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Section Five:  Broadening Your Reach

IN ANY MOVEMENT, the sum of individual ef for ts is greater

than the parts. How successful weÕll be has everything to do

with how we reach out to and engage potential constituen-

cies. For media reformÑa movement that touches on so

many related social and political issuesÑforging new

alliances is critical if we are to continue building support for

a democratic media system.

This section explores the synergies that occur when

researchers and media activists collaborate. And it delves

into the growing importance of ethnic media as a way to

reach large segments of the population. 

The last chapter of this toolkit could also be the first,

because it addresses that most critical of constituenciesÑ

funders. Her e, a grant maker and a leader of a key organi-

zation in the media reform movement offer their thoughts

on the challenges and successes of funding for media

activism.
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WHOSE MEDIA? OUR MEDIA!

A GLANCE AROUNDwhile riding the bus or
subway during rush hour in cities like New
York and San Francisco gives one a taste of the
boom in ethnic media. Elderly Chinese ladies,
shopping bags stuffed with leafy greens, sit read-
ing the Sing Tao Daily.A Latina might be read-
ing the Spanish language El Diario/La Prensa.
India Abroad. Nguoi Viet. Arab American News.

But itÕs not just the big cities.As demographics
change across the country, with the foreign-
born population swelling in states not normally
regarded as immigration entry points, ethnic
media is growing and spreading as well.
Whether itÕsmedia reform, immigration policy
or teacher recruitment, any strategy that
ignores ethnic communities, and the ethnic
media that reaches them, is touching a shrink-
ing segment of the population.

First, some numbers:

! By the fall of 2019, the majority of young
adults turning 18 and eligible to vote in
California will be Latino.

! Between 1990 and 2000, the foreign-born
population grew by 200% or more in North
Carolina,Georgia and Nevada.The foreign-
born population grew by between 100% and
199% in 16 US states.

! La Opini—n, the largest Spanish-language
daily newspaper in the country, ranked num-
ber one in net daily paid circulation growth
among the 200 largest newspapers in
America for the six-month period ending
September 2007, according to the Audit
Bureau of Circulation.

But how can one reach these new Americans?
A first-ever national poll conducted by New
America Media,in 2005,found that 29 million
ethnic adults (or 13% of the adult population
in the US) are primary consumers of ethnic
media, meaning they rely on ethnic media,
whether print or broadcast, for their daily
news.But even that is only part of the picture.

Many ethnic media outlets, such as those serving
South Asians and Filipinos, provide not daily but
weekly and biweekly news. So their readers
might access them regularly but would not be

included in the 29 million who prefer ethnic
media for their daily news.There are 22 million
ethnic Americans who access weekly and
biweekly ethnic news sources on a regular basis.
This means that ethnic media reaches 51 million
adultsÑalmost one in four adult Americans.

The mainstream media often subsumes these
millions of Americans under the umbrella of
people of colorÑas if they follow a standard
script when it comes to their positions on
issues.The reality is that histories of immigra-
tion; legacies of war; and relations between
American political parties and homeland gov-
ernments can all complicate the stance various
ethnic communitiesÑand the media that serve
themÑtake on key issues of the day.

For example, when it came to the war in Iraq,
another New America Media poll in 2003
found 85% of Vietnamese and 75% of Filipinos
strongly supported the war, while only 40% of
Chinese supported it.

Organizations trying to reach these communi-
ties via the portals of ethnic media would do
well to remember that the message must be tai-
lored to the needs of the community, to make
it relevant to the community.

But itÕsnot just the message that needs to be
tailored.The medium matters as well.There are
striking differences between ethnic communi-
ties when it comes to how they get their news.

! Eighty-seven percent of all Hispanic adults
access Spanish-language television, radio or
newspapers on a regular basis. Broadcast is
definitely king,with 78% getting their news
from television.Access to the Internet is low
compared to most other groups. Only about
5% of Hispanics read USA Today, the New York
Timesor the Wall Street Journalfrequently.

! A substantial majority of African-American
adults, especially those over 40, listen to eth-
nic radio stations on a regular basis.

! More than half of all Chinese and Viet-
namese adults read an ethnic newspaper on 
a regular basis.

! Television is the preferred medium for Arab
Americans.

REACHING OUT TO ETHNIC MEDIA
By Sandip Roy
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! One-fifth of all Native Americans read tribal
newspapers more often than their main-
stream counterparts.

This might seem like a Tower of Babel for any-
one trying to navigate this diverse media land-
scape. But one thing is clear: Ethnic media see
themselves as advocates and watchdogs for their
community, much more so than most main-
stream English-language press.Their main cur-
rency is the sense of trust they enjoy with their
readers.And that trust is developed out of years
of standing up for the community when its
interests are felt to be in peril, from Chinese
media standing behind nuclear scientist Wen
Ho Lee to Spanish language media during the
recent immigration rallies.

Take the latter example. Spanish newspaper El
Pregonerotold readerswhat to do in the case of
a raid.La Opini—ntold readers how to locate
relatives who have been detained by ICE.El
Diario/La Prensaprotested the Jersey Guys, local
radio show hosts who called on their listeners
to turn over suspected undocumented immi-
grants to authorities.The lesson? Approach eth-
nic media with a clear argument about how
and why your issue impacts their community.

But despite the growth of ethnic media, the chal-
lenges these outlets face cannot be underestimat-
ed.The same poll that found 51 million adult
Americans access ethnic media regularly also
found that when it came to politics and govern-
ment, a majority of all ethnic groups, other than
Latino, thinks mainstream media covers the issues
better.Why did Latinos respond differently?
Possibly because they are able to access Univision
and newspapers owned by Impremedia, whose
publications reach 17 cities. Most other ethnic
outlets are small and cannot afford to have
reporters in Washington, D.C.Ñor even state capi-
tolsÑcovering particular beats in depth.This is an
area crying out for capacity building.These small
outlets could be potential allies in fighting for
media reform, if their stake in it is clearly outlined.

Since much of ethnic media is owned privately
or by corporations based in homelands, they
often get left out of conversations about media
ownership and independent media. But if the
real objective of these conversations is to ensure a
diversity of voices in the marketplace, it is vital to
include ethnic mediaÑnot out of any notion of
tokenism or political correctness, but because
without the people whom this media reach, the
conversation would remain incomplete.
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Ethnic media

sources often

serve as

community

advocates. Tell

them how and

why your issue

impacts their

community.

Sandip Roy is an editor with New America Media (www.newamericamedia.org), a national consortium of 
ethnic media, and host of its radio show,Up Front, on KALW 91.7 FM in San Francisco.

TEN TIPS FOR ACCESSING ETHNIC MEDIA

1. Find the ethnic media news organizations in your area and develop relationships with them.

2. Communicate with them on an ongoing basis, not just when you have news to pitch.

3. Target your event, story or issue to specific ethnic media audiences. Ask yourself,ÒWhy should this issue matter to
the target audience?Õ

4. Ask ethnic media what they need from your organization. Partner with ethnic media practitioners in your work.

5. Create opportunities for ethnic media to access decision makers and experts.

6. Be high-touch, not high-tech. DonÕt just rely on email.

7. Provide translations wherever possible.

8. Customize your messages to a Ònews you can useÓ formatÑfor example, include practical tips on how to participate in
voter registration or how to maneuver government bureaucracy.

9. Provide ethnic media with a list of your own staff experts.

10. DonÕt make ethnic media your communications afterthought. Include them at your events.



CASE STUDY 

YA SE PUDO: COMMUNITY RADIO MAKES CHANGE
By Josh Seidenfeld

OVER HALF OF THE PEOPLEin
Woodburn, Oregon, are Latino. Of
these, many are recent immigrants and
are most comfortable communicating
in Spanish or in indigenous languages
such as Zapoteco,Triqui or Nahuatl.
However, until August 2006,Wood-
burn had no non-English language
radio station. For a period of time,
Pineros y Campesinos Unidos del
Noroeste (PCUN), a network of com-
munity organizing groups in the area,
had paid a local AM radio station for
an hour of programming each weekÑ
but as soon as that hourÕs political con-
tent angered local businesspeople, the
program was revoked.The Latino
farmworker community literally
couldnÕt buy a voice.

Exasperated by this silencing,PCUN
decided to create its own media.
PCUN leadersknew that low-power
FM (LPFM) stations are relatively
inexpensive to build and operate and
can reach audiences of thousands,and
so they invited the Prometheus
Radio Project into their community
to help create a station.One week-
end in August 2006,Prometheus staff
and volunteers came together with
the local community to build the stu-
dio and transmitter that were to
become KPCN-LP, the first
Woodburn station run by and for
local farmworkers in Spanish and
multiple indigenous languages.

After beginning transmission with a
rousing countdown in Spanish, KPCN
quickly became a core resource for
Latinos in Woodburn, reaching an
average of 500 to 1,000 listeners for
most shows. In its first year, the station
provided talk shows in several lan-
guages,community news and, of
course, that critical lifeline for a com-
munity: music.

Erubiel Valladares Carranza,Technical
Engineer at KPCN and Woodburn

community leader, recalls a moment
when he saw the station was making a
difference:ÒWe had a couple come to
the station.They were native [indige-
nous language] speakers, so I called the
programmer who speaks their language
to translate. It turns out the program-
mer had talked about sexual harass-
ment on his show, and that was the
first time this couple had heard they
could do anything about harassment.
They came in to the station to ask
how to deal with it, and we pointed
them in the right direction.Ó

Beyond providing this kind of critical
information,KPCN also serves as an
organizing tool for PCUNÕscommuni-
ty. In November 2007, the FCC hastily
announced a hearing in Seattle to
review proposed new media ownership
rules.If passed,the new rules would
allow media conglomerates to grow
their monopolies and gain even more
control over the airwaves.According to

Jonathan Lawson of Reclaim the
Media, such monopolization is Òwhy
independent Spanish-language, minori-
ty-owned or labor-owned stations are
so rare across the country, even in areas
like Woodburn, where the marginalized
community is actually a large percent-
age of the population.The proposed
FCC rule changes would predictably
make this situation even worse.Ó

A strong network of community
organizations around the Northwest
acted quickly to mobilize over 1,100
people to the hearing to speak out in
favor of diversity in media ownership
and against corporate media control
(see Reclaim the MediaÕs sample com-

munications plan,starting on page 10).
As part of that network, PCUN used
its new LPFM station to organize its
base, and Valladares Carranza spoke
before the Commission as an official
community panelist.With the support
of a cheering crowd, he told the
Commission,ÒIn a town where over
50% of this community is Latino, our
radio station is the only media owned
by Latinos.We need more low-power
FM, and less corporate radio standing
in our way.Ó

In an emotional moment after his
own testimony,Valladares Carranza
translated for the Commission the
words of community member Oscar
Morales, who explained elegantly why
he traveled to Seattle to support
LPFM:ÒI am here because our com-
munity radio station has changed my
life and those of many others.Ó

Josh Seidenfeld is a freelance communica-
tions consultant,former SPIN staff mem-
ber, activist and musician who specializes
in media trainings for grassroots activists.

60

WHOSE MEDIA? OUR MEDIA!

Erubiel Valladares Carranza at the
Seattle FCC hearing. 
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Search for ÒKPCNÓ on YouTube and
youÕll find documentarian Bill BirneyÕs
inspiring portrait of the weekend the

station was built, 
, as well as footage of

the joyful countdown to transmission.



61

Section Five:  Broadening Your Reach

PROOF POSITIVE: HOW RESEARCHER/ACTIVIST
COLLABORATIONS CAN BUILD YOUR CASE FOR CHANGE 
By Seeta Pe–a Gangadharan

EVERY ACTIVIST KNOWSthat part of build-
ing oneÕs case for change depends on collecting
compelling evidence. One option is to rely on
individual anecdotes as proof of wrongdoing (or
Òrightdoing,Ó as the case may be). However, evi-
dence that takes a more systematic, concrete
approach can also support an advocateÕs argu-
ment.To produce systematic evidence, activist
groups can do research Òin house,Ó using such
tools as content analysis, surveys and interviews,
or seek partnerships and support from profes-
sional and/or academic researchers.

Timely, reliable and replicable research goes a
long way to support advocates working to
transform media policies and practices.In the
most immediate sense, it provides an opportuni-
ty to demand policy change and alter the 
political landscape. In the most long-term view,
research can furnish a movement with the
essential knowledge it needs to develop
momentum and make a lasting difference.

Drawing on recent and past examples of activist
research,I offer an overview of the many ways
that media research and policy advocacy inter-
sect.The article gathers stories from the civil
rights era,examines the fight against media
consolidation and looks at media justice
activistsÕparticipatory approach to research. It
discusses how to meet advocacy groupsÕ ongo-
ing information needs and considers how legiti-
macy can result from researcher-activist rela-

tionships.Through these many cases, I hope to
shed light on the positive effect of research on
political decision-making, media coverage and
public debateÑand more broadly, on the strug-
gle for media democracy and media justice.

Gathering evidence: How research
helped win UCC vs. FCC, a landmark
case expanding the right to public
input.

No discussion of activist research would be
complete without a nod to the work of early
media reformers. Perhaps the most celebrated
example of research that supports policy change
is the landmark case UCC vs. FCC (1966). In
the Õ50s and Õ60s, areas throughout the South
continued to resist the Supreme CourtÕs decree
to desegregate. In the town of Jackson,
Mississippi, one of the broadcast stations,WLBT-
TV, exemplified the problem of non-compliance
by denying fair coverage to African Americans.
It also refused to carry network feeds of civil
rights leaders, such as Martin Luther King, Jr., or
to give airtime to local figures such as Medgar
Evers, who sought to challenge the biased pres-
entation of race-related news.

With support from the Office of Communi-
cations of the United Church of Christ (UCC),
a local group of civil rights supporters claimed
that WLBT had violated its mandate to serve
the public interest, and petitioned the FCC to
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deny the station the chance to renew its broad-
cast license.To demonstrate the stationÕs failure
to offer relevant, timely news to JacksonÕs pre-
dominantly black population, this team organ-
ized a Òmedia monitoringÓ study.With a hand-
ful of college students and concerned resi-
dentsÑmostly white allies operating under
covert conditionsÑthe study noted topics cov-
ered in a typical weekÕs programming and fas-
tidiously documented specific instances of dis-
crimination against African Americans, as well
as the overall amount of coverage devoted to
African Americans.

Before this case, the FCC was not required to
take input from citizens or advocacy groups
when reviewing a stationÕs application to renew
its license.With UCC vs. FCC, all this
changed.The United States Circuit Court of
Appeals decided in UCCÕs favor, affirming the
right of citizen standingÑliterally the right of
citizens to ÒstandÓ before or present evidence
before the FCC.As a result, throughout the
Õ70s and Õ80s, citizen groups used standing to
challenge broadcast license renewal proceed-
ings. In the last 10 years, as media democracy
and media justice efforts have stepped up, the
UCCÕs pioneering work continues to inspire
ordinary citizens and advocacy groups as they
present their cases to the FCC.

Building your case thr ough activist
research: How the Future of Music
Coalition gather ed evidence against
media consolidation. 

Since UCC vs. FCC, the need to gather evi-
dence in the fight to democratize media poli-
cies and practices has only increased. Practically
a mantra at the FCC is the request for proof
when advocates attempt to justify existing rules
or introduce new ones. During its rulemaking
on the media ownership issue in 2002Ð03,the
Commission stepped up its demand for data.

Anticipating the CommissionÕs call for evi-
dence, Future of Music Coalition (FMC), a
D.C.-based group which supports musicians
facing a changing media landscape, produced
two pieces of research that strengthened the
case against further consolidation. First, part-
nering with Peter DiCola, then a doctoral stu-
dent at the University of Michigan,the organi-
zation sought to demonstrate the impact of
consolidation on programming.The study, enti-
tled Radio Deregulation: Has It Served Citizens

and Musicians?documented ownership patterns
in the radio industry following the passage of
the Telecommunications Act of 1996, and com-
pared the playlists of corporate-owned stations
to independent ones. Its most striking finding
was the degree to which corporate stations
limited programming diversity.The study drew
the attention of policymakers, including
Commissioner Michael Copps, who repeatedly
cited information from the study to suggest
what might happen more broadly, and in other
media, if the Commission relaxed the owner-
ship rules.

Second, FMC conducted a content analysis of
comments submitted to the Commission, doc-
umenting the type of commenter and the
commenterÕs position on the rules. Using the
CommissionÕs Electronic Comments Filing
System, FMC combed through thousands of
comments and found that individuals opposed
to consolidation comprised the majority of
commenters.This piece of evidence proved
useful to FMC and other advocates keen to
highlight citizensÕconcerns, and arguably, the
study influenced Commissioner Copps to keep
tabs on the overall sentiment of commenters.
When the Commission finally voted to over-
turn many of the rules,CoppsÕdissenting state-
ment reported figures on the overwhelming
opposition to rolling back the rules.

Shifting media frames: How the Center
for Media Justice/Y outh Media Council
documented media bias through partici-
patory research. 

Research can also impact media coverage that
frames a debate. Research reports that systemat-
ically document bias in coverage can often
influence an editorial staff to rethink their
approach to making news on a particular topic.

The Center for Media Justice (formerly the
Youth Media Council) recently conducted a
months-long study of news coverage of gentri-
fication and displacement in the San Francisco
Bay Area. CMJ/YMC assembled a team of
young people to analyze three major papers,all
of them part of larger media conglomerates.

The research effort was built from the ground
up, with CMJ/YMC staff creating a participato-
ry research process fueled by their own desire to
learn about their changing neighborhoods.The
researchers began by hypothesizing how media

WHOSE MEDIA? OUR MEDIA!
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played a role in this transition.After the teamÕs
concerns were clearly laid out, CMJ/YMC
then analyzed hundreds of news articles about
the real estate market, housing and develop-
ment.They measured what specific topics were
covered; how reporters framed ÒproblemsÓ and
ÒsolutionsÓin each story; and whether reporters
quoted a diverse range of spokespeople.

The report,Displacing the Dream, illustrates the
extent to which mainstream papers fail to delve
into the racial implications of housing and
urban development plans. CMJ/YMC found
that news reports most commonly covered the
issue of subprime lending and stagnation in the
housing market, while paying little attention to
stories of displacement and gentrification.
Stories that looked at the housing issue in low-
income neighborhoodsÑoften communities of
colorÑreferred to them as Òproblem areasÓ and
wrote about corporate development as healthy
solutions to these problems. CMJ/YMC also
found that news reports rarely considered com-
munity spokespeople to be experts on the con-
ditions of their communities. Edged out by
government officials and corporate representa-
tives, community voices merely accessorized

stories with colorful descriptions rather than
political prescriptions for the housing crisis.
Overall, the topics of race and racism were
nearly absent from Bay Area news coverage.

Displacing the Dreamends with a rich set of rec-
ommendations. For journalists, it lays out gen-
eral principles to improve standards of cover-
age. For community organizers, it offers a
thoughtful set of proposals for framing stories
about displacement, gentrification and racial
justice. It even includes a section on how to do
participatory research involving members of
the community and grassroots organizations.

CMJ/YMC has leveraged the report to garner
media attention, including a letter-to-the-editor
in the San Francisco Chroniclethat responded to
the paperÕs coverage of displacement of African-
American populations.Anecdotally, CMJ/YMC
has noted that recent news stories contain a
more complex understanding of housing devel-
opment issues.Although the full impact of
CMJ/YMCÕs work is still to be told, the study
exemplifies the power of media research to hold
mainstream media accountable while fighting
for social,economic and racial justice.
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Members of the CMJ/YMC participatory research team.
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Information needs for ongoing work:
How Radical Reference helped the
Prometheus Radio Project make the
case for oversight of NBC and General
Electric.

Activists donÕt always have the time to cultivate
long and studied analyses of the problems they
wish to change. But they regularly depend on
facts and figures to help fortify policy argu-
ments.When a Web search doesnÕt do the trick,
activists can turn to researchers for assistance.

An innovative information service provider,
Radical Reference is a nationwide volunteer
collective of library workers that primarily
serves independent journalists, activists and pro-
gressive organizations in their struggle for social
justice and equality. In 2004, a group of librari-
ans worked on the street, as well as online, to
assist activists protesting at the Republican
National Convention in New York City.

Since then, Radical Reference has focused its
energies on cultivating its Web site, through
which the group answers queries posted online.
The Q&As found on the site help activists to
locate free information, utilize public library
resources and develop online research skills.
One of the advantages of this online format has
been the immense growth of the collective of
information activists: More than 300 volunteers
now participate in Radical Reference.

For media policy advocates, such a service can
provide invaluable support. Recently, Pro-
metheus Radio Project enlisted the help of
Radical Reference to investigate General
Electric and war profiteering.The goal of
PrometheusÕ query was to update information
in an 1994 article in Extra!magazine entitled,
ÒFelons on the Air: Does GEÕs Ownership of
NBC Violate the Law? NBC Brings Good
Things to GE.ÓWritten by Sam Husseini, the
article discussed GEÕs fraudulent behavior and
the FCCÕs failure to uphold its oversight man-
date when renewing NBCÕs broadcast licenses.
Prometheus wanted to highlight the FCCÕs
continued oversight duty and access to infor-
mation to investigate the companyÕs current
track record, especially in relation to its military
contracts involving the war in Iraq. Radical
Reference responded within a few days with
links to an online resource called Project On
Government Oversight, which has audited
companies like GE.

WHOSE MEDIA? OUR MEDIA!
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When collaborating with academics, activists may want to:

! Set a reasonable timetable to work.

Academics often balance teaching and research responsibilities and plan sever-
al months or more ahead, making it difficult to adapt to the pressing needs
of media policy advocacy.Activists should anticipate these differences in work
life and get a sense of when strategic alliances can be most productive.

! Agree in advance how partners in the collaboration will be credited
or acknowledged.

Both academics and activists can translate their collaborative work for differ-
ent audiences.As a practical matter, itÕs good to talk about who counts as an
ÒauthorÓ or Òco-authorÓ in a project.

! Consider past activist-researcher collaborations.

Although this history is often overshadowed, academics and activists have
worked together on community radio projects, cable access, independent jour-
nalism, net activism, net neutrality, free speech online, intellectual
property/creative commons and more! These past cases show both whatÕs
worked and what hasnÕt.They also build solidarity and give a long-term
view of the movement.

! Work with academics to think proactively not just reactively.

Academics have the time and reflective space to think about the future.
Working with them can be fruitful in identifying key values and objectives
and developing a long-term vision.

! Stay hooked into academic networks and publicize your research
needs.

Many academics are eager to work with activists and have Òreal worldÓ
impact.Unfortunately, some simply donÕt know how to form such relation-
ships. Having a presence in places like the SSRCÕs Media Research Hub
(http://mediaresearchub.ssrc.org) gives you a foot in the door to university
culture and introduces you to interested researchers. Conferences concerned
with social change, such as the annual conferences of OurMedia and Union
for Democratic Communications, also welcome activists into the mix and are
a good place to strike up partnerships with academics.

When collaborating with activists, 
academics may want to:

! Consider how activists can contribute to the
research process.

Whether in the process of creating a research agen-
da, gathering and analyzing data or disseminating
results, activists can serve as valuable allies in the
process of research.They are not specimens to be
analyzed in a detached manner.

! Recognize and anticipate the rhythm of 
policy change and the political Òyear.Ó

The academic calendar year operates at a slightly
slower pace than the calendar year for political
advocates.Academics who anticipate the fast-paced
rhythm of political advocacy will ultimately be
more effective.

! Act as a consultant and provide back-up 
support.

Many advocacy groups may want to initiate and
design their own projects, but still need help at
strategic points in the research process.You can 
provide valuable assistance without managing a
full-fledged project.

! Stay hooked in to activist networks and pub-
licize your research expertise.

Many activists find the academic world to be an
intimidating black box. Having a presence in
activist forums makes it easier to initiate collabora-
tions. Media TankÕs Òmedia activistÓ listserv, the
National Conference on Media Reform, local com-
munity media meetingsÑthese are just a few
places where you can introduce yourself to activist
culture. Make yourself known! There are lots of
collaborations waiting to happen.

ÑSeeta Pe–a Gangadharan

ACTIVISTSand academic researchers can seem like two totally different groups with disparate interests and ways of
working.As the community media scholar Sergio Rodriguez once noted, researchers are guilty of working under condi-
tions of severe jetlag.They observe and analyze the past.Advocacy groups, on the other hand, work in the present and
actively seek to rework their surrounding social conditions.A big challenge of researcher-activist collaborations, then, is
synchronizing time zones. HereÕs some advice when engaging in academic researcher-activist endeavors.

TIPS FOR ACADEMIC RESEARCHER-ACTIVIST COLLABORATIONS
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Since its interactions with Radical Reference,
Prometheus has continued updating the cri-
tique of the FCC, NBC and GE. Its ultimate
goal is to produce a persuasive case about
wrongdoing in the regulatory arena.While
PrometheusÕ work is ongoing, Radical
Reference provided the necessary push to keep
moving and manage the research process.

Beyond the research product: How work
with university academics increased
Media TankÕs legitimacy with the FCC.

One common experience among groups who
advocate for change in media policies but who
operate outside of the Washington, D.C. net-
work is a perceived lack of legitimacy.Activists
donÕt always carry the same weight as inside-
the-Beltway lawyers or lobbyists. Professional
researchers and university-based academics, on
the other hand, tend to garner a lot of respect
and are often well-entrenched in political cir-
cles.Advocates who choose to work with these
types of researchers may find benefits beyond
the research product itself.

During the most recent fight over media owner-
ship rules at the FCC, for example, more than a
dozen unofficial hearings produced partnerships
between academics and activists.Urged by
Commissioner CoppsÑwho had supported offi-
cial hearings on media ownership, but had been
rebuffed by Chairman Michael Powell all but
onceÑacademics turned into hosts for public
forums.These meetings often took place within
university auditoriums and carried the air of a
serious, scholarly endeavor. Rather than limit
invitations to industry representatives and experts
on the subject matter, academics welcomed
advocacy organizations to play a prominent role
and join the dais during panel discussions.
Advocates helped to promote these public
forums, mobilizing crowds and pitching stories
to journalists.

What resulted were inclusive debates where
advocacy groups had a real voice and an oppor-
tunity to continue dialoguing with FCC officials.
In Philadelphia, for example, academics played
host to a town hall meeting on media owner-
ship, while the media activist group Media Tank
did most of the on-the-ground planning.Temple
University and the University of Pennsylvania

lent their names, a venue, a moderator and some
speaker suggestions for the event. Media Tank
contributed to programming but also focused on
getting a crowd to the forum, aggressively reach-
ing out to other citizen groups and media outlets
and scheduling the event at night to increase
attendance by working people.

In the end, the event resulted in considerable
press attention and public involvement, as well
as a timely connection with Commissioner
CoppsÕ office. Media Tank was later invited to a
prominent press event on the eve of the
CommissionÕs vote on media ownership rules.
Today, the group has become a familiar actor
working to democratize media policies and
practices in the local Philly area.

Knowledge for movement-building:
How the Social Science Resear ch Council
supports researcher-activist Òmeet-ups.Ó

From research that changes policy, influences
media coverage or feeds into activistsÕ ongoing
work to research partnerships that lead to wider

Academic and

professional

researchers make

great bedfellows.

They are often

well-connected in

political circles

and may be

interested in

suppor ting

ÒalternativeÓ

points of view.
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For references to materials used 
in this chapter, visit 

www.spinproject.org/whosemedia.

Seeta Pe–a Gangadharan is a PhD candidate in the department of communication at Stanford University. Her
research looks at the paradoxes of public participation in policymaking at the Federal Communications
Commission.A longtime media activist, she is a current board member of the Center for International Media
Action and a former board member of Media Alliance.

visibility for activists, gathering research is about
creating knowledge.And with a healthy knowl-
edge base, the movement for making media just
and democratic can stay nimble, sustain growth
and create change.

The Social Science Research CouncilÕs
Necessary Knowledge for a Democratic
Public Sphere (NKDPS) program provides a
model of how researcher-activist collabora-
tions can facilitate movement-building.
NKDPS supports media and communications
research that is informed by rigorous academ-
ic standards and a public interest sensibility.
Apart from offering a clearinghouse for
research with Òreal worldÓ impact and for
researcher-activist Òmeet ups,Ó NKDPS man-
ages grants for collaborative research projects.

A grant awarded to Media Alliance to study
what is known as Òdigital inclusionÓ efforts of
the municipal wireless initiative in the city of
San Francisco speaks to NKDPSÕ twin goals.A
25-page report (written by this author) charted
the local policymaking process, and scrutinized
whether proposed policies enabled individuals
to meaningfully engage with Wi-Fi capabilities.
Written for an academic audience, the report
has,so far, been accepted for presentation to a
wide group of scholars at the annual meeting of
the International Communication Association.
Further down the lineÑas is often the case
with academic timetables (see sidebar, page
65)Ñthe goal is to circulate the report more
widely, putting its findings in dialogue with the
work of other scholars who evaluate the prom-
ise of digital technology.

The grant also provided for the production of a
practitionersÕ guide based on the research find-

ings. Entitled the Digital Inclusion Advocacy
Toolkit, this resource included basic facts about
wireless technologies, various policy plans and
their potential and strategies for influencing
policy change.The toolkit has been distributed
to practitioners throughout California and
showcased at events such as the Oakland Digital
Inclusion Summit.

Conclusion

Movements require strong leaders, material
resources, active supporters, political opportuni-
ties and moreÑnot just knowledge.
Nevertheless, research can bind disparate parts
of a movement together, helping activists see
where theyÕve been and where theyÕre headed,
whatÕs possible and why certain priorities
should take precedence.

For this movement in particular, intersections
between research and advocacy are crucial to
building a strong foundation to further the
cause of just and democratic media.As we saw
with UCC vs. FCC, these intersections have
expanded our rights and produced a legal
legacy that supports activist work to this day.

In the 21st century, activist research is building
evidence, stoking new perspectives in media
reporting, supporting ongoing information-
gathering and growing the legitimacy of advo-
cacy groups.While not all our battles have been
identified or won (or at least not yet!), the
merging between activist-research collabora-
tions move us steadily along.
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On March 21, 2008, Helen Brunner, Director of
the Media Democracy Fund, and Josh Silver, Co-
Founder of Free Press, spoke about working with
donors and foundations in the media justice and
media reform field, and offered advice for grassroots
activists working in their local communities.

The Media Democracy Fund is a foundation and
donor collaborative in support of a just media envi-
ronment and democratic media policy. Free Press
engages public involvement in US media policy
debates.Thaler Pekar, a communications consultant
who has worked in the field, moderated the discus-
sion.An edited transcript follows.

Thaler Pekar: Helen, tell me a little bit about
the work you do at the Media Democracy
Fund, and the projects you support.

Helen Brunner: The Albert A. List
Foundation seeded MDF as part of its spend-
out process.As the foundation became more
engaged in media reform and media justice, the
trustees understood how these issues affected
every other issue they cared about.

As a result,they decided to establish a collabo-
rative fund to serve as a resource for other
foundations interested in the area but that may
not have the knowledge base to invest on their
own.The Foundation also saw the potential of
a collaborative fund to raise awareness of this
issue in the broader philanthropic community
through donor education, outreach and organ-
izing.The purpose of the Fund is to grow the
pool of money available to support the field,
whether through MDF or directly. MDFÕs own
grantmaking is informed by field priorities and
by the priorities of other funders.

Our recent grants have been focused on
enlarging the base of constituencies engaged in
this issue, including rural groups, Native-
American groups,Civil Rights groups, youth
and others, with a particular emphasis on pro-
tecting the Internet, digital inclusion and some
work in radio.

Thaler: Thank you,Helen. Josh, can you tell
me a little bit about Free Press and the work
that you do?

Josh Silver: Sure. Free Press is a national non-
partisan organization thatÕs working to reform
the policies that formed the US media.We are
doing our work because there is an increasing
understanding that the US media system, in its
current state, is not working.ThereÕs a lack of
critical journalism.ThereÕs a lack of diversity
both in terms of gender and race and media
ownership.There is a lack of quality independ-
ent local content and voices.And it is the result
of a flawed media system, a media system that
is concentrated in the hands of too few own-
ers.And the result of policies that are made in
Washington, and in state houses in the publicÕs
name, but without their informed consent.

So Free Press was formed to essentially create a
seat at the table of the policy-making institu-
tions like the Congress, the Federal Communi-
cations Commission and state legislatures where
the media is shaped and governedÑa seat at the
table for the public.And weÕve done that by
building a grassroots army of nearly half a mil-
lion members.WeÕve done it by creating a very
strong and robust research and legal department.

WeÕve created a strong lobbying and communi-
cations team.WeÕve created a strong grassroots
organizing team.And we have managed to
really change the way media policy gets made,
because now, when the largest companies try to
do bad things, the public knows about it and
they have an opportunity to strategically
engage and push back.

Media is a large and inherently complicated
field.It helps to think of it as really being three
fronts, of which Free Press is fighting on one
plank:media policy.The second being inde-
pendent media, the creation of media content.
Things like Democracy Now. Or Robert
GreenwaldÕs organization,or Free Speech TV
or Mother Jonesmagazine.And then the third
being media critique, accountability and litera-
cy. So things like Fairness and Accuracy in
Reporting,Media Matters, the Media
Education Foundation,Acme and other literacy
and accountability organizations.So together,
policy, independent media and accountability/
literacy really comprise the whole of the
movement for better media.

WHOSE MEDIA? OUR MEDIA!

STRAIGHT FROM THE SOURCE: 
GARNERING FUNDS TO SUPPORT MEDIA ACTIVISM
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Helen: It has helped me in talking to donors
and foundations to think about those three cir-
cles as a Venn diagram, where theyÕre in a sense
overlapping because there are a number of
organizations where that work, in fact, does
overlap.

Thaler: Those are both great descriptions.And
IÕm going to move our conversation towards
funding for this field. Josh, can you talk a little
bit about the direct correlation between fund-
ing and the growth of your organization?

Josh: I think that a lot of it is that Free Press
has filled an important niche by being singular-
ly focused on media policy.This role was not
adequately filled before we came around. I
think there are many reasons for our success,
but the biggest is that there was a real need for
our work.

When we stepped in, the list of issues was 
really quite long,from media consolidation to
Internet policy, which has grown in importance
exponentially every year, to non-commercial
media to local media,things like low-power
FM, spectrum allocation, and the like.

It has not been prohibitively difficult, frankly, to
secure resources for this work, because we have
capacity.We have such a skilled team that has
done a very good job of both accomplishing
tangible successful strategic workÑthis is what
I think is very noteworthyÑand making sure
that funders know about it.

Effective communication with funders is one
of the most important things one can do to be
a successful fundraiserÑand groups donÕt do it
nearly enough in this or other issue areas.
Communicating with funders about successes
and challenges is critical.

Helen: ItÕs important for people to understand
the media field is not as well funded as it needs
to be.We all need to work to engage more
people to support this work. I do think,how-
ever, that we currently have an enormous
opportunity to engage peopleÑin the last 10
years, these issues have become increasingly rel-
evant to peopleÕs lives. In the Õ90s, during the
struggle over the Telecommunications Act, it
was very hard for people to see how this was
actually going to affect them. Since then, weÕve
had a number of experiences in the body
politic, and in the world at large, that have

helped make this issue extremely relevant to
people. Notably, the events of September 11th
found people desperately searching for infor-
mation and analysis to understand that cata-
clysmic event.

The number of hits on independent media sites
went sky high after that. People also saw the
run-up to the Iraq war and the incredible lack
of responsible coverage and investigative jour-
nalism that has led us into a disastrous situation.
WeÕve seen terribly biased and inadequate cov-
erage of elections.And studies show that there
is an increase in people accessing and using
independent media and international news
sources, which also suggests that people realize
thereÕs a crisis in our information landscape.
People are dissatisfied,and itÕs still hard for
them to know what they donÕt know.

And now we have in our lives the advent of
new technologies and gadgets like the iPhone.
People are also getting ready for the DTV tran-
sition.There is growing awareness that we are
living in a digital landscape and what that
means.

Thaler: Helen,youÕre talking about consumers
and individuals really growing in their knowl-
edge of why this issue is important.And, Josh,
you touched on this as well. Can you talk
about whether that growth, an incredible
expansion of knowledge, is commensurate in
the funding community as well?

Helen: There is nowhere near enough funding
in this area, but one thing that people need to
remember when they raise money is that fun-
ders are people too. I mean any program offi-
cer, any donor, is living in the same world as
the rest of us. It may sound simplistic, but there
is often this mystique around donors or people
who work in foundations.And I think they can
be reached on the same level as everyone else.

FOR MORE INFORMATION:

Council on Foundations: www.cof.org

The Foundation Center: www.foundationcenter.org

Funding Exchange: www.fex.org

Grassroots Fundraising Journal: www.grassrootsfundraising.org
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Josh: I agree we have to be careful.ThereÕs
been an expansion, but I donÕt know if IÕd call
it incredible. ItÕsbeen good. But, when I see
Helen at eventssometimeswe lament that
there arenÕt more resourcesto go around.

Thiscan be a difficult issue for fundersto pick
up. Media issomething that takesquite a few
seriesof connectionsin your brain to relate to
the issuesthat you care about most. Because a
funder will rarely care the most about media.
Foundationsare banging their head against the
wall losing on different frontsÑ be it environ-
ment, civil rights, human rights, economics,
etc.Then they have that light bulb,Òaha!Ó
moment of,ÒYeah, wait a minute.WeÕre in sort
of an Orwellian fog and people arenÕt getting
the critical information, the critical journalism
that they need to create an informed society.Ó

Helen: Grant seekersalso need to make the
issue relevant to the issuesthat fundersare
working on.Whether youÕre talking to a civic
engagement, environment or artsand culture
funder, you need to make it relevant to the
issuesand constituency they care about.

Thaler: Josh, you mentioned your success
with funders.YouÕve been commended for
reaching individual donors in a way that no
other group has.Why do you think that is?
Could you talk a little bit about this fundrais-
ing accomplishment?

Josh: Well, I think there are a lot of reasons. I
think one, asI mentioned earlier, is that we
benefit from strong organizational capacity and
also that we work on the full breadth and
scope of media issues. I think other organiza-
tions, even with the finest fundraisersand lead-
ership, face a slight disadvantage because their
target, their goal, isnarrower. Be it geographic
or be it issue based.

Number two, I think itÕsimportant to note that
I came out of a fundraising background. I used
to run political campaigns, and I ran fundrais-
ing departmentsfor a big part of the
Smithsonian Institution. So I have the training
to do it.And a third part is that we have a
communicationsteam that isreally good at
framing these issuesin waysthat fundersand
donorsunderstand.And finally, itÕsbeen
prospecting.We learned how to find the
donorsthat are out there that have a predispo-
sition to funding these kindsof issues.

Thaler: Both of you talked about the impact
of the broader political landscape on your
work. How much of the work that you do gets
to be proactive, asopposed to reactive?And
how hard is it to fund projectsthat are reactive
asopposed to proactive?Or is it easier?

Helen: Free Press, the foundationsthat are in
the field and the donorsthat care about it, have
been really working to build an infrastructure
and support the infrastructure that the field
itself hasbeen building.WeÕre now at a point
where we can do some more proactive things
and there are several campaignsin the pipeline
that are about putting forth a vision for what
our communicationslandscape really needsto
be for the USto take a leadership role again in
the communicationsarena, which we are not
currently doing.

But I do think because the field hasbeen so
chronically under-funded, the issue landscape
hasbeen so volatile and the dynamic with
industry hasbeen ÒDavid and Goliath,Óthat it
has tended to be reactive. However, weÕre at a
point now where there isan opportunity to
be more visionary and proactive.

Josh: And I would say, on the proactive
versus reactive front, I think there are pros
and cons to each side in terms of what
brings in money. IÕm sure you know online
fundraising, for example, or direct mail
fundraising is often most successful when
youÕre responding to a threat. And that con-
tinues to be the case. Donors, large and
small, respond well to threats.

The same goesfor net neutrality. Both large and
small individual donorsstepped up to stop the
privatization of the Internet. On the other hand,
I think we also see that the proactive visionary
part isalso appealing and obviously very impor-
tant. WeÕre seeing that in Public Broadcasting,
weÕre seeing it in Internet.TheAssociation for
PublicTelevision Stationsrecently introduced a
proposal to double the revenue to the Corpo-
ration for Public Broadcasting.ThatÕsbig.ThatÕs
the first time theyÕve gotten off their heelsin
years.WeÕre also looking at proactive legislation
with aDemocratic Congressto codify net neu-
trality laws, codify universal service changes.

Thaler: What isyour sense of future funding
for either national projectsor community-based

W HOSE M EDIA? OUR M EDIA!
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projects?Do you see there being acompletely
different set of fundersfor those two realmsof
work?Do you see funding for one realm
increasing, or one decreasing?

Helen: Well, I would like to see more donor
organizing at the local level. I think that an
organization the scale of Free Pressisgoing to
attract acertain level of donor that asmall media
activist group, or asocial justice group thatÕstak-
ing on media justice, isnot going to attract at a
local level. But there may very well be people in
the community, people in their constituency,
who could support that group.

I also think that asking for money and getting
people to contribute money ispart of organiz-
ing. ItÕsaway to get them engaged in the issue
and it'spart of expanding the base of people that
care. I also understand itÕshard work, and I agree
with JoshÕsearlier point that there need to be
more training opportunitiesfor thisfield around
fundraising. I also think itÕsimportant that peo-
ple understand the importance of local support,
that organizing effortsare rooted in the commu-
nitiesthey benefit. People shouldnÕt assume they
need, or could get, agrant from a large national
foundation in order to do their work.

Josh: But donÕt you think, Helen, that there isa
lot of untapped potential in local community
foundations, or locally focused foundationsthat
groupsand activistsdonÕt alwaysaccess?

Helen: Absolutely. Community foundationsand
local or regional private foundationswith roots
in aparticular community are important
resourcesto explore. Community foundations, in
particular, often have capacity to meet with
groupsone-on-one to discussaproject or an
organization, and are agreat way for groupsto
get feedback.

Thaler: Could you give some advice on how
one might go about finding acommunity foun-
dation in your area?

Helen: The Council on FoundationsÕWeb site
hasmany great features, among them an interac-
tive community foundation map.The Foundation
Center isanother great resource.

Thaler: And an example of acommunity fund
would be Haymarket?

Helen: Yes. Member foundationsof the
Funding Exchange can be found acrossthe
country. They are listed at the Funding
ExchangeWeb site. Many of these member
foundationsparticipate in the Media Justice
Fund of the Funding Exchange, which is
another terrific resource for media justice
groups.

Thaler: Do you have any advice for the read-
ersof this toolkit on where they might gain
some fundraising expertise?

Helen: I think some of the work that Kim
Klein hasdone with the Grassroots Fundraising
Journal isquite valuable, and itÕsworth looking
at that site.Their approach isgreat, and realistic
about issuesof scale and organizational capacity.

IÕd also stressthe importance of never making
assumptionsabout whether or not someone
can or cannot give money, and taking advan-
tage of the resourcesmentioned earlier. It can
also be a good idea to find a mentor, or take a
basic workshop to practice and hone your
skills. Most of this iscommon sense, but anoth-
er piece to understand about fundraising is that
it is fundamentally about relationshipsand rela-
tionship building. Shipping endlessamountsof
paper out over the transom isnÕt going to get
you money. Ever.

Josh: But having strong relationships, and ship-
ping paper thatÕsconcise and clear and linked
right to that funderÕsinterests, iseffective.

Helen: Absolutely. ItÕslike matchmaking. ItÕs
about really listening, doing your homework,
understanding what that funder caresabout.
And then building a bridge to what it is that
youÕre trying to accomplish.

Josh: While not changing what you do asan
organization.

Helen: ThatÕsalso key. DonÕt change your mis-
sion. DonÕt turn yourself into a pretzel for
money.And be willing to say ÒnoÓto funders.
Be willing to say,ÒNo, IÕm not going to do that
because it doesnÕt fit with my mission. Just
because you're waving $25,000 at me doesnÕt
mean I need to commit to do something if it
isnÕt a fit.Ó



WE HOPE that this toolkit hasprovided you with some useful tools to
begin planning and executing strategic communicationscampaignsto
reform, reclaim and revolutionize the media. Creating a strong strategic
communicationsplan, with clear goals, compelling, well-targeted mes-
sagesand disciplined implementation, will help spread the word about
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Resources

All organizations mentioned in this toolkit are listed below.

! Action Coalition for Media Education:
www.acmecoalition.org

! Center for Media Justice/ Youth Media Council:
www.centerformediajustice.org

! Common Cause: www.commoncause.org

! CommunicationsLeadership Institute:
www.communicationsleadership.org

! Fairnessand Accuracy in Reporting: www.fair.org

! FemalesUnited for Action: www.womenandgirlscan.org

! Free Press: www.freepress.net

! Future of Music Coalition: www.futureofmusic.org

! Gay and Lesbian AllianceAgainst Defamation:
www.glaad.org

! MediaAction GrassrootsNetwork:
www.mediagrassroots.net

! MediaAlliance: www.media-alliance.org

! Media and Democracy Coalition:
www.media-democracy.com

! Media Education Foundation: www.mediaed.org

! Media Mattersfor America: www.mediamatters.org

! Media Mobilizing Project: www.mediamobilizing.org

! Media Research Hub: http:/ / mediaresearchhub.ssrc.org/

! MediaTank: www.mediatank.org

! MoveOn.org Civic Action: www.civic.moveon.org

! National Alliance for MediaArtsand Culture:
www.namac.org

! Necessary Knowledge for a Democratic Public Sphere.
Social SciencesResearch Council:
http:/ / programs.ssrc.org/ media/

! Northeast Citizensfor Responsible Media:
www.re-media.org

! Oakland Digital Inclusion Summit:
www.digii.wordpress.com

! Office of Communication of the United Church of Christ:
www.ucc.org/ media-justice

! Our Media Network: www.ourmedianetwork.org

! PeopleÕsProduction House:
www.peoplesproductionhouse.org

! Pinerosy CampesinosUnidosdel Noroeste (PCUN):
www.pcun.org

! PrometheusRadio Project: www.prometheusradio.org

! Radical Reference: www.radicalreference.info

! Reclaim the Media: www.reclaimthemedia.org

! Save the Internet Coalition: www.savetheinternet.com

! The SPIN Project: www.spinproject.org

! TexasMedia Empowerment Project: www.texasmep.org

! Union for Democratic Communications:
www.democraticcommunications.org

This Toolkit Cont inues Online

In addition to electronic versionsof all the piecesin thistoolkit, you can find additional pointerson moving your message at
www.spinproject.org/ whosemedia, including tipson staging mediaeventsand training spokespeople.YouÕll also find acase study
by Josh Seidenfeld on the digital inclusion effortsof PeopleÕsProduction House.And youÕll find acontinuation of the Q&A
with Helen Brunner and Josh Silver on funding for mediaactivism.

For More Informat ion

Please visit us and download this toolkit at
www.spinproject.org/whosemedia.
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