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This chapter examines some of the underlining ideas and key theoretical issues relating to the impact of media reportage on foreign policy issues, and specifically upon international crises, with particular reference to the Kosovo conflict.  What will become apparent is that the conventional wisdom about the relationship of the media to the coverage of conflict is based upon a widely held assumption concerning public opinion, namely that the media leads rather than follows public opinion and that this is the main reason why governments in turn attempt to lead the media.  Public opinion, therefore, is the recipient of agendas lying at the end of a spectrum of persuasion almost in a passive sense and, as such, accepts uncritically lines of thought generated by opinion-makers which results in a supportive, rather than critical, position.  Futura.com data can illustrate the benefit of actually testing such assumptions to determine whether or not the theoretical arguments have an empirically sound base to them. 

The academic literature of international relations is replete with claims about public opinion and about whether or not governments enjoy public support for their foreign policies at any given moment in time.  Often, these claims conflate or confuse ‘public opinion’ with ‘media opinion’.  It may, of course, be true that such is the power of the media that they are indeed pivotal actors capable of swaying public support for, or opposition to, government policies.  Certainly, many politicians believe this to be the case, which is why so much attention is now paid to ‘information activities’ and ‘media relations’, popularly labelled ‘spin doctoring’.   Shape the media agenda and public support will supposedly follow.  Much recent thinking in an international affairs context, however, suggests that the opposite is taking place.  The so-called ‘CNN Effect’, whereby the media, especially 24 hour television news services carrying dramatic images of suffering people, is said to be ‘driving’ the foreign policy decision-making to ‘do something’ at a pace which is allegedly harmful to national interests.  Media scholars, who tend to more sceptical about ‘media effects’ and the ability of media to change the minds of their consumers whose tastes and preferences they are catering for in the first place as part of their commercial imperative, are beginning to doubt this.  Everyone in the business of persuasion knows that it is far easier to reinforce existing beliefs and opinions than it is to alter them.

The problem is compounded by the heavy emphasis in academic enquiry about the media upon theory and the corresponding paucity of empirical evidence about media effects.  Large-scale empirical investigations into public opinion are notoriously expensive and usually beyond academic research budgets.  Instead, large commercial organisations, such as MORI and NOP, have emerged to conduct ‘market research’ for clients who would often prefer to keep the results confidential.  These clients include the media and even governments and, as a result, the academic community is often out of the loop of the huge amount of data that is actually available about the state of public opinion at any given moment in time.  Small wonder that much academic media research is theory based or confined to textual analysis of media content and that consequently the media effects debate remains unresolved.

For scholars of foreign affairs, the situation is even worse.  There is a widespread belief amongst government and media circles that public opinion on a large scale is not normally interested in international affairs, except perhaps at times of national crisis.  Foreign affairs and international crises that are remote from the daily experience of people do not tend on a daily basis to come high on the agenda of citizens’ concerns.  After all, the outcomes of General Elections are rarely if ever decided on foreign policy issues.  Even the frequently asserted ‘Falklands Factor’, alleged to have helped secure Margaret Thatcher’s re-election, remains unsubstantiated.  If a week is indeed a long time in politics, then it is unlikely that a war fought eighteen months prior to the 1984 election (check) could have had any significant impact.  The successful prosecution of the Gulf War certainly didn’t help George Bush in 1992.  Nor indeed did World War Two help Winston Churchill’s election prospects in 1945.  Nevertheless, and despite all the talk today about ‘globalisation’ and the growth of the internet, the fact remains that all the market research commissioned by government bodies as well as media outlets tells them that interest in international affairs on a regular basis remains the preserve of the few, often termed ‘the foreign policy elite’.  

In a recent article in Foreign Affairs, James M. Lindsay questioned why popular interest in international issues was so low and, indeed, whether this was in fact the case.  He attempted to explain the phenomenon in the US whereby various public opinion polls illustrated widespread support for the Comprehensive Test Ban Treaty, for repaying US debt to the United Nations, and even for sending grounds troops into Kosovo, were resisted by what was supposed to be an opinion sensitive government in Washington.  He asked:


What explains this gap between what Americans want and what Washington does? The common answer - that politicians are misreading the public - is as mistaken as it is popular. It rests on the flawed premise that in politics, majority preferences trump all. But politicians worry less about what the public thinks about an issue than about how intensely it cares. And therein lies the great irony of the post-Cold War era: at the very moment that the United States has more influence than ever on international affairs, Americans have lost much of their interest in the world around them.

Lindsay believes that ‘this apathetic internationalism’ encourages the neglect of foreign affairs: ‘it distorts policy choices to favor the noisy few over the quiet many’.  In 1999, a Gallup poll found that 61% of Americans agreed that the US should take an active part in world affairs, exactly the same figure that supported US air strikes against Serbia.  Lindsay again asks:

Why, then, has the public's embrace of internationalism not translated into greater political support in Washington for American engagement abroad? The answer lies in a basic rule of politics: What really counts is not how many people line up on each side of an issue but how intensely each side holds its opinions. Politicians know that opposing impassioned voters may mean looking for a new job, so silent majorities get ignored.

Lindsay, however, then goes on to contradict himself by suggesting that ‘intensity is crucial to the politics of foreign policy today because the public's commitment to internationalism has ebbed over the past decade.’ Whereas, during the Cold War, foreign affairs ‘almost always topped the country's political agenda’ with Gallup regularly finding that 10-20% of those polled identified a foreign policy issue as the most important problem facing the United States. This figure seems to be about right in identifying the size of ‘the foreign policy making elite’.  Yet Lindsay argues: ‘today most Americans dismiss foreign policy as relatively unimportant. Only two to three percent name foreign policy concerns as the most important problem facing the country, and Americans have trouble identifying foreign issues that concern them. When the Chicago Council on Foreign Relations asked people in 1998 to name the "two or three biggest foreign-policy problems facing the United States today," the most common response by far, at 21 percent, was "don't know."’
  Has what was always a relatively small number of people got smaller?  The apparent contradiction is resolved by the argument that: ‘These poll numbers all jibe with what people at both ends of Pennsylvania Avenue know firsthand: Americans endorse internationalism in theory but seldom do anything about it in practice.’
Is the same true for Britain?  And where is the role of the media as an opinion-shaper in all this?  The multi-faceted nature of the futura.com data provides us with a unique opportunity to explore public opinion and patterns of media consumption in the area of international affairs, in particularly towards the recent conflict in Kosovo. Since 1996 the survey has included measurement of attitudes towards various relevant issues including Europe, national identity, trust in the media, trust in the internet, and attitudes towards the Kosovo crisis, as well as patterns of media consumption. One such measure can be taken as an indicator of public interest in international affairs. In August 1999 just over half of the panel (54%) either strongly agreed or agreed with the statement:  'I am interested in what's happening in the other European countries' (check whether has changed over time). What might seem a surprisingly large figure does not, however, automatically indicate a widespread interest in international affairs since interest does not always equate to knowledge.  It may well be that we have a similar finding to that of Lindsay in the US whereby much of the British public have a theoretical interest in Europe but don’t necessarily follow this up.  After all, one third (33%) of the panel held no strong view about the statement and helps to illustrate the weakness of public opinion in the area. People's attitudes to particular issues are invariably stronger when issues are of direct relevance to themselves than those which bear no relation or have any effect on their everyday life. Therefore, when international issues begin to affect people's personal lives or domestic policies, as is often the case with war, public opinion is likely to be stronger.

We have, of course, to remember that public opinion is not homogenous, and the structure of the futura.com panel enables us to consider what opinions are held by what publics. The breakdown in table 1 shows that interest in what happens in other European countries varies amongst different sectors of the population.  Younger people are less interested than older people, and those with children at home are less likely to take an interest than those without children living at home. Those people who continued into higher education, and those in the upper social grades, report a higher level of interest than others.  

Table  AUTONUM  Percentage of those agreeing with the statement 'I am interested in what's happening in the other European countries'

	

Base
	%
	Base
	%

	All
	54
	Adults without children at home
	58

	16-24
	45
	Adults with children at home
	43

	25-34
	46
	Social grade:   AB
	72

	35-44
	54
	                         C1
	60

	45-54
	54
	                         C2
	46

	55-64
	60
	                         DE
	44

	65+
	65
	Terminal education age 19 or older
	67

	Futura.com Wave 5/August 1999


Interest in domestic and foreign news

Similar patterns can be seen in the panel's consumption of news.  It would be fair to assume that those who watch domestic and international news are motivated to do so by their interest in those issues. The first column in table 2 shows that regional and national news programmes are viewed by nearly three quarters of the futura.com panel. In contrast, only 41% watch international news programmes.  Thus, local, regional and national issues take precedence over international news.   But again, 41% may seem a surprisingly high figure, a much bigger ‘elite’ than is commonly assumed, and begs further investigation.

Table 2. Types of news watched by gender and presence of children at home

	
	All

Viewers

%
	Male

%
	Female

%

	Local and regional news
	74
	72
	76

	National news
	73
	74
	72

	International news
	41
	46
	36


Table 2 also illustrates that interest in international news is lower in homes where there are children. Table 1 showed that interest in events in Europe was also lower amongst this sector of the population. People in these homes are likely to lead busier lifestyles, and be more concerned with issues closer to home, with women being 10% less likely to watch international news than men.

Table 3.  Types of news watched by age group

	
	16-24

%
	25-34

%
	35-44

%
	45-54

%
	55-64

%
	65+

%

	Local and regional news
	58
	67
	73
	78
	86
	85

	National news
	53
	64
	73
	78
	85
	85

	International news
	28
	32
	42
	48
	50
	47

	Futura.com wave 4/August 1998


So younger people are also less interested in current affairs and international events, perhaps because they lead busier social lives.  But they do travel more than a generation ago and one can assume that the more adventurous of these – i.e. those that go beyond the ‘little England’ resorts that replicate the comforts of home with sun – constitute the majority of the 28%.  Older people, on the other hand, have more time to devote to current affairs and are less likely to have children at home.  The next table tests the validity of these assertions.

Table 4. News watched by social grade and level of education

	
	AB

%
	C1

%
	C2

%
	DE

%
	Terminal education age 19 or older

%

	Local and regional news
	71
	78
	75
	73
	69

	National news
	81
	81
	67
	65
	83

	International news
	51
	50
	34
	33
	56

	Futura.com wave 4/August 1998


So the better educated have more expanded horizons and, for such people, news is part of their cultural capital.  However, further data reveals that viewers in multi-channel homes with access to ‘round the clock’ international news from such channels as BBC News 24, Sky News and CNN do not choose to consume it, and they are in fact less likely than those without 24 hour access to watch foreign affairs news (see table 5).  The lower consumption of news overall in multi-channel homes reflects the higher proportion of people under 45, homes where children live, C1C2D households of which the multi-channel audience comprises.  So these are indeed the types of people who tend to be less interested in current affairs, especially international issues in general.
Table 5.  News programmes watched by viewers from terrestrial and multi channel homes.

	
	All 

%
	Viewers from terrestrial homes

%
	Viewers from multi-channel homes

%

	Local and regional news
	74
	78
	69

	National news
	73
	77
	66

	International news
	41
	43
	37



	Futura.com wave 4/August 1998


Interest in international news seems to be even lower in the USA. Statistics from the Pew Research Center shows that the top five most closely followed news stories followed by the American public between 1986 and 2000 all concerned domestic issues. The news reports were: 80% in the Explosion of the Space Shuttle Challenger (July 1986), 73% in the Destruction Caused by the San Francisco Earthquake (November 1989), 70% in the Verdict in Rodney King Case and Following Riots and Disturbances (May 1992), 69% in the Crash of a Paris-bound TWA Plane off the Coast of New York (July 1996), 69% in the Little Girl in Texas Who Was Rescued after Falling into a Well (October 1987).  News reports of stories from outside the USA that were followed closely by large numbers of the American public involved the activities of American troops in the Gulf war.
  In the past fourteen years, then, American public interest in international issues not involving American nationals has always been low. In fact, the only news story to have been followed closely by over half of the American public (54%) was reportage of the death of Diana, Princess of Wales, in August 1997. 

Global versus national identities

The low level of public interest in international affairs would appear to demonstrate that we are not yet global citizens despite the collapsing of international boundaries through the globalisation of communications enabled by advances in ICTs. Morrison et al. (Keele paper) suggest that within Britain strong regional and national identities remain, with many people seeing themselves as very different from people living in other parts of the country. Figure 1 further illustrates that, in terms of identity with people in foreign countries, the British feel most similar to people in the English speaking nations of New Zealand, Canada, Australia, USA and Eire than other countries where cultural differences are greater. Physical closeness is clearly not a major factor in identifying with people in other countries; rather, strong similarities are identified with people in countries where relationships and familiarities have been forged over time through cultural exchanges, emigration from Britain, diplomatic and political relationships. 
Fig. 1. 
Regional Identity in the UK: Percentage of people who see themselves as different from people in other countries
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Figures taken from futura.com Wave 3 October 1997. Weighted base: 3630
These assumptions are also shared in many parts of the media whose output needs to resonate with the interests of public opinion if they are to retain their audiences and hence their market shares.  It should come as no surprise, therefore, to see that a foreign event will rarely make front page headlines in Britain and this is even less likely in the USA where none of the major television networks any longer employs a permanent diplomatic correspondent.  Defence correspondents are an ever rarer breed – a genuine casualty of the end of the Cold War.  Without the immediacy or blatancy of an obvious foreign enemy, the decline of media interest in foreign affairs could perhaps reflect a decline in public interest.  Could it be possible, however, that declining media interest is actually responsible for diminishing public interest?  On the principle that the media do not tell the public what to think but they do provide the agenda for what the public should think about, are the media actually responsible and hence do they have an impact which is not necessarily proactive in changing minds but serves as a mirror of what people already believe?

When international events are normally compressed into a few column inches under the title ‘The World in Brief’, one might expect not only very low levels of public interest but also high levels of public apathy or ignorance.  A further assumption is that public interest only increases at times of crisis or disaster (the ‘coups and earthquakes’ syndrome).  War is supposedly one such example.  Even in Britain, however, not every war taking place in the world at any given time (and there are dozens of them) will command media attention.  ‘Other people’s wars’, especially of the nature that have been taking place since the end of the Cold War, are extremely dangerous places for journalists, as the death in 2000 of two British correspondents in Sierra Leone reminds us.  Indeed, that particular conflict is a reminder of how ‘other people’s wars’ can become ‘our wars’ involving ‘our boys’.  When that happens, ‘our media’ suddenly become more interested.  Yet, paradoxically, given the decline of the specialised foreign and defence correspondent, increased media attention does not always mean improved media coverage.  Nor does it mean corresponding increases in public understanding.

Hence another assumption that it the responsibility of governments to lead public opinion rather than to follow it.  This speaks poorly for the notion in a democratic society of an ‘informed citizenry’.  Nor does it, in fact, speak well for the role of the democratic media in ‘educating’ its public, especially in a society where ‘the public service tradition’ is enshrined in its broadcasting remit.  According to most media scholarship, the rise of the professional ‘spin doctor’ and the growth of dedicated media officers working for government tends to mean that the official agenda is uncritically replicated in the media agenda.  In defence of a profession alleged to contain more power than responsibility, journalists working to ever tighter deadlines in an information-age explosion do today have less and less time to cross-check, verify or even analyse critically what they have been given.  However, perhaps even more so in the specialised realm of foreign affairs, where despatching foreign correspondents to far-away lands – ‘parachute journalism’ - is an expensive business, the ‘official view’ tends to become the media view.  Diplomacy, after all, is hardly the stuff of gripping copy on a day-to-day basis.  And if the public are not interested, why should the media be?  The relevance of affairs foreign can accordingly seem remote.  It is therefore only when that diplomacy fails and a crisis erupts that may involve the ‘national interest’ that the non-specialised media take notice.

Crises therefore appear to explode suddenly as media events when the issues provoking the crises in the first place have been largely absent from the media.  The result is invariably uncontextualised and sometimes downright misleading coverage.  This is not the place to address what is sometimes called the ‘dumbing down debate’.  But the apparent normal remoteness of foreign issues means that dramatic foreign events are covered in increasingly human interest terms in which the complex causes of foreign crises are subordinated to stories about the plight and suffering of the human beings caught up in terrible events through no fault of their own, to ‘mistakes’ made by the warring factions who are ‘framed’ in simplistic terms as ‘good guys’ and ‘bad guys’.  Journalistic practice now rests on the assumption that such an approach is the only ‘way in’ for audiences who do not normally take an interest in foreign affairs and who therefore need points of identification with the characters caught up in terrible events which are otherwise beyond explanation.

The most striking example of this in recent years was the Kosovo crisis of 1999.  Here was somebody else’s conflict – an internal Yugoslav conflict – which became ‘our’ conflict because of dramatic television images of terrified Kosovar refugees allegedly fleeing Serb ‘genocide’.  NATO’s intervention in somebody else’s internal affairs – arguably a violation of international law and certainly at odds with NATO’s own raison d’etre that an attack upon one is an attack upon all – was framed by its political leaders as a ‘humanitarian’ crisis justifying military action against the Serb ‘aggressors’.  The media, no longer equipped with Balkan specialists, duly followed this agenda and covered the conflict in terms largely supportive of NATO’s action.  This was an ‘humanitarian’ intervention that had less to do with diplomacy, the rules of law and the complexities of crises.  ‘Something had to be done’, one suspects, to stop not merely the slaughter of ‘innocents’ but to also to stop the endless flow of television images of suffering women and children.

It is therefore no wonder that the British public appear to have had only a basic understanding of the complex situation in the Balkans. Interpretation of the attitudes to various issues surrounding the Kosovo conflict war would suggest that the public's understanding of the conflict was indeed limited. Whilst they were confident in making basic judgements about the situation, they were less bold in their judgement of the more precise details of the conflict such as the implementation of various military tactics. The majority of respondents (66% & 80%) had a strong sense of opinion and were able to make an informed judgement when asked if they thought Britain had been right to join in with NATO's actions, and whether action was justified on humanitarian grounds (table 6).  However, on specific issues such as the deployment of ground troops, and use of aerial bombing, between one quarter and a third of respondents held no strong opinion. It would be fair to assume that such people felt unable to make a judgement due to an albeit common and understandable lack of detailed knowledge of military tactics and strategy. 

Table 6. Attitudes towards the Kosovo conflict

	Base: all respondents
	Strongly agree/agree

%
	Strongly disagree/disagree

%
	No strong view either way/not stated

%

	Britain was right to join in the NATO actions against Serbia
	66
	15
	19

	Someone had to do something about Kosovo on humanitarian grounds 
	80
	4
	16

	Ground troops should have been sent in earlier
	38
	29
	33

	Even though Serbia was in the wrong the bombing campaign was unjustified


	19
	54
	27

	
	
	
	Check this column

	Futura.com wave 5/1999


The assertion about this general lack of understanding of the specifics of the conflict can be further demonstrated by considering how people responded when they were asked how well or badly they thought various organisations and groups had behaved during the conflict. Whether this is due to the public's lack of interest in foreign affairs or the failure of news reports to explain the situation in detail remains unclear.

Table 7.  How well or badly do you think the various organisations and groups involved in the Kosovo crisis behaved?

	Base: all respondents
	Very/Quite well

%
	Very/quite badly

%
	No strong view either way/not stated

%

	Russian XE "Russian: Kosovo, w5Q8"  ground forces which went into Kosovo XE "Kosovo" 
	24
	25
	51

	Albanians XE "Albanians:Kosovo, , w5Q8"  living in Kosovo XE "Kosovo" 
	19
	30
	51

	The Kosovo XE "Kosovo: w5Q7"  Liberation Army
	15
	38
	47

	Serbs XE "Serbs: w5Q8"  living in Kosovo
	6
	49
	45

	The Yugoslav XE "Yugoslav:Kosovo, w5Q8" 

 XE "Kosovo"  Police and Paramilitary
	2
	58
	40

	NATO XE "NATO:Kosovo: w5Q8" 

 XE "Kosovo"  air forces which bombed Yugoslavia XE "Yugoslavia:Kosovo" 
	51
	14
	35

	The Yugoslav XE "Yugoslav:Kosovo, w5Q8" 

 XE "Kosovo"  Army
	2
	65
	33

	NATO XE "NATO:Kosovo, w5Q8"  ground forces which went into Kosovo XE "Kosovo" 
	64
	4
	32

	The Yugoslav XE "Yugoslav: Kosovo, w5Q8" 

 XE "Kosovo"  Government under Slobodan Milosevic
	1
	73
	26

	Futura.com wave 5/1999


What we can see from these findings is that the public had clearly identified with the Serb government, police and army as the ‘bad guys’ in the conflict and NATO as the ‘good guys’.  In other words, they gained these identifications from the media coverage which, as academic media research is beginning to show, ‘framed’ the conflict in precisely these terms (EJR special issue and other works).

This, in itself, is hardly surprising.  The Gulf War of 1991, and indeed every war of the twentieth century (including even Vietnam) in which ‘our boys’ have been involved, demonstrated the truism of patriotic media (and public) support in times of national ‘emergencies’.  In the Gulf, media coverage was massive and, for the first time, live (including from the enemy capital under fire).  It was also more akin to propaganda than objective journalism with its demonisation of Saddam Hussein as ‘the new Hitler’, its cheerleading for coalition forces and their hi-tech ‘smart’ weaponry, and its uncritical acceptance of the official line that the political-military objective was to ‘liberate Kuwait’.  But what about public support which, in both the United States and Britain, held steady at around 80% (ref?)?  Was there any direct relationship between media support and public support?

The assumption has always been that such a relationship must exist.  This is where the Vietnam war provides an interesting case study.  Vietnam is often cited as the example of how adverse media coverage jeopardises the ability of a democratic country to wage war successfully.  It may be the exception rather than the norm, but it holds its position as a warning to liberal democratic governments of the importance of keeping the media ‘on message’.  But does it deserve that position?  The evidence suggests otherwise.  US military involvement in Vietnam on a considerable scale essentially lasted from 1963 to 1973.  The 1968 Tet Offensive stands as a supposed watershed – a pivotal moment when hitherto supportive media coverage turned into a wave of media criticism of the American government and its armed forces.  Even though the latter was a US military victory, the media suddenly emerged as a force for scepticism about US war aims and objectives.  When finally, in 1973, US ground forces were eventually pulled out of South East Asia and then, two years later, Saigon fell, the ‘first military defeat in US history’ needed an explanation.  In asking why the US lost, government and military officials looked elsewhere for the shortcomings.  Defeat at the hands of a Third World nation could surely not have been caused by a failure of political or military will?  No, the US had been defeated because of a failure of US public opinion to support the conflict, a support which had been eroded by a hostile media: an ‘enemy within the gates’ (a phrase once used by Churchill about the BBC) which had lunged ‘a stab in the back’ (a phrase used by Hitler about German defeat in 1918) of the military establishment.

Defeated nations always search for rationalisations for failure.  And this is exactly what happened after 1975 in the USA.  It was, however, a rationalisation not an explanation.  Blaming the media was a convenient scapegoat for national shortcomings that lay elsewhere and often defied logic.  For example, if five years of support by the media was followed by five years of opposition, and if this turned the US public against the war effort, are we really suggesting that democratic nations can sustain media/public support for such a conflict over such a long period of time?  After all US involvement in Vietnam 1968-73 was longer than US involvement in World War Two, 1941-45!  There is some strong evidence to suggest that President Johnson’s decision not to stand for re-election in 1968 was caused by critical media coverage of the Tet Offensive, especially by Walter Cronckite of CBS.  But the successful candidate in that election, President Nixon, was actually re-elected in 1972 after he had demonstrated what he meant by his earlier promise to end the war, namely by extending it into Laos and Cambodia.  In short, the media stood accused of treachery by doing their job better in the 1968-73 period than they had in the 1963-67 phase of the war when very few noises of dissent had been heard from that quarter.

What does that mean?  In democratic societies, the media’s role as ‘the fourth estate’ does suggest that although they are part of the political establishment, they nonetheless are expected to serve as the keeper of the democratic conscience.  It was the Watergate scandal in 1973 uncovered by The Washington Post which drove President Nixon out of office, not defeat in Vietnam, nor indeed a media which asked more penetrating questions about what the military was up to after 1968 than it did before that.  Yet, ever since, the ‘power’ of the media, especially television, to sway public opinion for or against a government has been central to the development ever since of official ‘public relations’ activities.  It has been at the core of thinking about the military-media relationship ever since, including the development of the ‘pool system’ utilised in the Gulf War and Kosovo Crisis for controlling how many journalists are allowed access to the fighting fronts and, less directly, for what they could actually say once they had secured their official ‘accreditation’.  The formula is now apparently quite simple.  A supportive media is secured by detailed arrangements for allowing access to dangerous but newsworthy environments rather than the expectation of a patriotic media bursting into spontaneous supportive combustion at time of national crisis.

Perhaps democratic governments and their military establishments are right to move in this direction.  The media have become increasingly competitive (the antithesis of the ‘pool system’), less interested in issues, especially foreign and defence issues and, thanks to improved satellite communications technologies, more capable than ever before of reporting live or in real-time from the scenes of conflict.  Moreover, since the end of the Cold War, international crises themselves have become more complex.  Somalia, Rwanda, Bosnia, Haiti, Kosovo, East Timor and Sierra Leone are not traditional ‘wars’.  To use the military jargon, there are ‘conflicts other than war’ in which the use of military force by the international community is there to restore order to chaos, to stop the ‘innocent women and children’ in lines of fleeing refugees from moving away from conflict, or to stop them from being slaughtered.  Soldiers increasingly are being expected to re-think their roles.  They are no longer warfighters but peacekeepers whole rules of engagement are no longer dictated by having to fight ‘enemy’ soldiers but by having to protect innocent civilians either from themselves or from ruthless ‘criminals’ on ‘humanitarian’ grounds.

These new developments, this ‘New World Order’, presents the media, let alone governments, with serious problems.  The assumed lack of popular interest in foreign affairs meant that when President Clinton went on American television to explain NATO intervention in Kosovo he did so with a map of the Balkan region to explain precisely where it was that US troops were engaged.  Journalists scramble around for regional experts to use as ‘talking heads’ for their ‘background’ pieces and only those who can summarise decades of history and politics in a few short sound-bytes are invited back.  Dissent is marginalized, foreign policy options are simplified, and complexity is reduced to the comprehensible.  The First Lady describes the television pictures of desperate refugees from Kosovo as being like something out of Schindler’s List.  Live television allows politicians to speak to their publics directly but just in case the editors chop their speeches for the evening or hourly bulletins their speechwriters rehearse with them carefully chosen phrases which are likely to be used as ‘hooks’ on which to hang the story.

These assertions will surprise no media scholar, although they may be contested by journalists whose performance they think should not be subject to such academic scrutiny.  Academics don’t live in the ‘real world’; they don’t understand the temporal pressures and operational constraints of discovering ‘the whole truth’ in time for the morning edition.  Newspapers are only ‘the first rough draft’ of history; ‘the truth’ today is relative and only partially achievable.  All this would not matter if people did not trust the media to provide them with an approximation of ‘the truth’ as soon as is humanly and technologically possible.  People should no longer expect this; although the media do not lie, they have a different role today. The problem therefore is some kind of historical sentimentality to their own often repeated responsibility to seek out ‘the truth’ which hoists them on their own petard.  The credibility of newspapers, particularly the tabloids, has suffered most in this respect but they continue to sell not as purveyors of ‘the truth’ but because they are instruments of entertainment, not information – or infotainment.  Television enjoys more credibility not just because of its higher level of social penetration nor because of the old adage that ‘seeing is believing’.  Where there exists a public service tradition – as in Britain – of reporting all sides of an event, this gives it greater credibility because it is seen to be less biased.  But this does not make it more objective.  If people don’t realise this, then that is their own fault, not that of the media.  One is therefore bamboozled that media professionals should criticise so much those very academics in ‘media studies’ who try to educate young people about the inability of the media to inform and educate at the expense of entertainment.

Table 8 is highly revealing in that it illustrates a substantial credibility gap amongst the public for the media they consume.  Television is more credible – the ‘seeing is believing’ element – and newspapers the least credible.

Table 8. Credibility of news sources

	Base: all respondents
	Likely:

(very likely plus quite likely)

%
	Very likely

%


	Quite likely

%
	Not likely:

(not likely plus not at all likely)

%

	A national paper prints a story which is totally inaccurate
	87
	46
	42
	10

	A local paper prints a story which is totally inaccurate
	69
	23
	45
	26

	A TV news story is shown which is inaccurate
	61
	17
	45
	34
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(These figures don’t quite add up – or are they rounded up/down?)

If so many people are so sceptical about the media’s ability to get the story wrong, yet so reliant on the media as their principle source of what is happening, would it be safe to assume that the public does not consume media for news and information?  It perhaps plays a different part in people’s lives, more in the realm of entertainment, or at best ‘infotainment’.  We can see from Table 9 that most people still relied on television, newspapers and radio for their information about the Kosovo conflict, with relatively little difference between the social classes.

Table 9. Sources of information about the Kosovo conflict by social class and level of education

	
	All

%
	AB

%
	C1

%
	C2

%
	DE

%
	Terminal education age 19 or older%

	I watched TV XE "TV"  news XE "TV news:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	87
	89
	88
	83
	86
	85

	I read the papers XE "papers:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 


	66
	74
	62
	64
	63
	66

	I listened to radio XE "radio:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9"  
	45
	58
	45
	33
	40
	55

	I talked with friends XE "friends:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	33
	38
	32
	29
	32
	33

	I talked with my family XE "family:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	33
	38
	32
	30
	30
	35

	I talked with colleagues at work XE "colleagues at work:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	16
	16
	19
	18
	12
	20

	I looked at internet  XE "internet:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" sites
	2
	4
	2
	2
	2
	4

	Futura.com wave 5/ August 1999



Table 11.  Sources of information about the Kosovan conflict by gender and presence of children 
	
	Male

%
	Female

%
	Adults without children at home

%
	Adults with children at home

%

	I watched TV XE "TV"  news XE "TV news:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	88
	86
	89
	82

	I read the papers XE "papers:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 


	70
	63
	70
	52

	I listened to radio XE "radio:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9"  
	48
	42
	47
	40

	I talked with friends XE "friends:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	35
	32
	35
	28

	I talked with my family XE "family:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	30
	35
	34
	30

	I talked with colleagues at work XE "colleagues at work:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	19
	14
	16
	18

	I looked at internet  XE "internet:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" sites
	3
	2
	2
	3

	Futura.com wave 5/ August 1999



Table 12. Sources of information about the Kosovan conflict by media ownership
	
	Viewers from terrestrial homes

%
	Viewers from multi-channel homes

%
	Internet users

%

	I watched TV XE "TV"  news XE "TV news:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	87
	86
	82

	I read the papers XE "papers:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 


	67
	63
	61

	I listened to radio XE "radio:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9"  
	46
	40
	47

	I talked with friends XE "friends:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	33
	32
	35

	I talked with my family XE "family:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 

	33
	32
	34

	I talked with colleagues at work XE "colleagues at work:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" 
	14
	21
	24

	I looked at internet  XE "internet:Kosovo, News sources, w5Q9" sites
	2
	3
	7

	Futura.com wave 5/ August 1999


A significant number of people didn't pay attention to the events in Kosovo at all. 

Table 13. Percentage of those who 'didn't really try to keep up with events in Kosovo'.

	

Base
	%
	Base
	%

	All
	22
	Adults without children at home
	19

	16-24
	34
	Adults with children at home
	28

	25-34
	29
	Social grade:   AB
	16

	35-44
	24
	                         C1
	21

	45-54
	21
	                         C2
	27

	55-64
	17
	                         DE
	23

	65+
	18
	Terminal education age 19 or older
	17

	Men
	20
	Women
	23

	Futura.com Wave 5/August 1999


Given that international crises are supposed to heighten public interest and that ‘our wars’ certainly increase media attention, we can deduce that around 20% of the population are completely disinterested in foreign affairs.  How many of the remaining 80% are only interested at times of crisis remains unclear.


But given that this is such a large figure, the question of media performance remains a critical one.  During wartime, when governments criticise journalists, it is usually a clue that they are doing an old-fashioned job of trying to be objective by reporting the other side of the issue.  In other words, the journalist’s sin is to have loyalty to such concepts of ‘objective truth’ and ‘unbiased reporting’ rather than to the ‘national cause’.  This happened to Peter Arnett of CNN during the Gulf War and to John Simpson of the BBC during the Kosovo crisis.  However, if public credibility in the media as a source of news is already quite low, and that the media serve a role for the public other than providing news and information, does this really matter? Shooting the messenger is a time-honoured tradition of governments who fear the potential of the media to turn public opinion against them.  The evidence here suggests that this says more about official fears and anxieties than it does any demonstrable ability of the media to turn the public against policy.  Even so, democracies have created censorship machineries that suppress ‘news’ on grounds mainly of operational security rather than suppressing views – which in turn is excellent propaganda for democracies at war.  But it is those very views which governments fear most, and it is they that warrant the most attention in terms of setting the media agenda.

If war is the continuation of politics by other means, then spin is to be expected and the spin doctors are placed increasingly centre stage.  Jamie Shae became a household name throughout the world as the ‘voice of NATO’ during the Kosovo campaign.  As a civilian spokesman for a military alliance, however, it was his role to feed the insatiable appetite of the media for news and information about a conflict in a region where no journalists were present.  Kosovo was simply too dangerous a place to report from and, as such, was an information vacuum.  The official spokespeople of both sides tried to fill this vacuum with what one side termed ‘information’ and the other called ‘propaganda’.  With the inability of journalists to independently verify the information they were being given, it was all propaganda in its value-neutral sense of being a process of persuasion designed to benefit the originator.  Under such circumstances, does the media even in democratic countries serve the government far more than they serve around 80% of the public, the majority of whom are supportive of the conflict anyway?


Whether patriotism rather than propaganda is more important here remains unclear.  If this is the case, then one doubts the need for such intense public relations activity in the first place.  In ‘our wars’, ‘our people’ can be expected to support ‘our boys’.  It is whether ‘our media’ can likewise be expected to provide such support which therefore stands as the root assumption.  In the past ten years, perhaps even since Vietnam, there has developed a view within political and military circles that the media cannot be trusted when the historical record clearly belies this.  Instead, they point to those occasions when the media reported mistakes caused by ‘collateral damage’ – a baby milk plant in Iraq or a convoy in Kosovo – as evidence of their ‘treachery’ when in fact, taken as a whole, media coverage is invariably supportive.  The reporting of ‘mistakes’ in turn fuels the arguments about the need to conduct even more spin.  This self-fulfilling prophecy may be most clearly focussed at times of conflict, when lives are at stake and emotions are heightened, but it is also explains what many describe now as the triumph of presentation over policy in post Cold War politics.

In the absence of a Manichean framework through which events could be simply interpreted, the role of the media in mediating the doings of the few to the many remains critical to politicians for whom ideology is no longer as significant as it once was.  In a more complex world characterised by the triumph of free-market capitalism, the traditional role of the news media in helping to explain to the public why something is happening would appear to be in less demand than ever before.  If it remains true that the media still set the agenda for what the public should think about, their credibility for getting to the ‘truth’ places them in a very poor position to do this.  Despite these findings, however, democratic governments remain more convinced than ever that they need to get the media ‘on message’.  There remains a fundamental assumption that public opinion must not only be supportive, especially in times of war, and that the media remain the best way to achieve this.  

Because democracies do not usually wage war against other democracies, the assumed role of public opinion is that of an active one.  Traditionally, democracies wage war on non-democracies where public opinion is coerced rather than persuaded.  That is what distinguishes them from their enemies: authoritarians, tyrants, ‘new Hitler’s’ and now, increasingly, chaos and the evil that we do to one another.  Democratic governments have persuaded democratic media that their joint enemies are one and the same.  And so, for all the arrangements to protect ‘operational security’ and the lives of ‘our boys’ fighting for such noble values, democratic governments do not need to feed the media with such sound-byte headlines as ‘Up Yours Galtieri’, ‘10 Reasons to Damn Saddam’ or ‘Clobba Slobba’ (refs?).  Government and media sing from the same agenda.  Although Josef Goebbels would have marvelled at how the triumphant democracies of World War Two had perfected this art in the post-war era, the myth of an objective and free media operating independently of direct government interference is a propagandistic self-delusion that even he, with his state controlled media, would have confounded by.  That this situation should have been created by consensus rather than through coercion would have tested his not considerable intellectual abilities.

Many academics, the most recent of whom is Noam Chomsky (ref?) who in turn drew upon the earlier ideas of Herbert Schiller (ref?), have essentially been criticising democratic governments in cahoots with the media for ‘manufacturing consent’.  A seductive body of work which resonates with conspiracy theories has emerged which points the finger at a ‘military-industrial complex’ to which must now be added the media as an enemy within the gates of the very security of democracy itself.  Less fashionable in the Anglo-Saxon literature is the work of Jacques Ellul (ref?), a French sociologist who in the late 1950s and early 1960s suggested that, in our technocratic society riddled with propaganda, public opinion was content to accept a hegemonic agenda because that was the safest way to understand the complexity of the doings of the world in which people lived.  We, the people, needed such propaganda as a rationalisation for understanding why ‘we were here’.  Life was too complex and few of us were capable of (moral) philosophy; instead, we accepted the propaganda of the dominant ideologies as an acceptable explanation for why we did what we did in an increasingly secular world.  In the west, capitalism was king and advertising had become the acceptable face of that particular ideology.  While the Soviet Union still existed, an alternative way of life still existed to provide values which stood as the antithesis of ‘freedom of thought, choice, deed, action and religion’ and hence the framework of a Manichean world order in which friends and enemies could be identified by reference to which side people were on.  With the collapse of the Soviet Union, and the flight of its satellites to free-market democratic capitalistic ideals during a period dubbed as an ‘end of history’, such a black and white, good guys versus bad guys, us and them, friend and enemy framework disappeared.

After thinking in such monochromatic terms for so long, including during the ‘good versus evil’ framework of the World Wars before the Cold War, the world can indeed seem a much more colourful place.  In fact it was always thus but we no longer have the World War/Cold War framework to help us understand why what was happening was happening in a particular way.  The media thrived under the old frameworks because they didn’t have the time or space to go beyond them and anyway a black and white explanation sufficed.  But they are struggling under the shock of the new.  The war in former Yugoslavia exposed this: a three sided conflict, reported badly. 

The ramifications of all this for the practice and evolution of democracy are disturbing if one is not happy with a passive or apathetic public which is on the whole happy to support its elected governments in defence of national interests abroad.  If the level of detailed public knowledge about foreign affairs is so low anyway – largely due to a media which has correctly read its audience in this indifference – perhaps it as well to leave it to the experts.  Foreign policy was traditionally the concern of an elite and, despite the democratisation of Britain over the past 80 years, it still is.  The fact that foreign policy is now more accessible as well as more visible than it was also means that it more accountable.  But it is accountable to a public that remains only generally and vaguely interested in it.  Both politicians and the media know this and as the media are amongst the most vocal, what matters is how intensely the media holds its opinions on any given foreign policy issue.  That is why so much attention is given by Whitehall to media agenda setting.  And if the media are not normally interested in foreign affairs, thereby reinforcing the public’s pre-existing values, why should it set itself up as the educator of the public when foreign policy issues erupt into crises?

Those interested in foreign affairs are thus badly served by the mass media which are no longer a useful or reliable source of information about the world ‘beyond the brief’.  It is a sign of the times that perhaps the most detailed coverage of foreign events can be found in The Financial Times because foreign affairs and economic affairs are inextricably connected within a global economy.  But that newspaper has a circulation of less that 100,000 (check).  Meanwhile, the evening news schedules in Britain are jostled about to make room for more entertainment, news bulletins have a declining audience anyway, and access to 24 hour news is watched by the few rather than the many.

But at least this foreign policy elite no longer need to rely upon the traditional mass media for information about crises.  Now there is a new kid on the block: the internet which, following the invention of the world wide web in 1992 (check this with sven?), began to provide an alternative source of news and views.  It lacked the ‘credibility’ of the older media but it was the equivalent of having direct access to the wire services from which the ‘World in Brief’ was compiled by the media.

Trust in online environment - journal  - refer to 

Table 9.
Trust in sources of information on the internet

	Percentage agreeing/disagreeing with the statement 'I would only trust information from a source I had heard of' in relation to the internet/WWW

	Base: all respondents
	Agree

%
	Disagree

%
	No strong view either way/not stated

%

	Those who don't use the internet


	60
	11
	29

	Those who do use internet
	52
	15
	33

	Futura.com wave 5/ August 1999 - update with 2000


Given that it is being widely argued that the Kosovo conflict was ‘the first internet war’, I have argued elsewhere that the internet was to Kosovo was what television was to the Korean War.  It was present, and what was happening on the internet, especially from the Serb side, was interesting, but the level of actual usage must be kept in perspective.  The futura.com findings confirm this, with only 2% of the sample of 2013 using the internet as a source of information about the conflict.  Television remained the principal source, at 84%, followed by newspapers (62%) and radio (42%).  But for those few interested in foreign affairs, much of the information omitted by editors – the full speech rather than the sound byte – could at least be accessed.

� James M. Lindsay, ‘The New Apathy: How an Uninterested Public Is Reshaping Foreign Policy’, Foreign Affairs, September/October 2000.
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