and media, freedom of speech and freedom of expression.

Despite these general principles .media content. in Australia continues to be regulated in a variety of ways.

With reference to any media form and/or texts you have studied this year discuss

.the major debates about regulation and control of .media content. in Australia some of the organisations, groups or individuals involved in the regulation of .media content. in Australia and the roles they perform.

.

Arguments concerning the role of media regulation are essentially governed by  the media effects debate  Where some view the media as powerful , whereas others view the media as having little power on the community.
What does the government think ?

Governments have essentially adopted the view that the media has the power to influence and feel that regulation of the media should be adopted in terms of 
Censorship- A government believes certain types of information should be restricted because they could lead to ant social behaviour

Information- Governments sometimes believe the information provided by the media could bias or otherwise adversely affect public opinion

Competition Issues- A government believes that undue concentration of the media could restrict the diversity of views , opinions or information

It is therefore argued that there is a public interest imperative to regulate for the collective good of society and that regulation is considered necessary to deal with concerns about the influence of broadcasting on society. It is also argued that the media have a unique capacity for to  influence the agenda for public debate and shape our culture. Many would also agree that governments should protect the interests of children and Australian culture from commercial pressures

An argument in favour of media regulation would be based on the notion that the media influences audiences to some extent. The example of violent video games and their influence on children is often used to call for tighter control of these games .A range of studies  have been completed that demonstrate a link between violent video games and violent behaviour.  A study by Anderson and Dill, used games such as Doom and Mortal Combat on two sets of college students  .One study revealed that brief exposure to violent video games temporarily increased aggressive behaviour .Other studies have suggested violent video games may effect some children more than others. 

See recent classifications of violent video games  http://www.theage.com.au/digital-life/games/saints-row-4-refused-classification-in-australia-20130626-2oydx.html
TV Violence : http://www.aic.gov.au/publications/previous%20series/vt/1-9/vt06.html
Proponents of media regulation believe that the increase in more violent and realistically graphic games is fostering adolescent violence .These people argue that tighter control is necessary to protect both the individual and the society from increases in violent behaviour and that the media should be controlled to deliver positive messages They argue that exposure to violent video games increases: aggressive thoughts, emotions and actions and that these games are marketed towards children

What do others argue 

On the opposing side of the debate  others argue  that Government media regulation  in Australia like much  of the media regulation around the world is designed to protect governments. They believe that Governments often parade it as a protection of the people against misleading views , but argue it is really an attempt  to entrench  government power Such regulation does not benefit the population . only those who wish to protect it. It is seen as  antithetical to the true role of censorship and the notion of providing diversity of views and opinions in the media
They would further argue that even if   the media does have affects on audiences it remains an open question as to whether the effects are necessarily bad . It is conceivable that media effects might be  positive for societal development and that regulation might effectively inhibit these positive effects , just as it intended to inhibit the negative effects

The debate of the media’s effects and regulation is fraught with difficulties in context to the type of audiences that should be protected. Children , defined by the ACMA code of practice as  being 14 years or younger are clearly perceived as more vulnerable due to their lack of development. 

Therefore the code reflects this where no program, advertisement or other material  broadcast  during a C period or P Period may : present  images or events in a way which is unduly frightening or unduly distressing to children: present images or events which depict unsafe uses of a product or unsafe situations which may encourage children to engage in activities dangerous to them. This therefore assumes the position that the media has the power to influence children and they therefore need to be protected.

Some critics would argue that  from the 3000 studies into the effects of violence on children. Despite decades of research there is division between commentators as to whether the evidence on television violence is clear or inconclusive. The difference of opinion amongst commentators is due to the difficulty of proving direct cause and effect , isolating the effect of television violence and excluding psychological , social environmental and economic influences. In addition broadcasters and scientists continue to debate the degree to which the viewing of television violence contributes to aggressive behaviour. Some commentators believe that there is not enough evidence to prove that TV violence is harmful in the long term , and evaluate its effect as minor beside psychological and socio-economic factors.

Opponents of media regulation believe that everyone should have the freedom to decide what they wish to consume . Using the example of video game violence they argue that it is not proven that violent video games are linked to violent behaviour. They believe the studies to be inconclusive and argue that a range of other factors lead to the increases in adolescent violence .They argue that no studies have been completed over a sustained period of time . Opponents believe users to be active decision makers who make their own choices regarding the media they consume and that individual differences mean that not all people are influence by violent games the same way.

An additional problem is the lack of Australian based research,. Associate Professor Carr- Gregg states.

The ACMA did its own study on community attitudes to violence on Australian free-to-air TV in 1989 and 2003. The surveys examined whether a relationship existed between concerns about violence on TV and whether people changed their behaviour to avoid violent content. Its research showed community levels of concern about television violence had decreased in the intervening 14 years. In 1989 25% of adults spontaneously mentioned violence as a concern. This had reduced to 14% by 2002. The later survey showed a strong agreement that Australian adults should be able to watch whatever they like. 


However whilst the protection of children is viewed as an integral component of media regulation, the arguments for less regulation predominately concern adults. Some commentators argue that adults should have the right in a democracy to view whatever they desire without the impingement of censorship.

This position assumes that audience reception plays a key role in regard to media effects. It is argued that adults are generally perceived as active audiences, where  their use of the media reinforces existing values.

One of the more controversial issues of censorship occurred with the banning of the film  Ken Park due attention to a small group of people ( classifiers) making decisions on what Australians can and can’t see. 

.The Classification Board refused to classify it saying it offended against “the standards of morality, decency and propriety generally accepted by reasonable adults” The Classification Review Board backed them up  and the film had to be withdrawn from Melbourne and Sydney film festivals

Almost immediately afterwards the ban was announced people around Australia began downloading the film on their computers and passed copies to their friends- many of whom no doubt wouldn’t have bothered seeing it if it had been cleared for release. Ironically there was nothing to stop it from being screened at the Melbourne and Sydney film festivals as festivals are exempt from the classification process. The problem was that a local distributor had submitted the film for general release first and once it had been refused classification by the OLFC, the festivals weren’t allowed to show it.

The ease to which a banned film can be downloaded and viewed raises the questions of censorships relevance in the age of the internet. But strangely enough , in the few years since Australians have had access to the net and been able to download anything from Ken Park to the Anarchists Cookbook to explicit pornography , censorship guidelines in Australia have tightened

A court order in Victoria prevented the screening of  “ Underbelly “. Whilst the rest of Australia began to watch the series. This resulted in  thousands of downloads of the program from the internet .The same occurred  with ‘A Serbian Film  a psychosexual thriller which was  green-lit for release in Australia in every state and territory other than South Australia, the only state with its own classification board. Backed by Collective Shout and a South Australian DVD shop owner, SA Attorney-General John Rau urged the government to review the film’s classification. The Classification Review Board ruled in favour of Rau and co’s stance and threw the film into the banned bucket, slapping it with an RC (Refused Classification) rating and ordering its recall from vendors. 

The same fate befell Norwegian director Tom Six’s black and white horror film The Human Centipede II, which depicts the exploits of an obese social misfit who stitches 12 victims together. Melbourne’s Cinema Nova advertised it with the prophetic slogan “see it before it’s banned”. A review of the film’s classification was requested by NSW Attorney General Greg Smith, again backed by Reist and Collective Shout, and Christian ministry Family Voice Australia.

The Human Centipede II was subsequently handed an RC classification on Tuesday, making 2011 the first year in Australian history in which two feature films have been approved for release then banned.

IT would appear form the outset that  lobby group Collective Shout’s  achievements in 2011 would be from the belief that they’ve made the world a better place.

But in a debate widely framed in terms of accessibility, where media convergence and online distribution have irrevocably altered the landscape, the fact remains that banning films isn’t what it used to be. The film industry has forever changed and will continue to move further and further away from the grasp of censors, whether conservative viewers — or anybody, for that matter — like it or not.

They are now emblazoned in the annals of film history alongside titles like Ken Park (2002), Salo (1975) and Cannibal Holocaust (1980). These films are common talking points in university campuses, on the must-see list for many viewers who wouldn’t have heard of them if they hadn’t created classification controversy.

Apart from the cause and effect of censorship critics also point to the inconsistencies that surround  the banning of offensive material  

Certainly in some areas, such as the use of coarse language in Television restrictions have eased. In the late 1990s , TV networks began allowing the F word to go to air, particularly where it was seen as vital to the storyline of a movie. Next came the memorable episode of Sex in the City where  C  was broadcast, although not in regional areas. The  producers of the program defended much of the controversy, by claiming the show targeted a specific adult audience.

Next came the Osborne’s were the F word appeared frequently throughout  the reality series on channel 10, with barely a word bleeped out

It’s a far cry from 1975 when Graham Kennedy was taken off air for his mischievous crow call of “Faaa..r..” By way of contrast however some episodes of popular 70s drama No 96, wouldn’t be allowed to screen uncut today, as the full frontal nudity would be considered gratuitous.

Others argue that at the height of Australia’s system of censorship lies an enormous disparity and inconsistency. Episodes of Big Brother were accused by Politicians as being little more than soft porn. Liberal MP Trish Draper claimed she had been swamped with calls and had commissioned the ABA to investigate whether the show had breached the Code of Practice. Most of the shows viewers aged between 16-39 said that they “don’t need protection from elders or betters.” Academics who have studied the programs impact say that “no matter  how sporadically offensive, the program is more real than much television fare” . All the earnest discussion about the morality of the show  hides the other reality-the publicity has served  Channel 9 well. This raises the further question of whether commercial television’s ability to self-regulate is clouded by commercial endeavours.

In 2012 an independent inquiry into Australia's media has recommended an umbrella regulatory body be immediately established with responsibility for news and current affairs across all media.

The report by Ray Finkelstein found that the current self-regulation mechanisms lack the teeth to keep media organisations in line with ethics and proper reporting standards.

The report was commissioned in the wake of widespread disgust and anger over the conduct of now-defunct Murdoch newspaper, News of the World, in Britain.

While no evidence of wrongdoing had been found in Australia, the review into Australia's media, and media regulatory processes, said that more needed to be done to maintain public confidence in the media.

Mr. Finkelstein found that: only ''one or two'' newspapers had appointed an Ombudsman or readers' representative (including The Sydney Morning Herald), there was no regulation of online news publications, the Australian Press Council lacked the teeth and necessary funding to carry out its functions, and legal proceedings against the media tended to be expensive, protracted and did not give complainants the opportunity to seek redress for inaccuracy or unfairness.

Mr. Finkelstein recommended a new News Media Council, which would set journalistic standards for the first time – although these would likely be ''substantially the same as those that presently apply and which all profess to embrace''.

He said this new council would apply to news and current affairs across print, online, radio and televisions – the first time an umbrella body would be responsible for the various media. And it would, for the first time, provide oversight and offer an outlet for complaints, about online news content, replacing the voluntary Australian Press Council with a new statutory body.

Media Alliance federal secretary, Christopher Warren, said: “We have made no secret of our interest in reforming the Australian Press Council into a bigger body which would cover all media platforms. In an era of rapid convergence this is no more than good sense. We would also be willing to accept some degree of government funding, although the majority of funding should be provided by the members.”   “Where the Media Alliance Parts Company with Mr. Finkelstein is this notion that a government can somehow impose self-regulation on the news industry by statute. As far as we are concerned, a government-funded body with the power to determine what newspapers should and shouldn’t publish smacks of an attempt to impose government control on a free press.”

However given the phone hacking scandal and recent online Twitter bullying and suicide of TV host Charlotte Dawson and recent offensive tweets towards the Prime Minister on ABC  Q& A   many critics and academics believe that greater regulation is necessary. 

Therefore the debate surrounding media regulation assumes many complex variables. The alternative media communication theories which are adopted, the age and positioning of audiences, audience reception, economics and Government policy, self-regulation and the Media industry. 

