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Abstract

This study explores how increased knowledge of media ownership may affect judgments of credibility in 
responding to print news. An experiment was conducted with 80 undergraduate journalism students. Subjects 
were randomly exposed to either an informational article about the pros and cons of consolidation in media 
ownership or poetry. Then subjects read and analyzed four news stories, analyzing each using a credibility scale 
that includes judgments of truth, superficiality, general accuracy and completeness.  Results show statistically 
significant differences in judgments of general accuracy and superficiality, suggesting that exposure to informa-
tional print about media ownership may promote modest increases in critical responses to news media.

Keywords:  Media Ownership, Political Economy, Media Literacy, News Media, Journalism

	 As Marshall McLuhan famously pointed 
out, humans live in constructed media environments 
as unconsciously as fish in water. Therefore, it can 
be difficult to see that media constructions of real-
ity sometimes offer incomplete or inaccurate por-
trayals of the world we live in. The growing field 
of media literacy aims to make media consumers 
aware of their media environments and increase criti-
cal thinking about media’s constructions of reality. 
	 Broadly, media literacy can be defined as 
the ability to access, analyze, evaluate and commu-
nicate a variety of media messages (Hobbs 2008). 
Christ and Potter (1998) conclude that media lit-
eracy is “more than just the development of certain 
skills, but also the acquisition of knowledge struc-
tures, especially about the media industries, gener-
al content patterns, and a broad view of effects” (8). 
Taken together, these two definitions inform our 
study, which hypothesizes that acquisition of knowl-
edge structures about the media industry—specifi-
cally, media ownership—will mitigate the credibility 
of news messages and encourage skepticism on the 
part of the news consumer. Put more simply, as me-
dia literacy increases, news credibility decreases.

	 One aspect of media literacy focuses on struc-
tural characteristics of media industries, including me-
dia ownership and media economics. Some suggest that 
it is helpful for news consumers to know who owns 
the media companies that produce news (McChesney 
1999, 2004; Silverblatt 2001; Potter 1998). This is be-
cause ownership, some believe, shapes the content of 
news and journalism. The incentive to maximize profit 
in the commercial media system is thought to limit the 
diversity of views presented. Ultimately, this is seen as 
a disservice to democracy, which is dependent on a free 
and independent press charged with the responsibility 
of supporting a well-informed citizenry. This is where 
we focus our attention, by designing a simple experi-
ment that would attempt to gauge the impact of a quick 
lesson in media ownership on participants’ views of 
the credibility of four news articles. Before discuss-
ing our methods and results, it is useful to review the 
relevant literature that helps to justify this approach.

Media Literacy, Citizenship and Social Change
	 Media literate individuals “can decode, evalu-
ate, analyze and produce both print and electronic 
media” (Christ and Potter 1998, 7). Core concepts of 
media literacy include a set of knowledge, skills and at-
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	 We also controlled for recency effect by ran-
domly alternating the statements about the positive 
and negative aspects of the corporate media system for 
each participant in the test group. Half of the students 
in the test group read arguments against the corporate 
media system before reading arguments in favor of it. 
The other half read arguments in favor of the corpo-
rate media system before reading arguments against it. 

Stimulus Materials
	 The four news articles were chosen from the Web 
sites of four different mainstream news outlets (ABC, 
MSNBC, The Wall Street Journal, and The New York 
Times). Topics included the U.S. economic crisis, Iraqi 
defectors stating that Iraq was a haven for terrorists, in-
dications that Democrats will move slowly on labor and 
regulatory goals in 2009, and difficulties facing Presi-
dent-elect Barack Obama in carrying out his campaign 
promises. The news stories were rotated in an effort to 
control for primacy effects and the effects of fatigue or 
sensitization, in case people became more or less criti-
cal of stories the longer they worked through the study. 
	 These articles were selected for their apparent 
adherence to traditional journalistic norms of objectiv-
ity, balance and independence, and for their coverage 
of four separate subject areas. The outlets that pro-
duced the articles are subject to different ownership 
structures but all are owned by public corporations 
with multiple media holdings. The goal was to create 
a multiple-message design to limit the effects of a par-
ticipant’s feelings toward any one topic area. Further, 
the sources of the news articles were not identified in 
the experiment. Each news article appeared with only a 
headline and body text. This was done to avoid any as-
sociations the participants may have had with a particu-
lar media outlet. As a result, participants’ evaluations 
of source credibility were not influenced by their bias 
against or in favor of a particular news organization.

Credibility Scale
	 The dependent variable was a series of judg-
ments made in responding to an 18-item scale where 
readers rate credibility and “realness” of news articles, 
created by Weintraub and Dong (1994), which is shown 
in Appendix B. People’s trust in the media is linked with 
perceptions of media being unbiased, accurate, fair, and 
able “to tell the whole story” (Meyer 1988; Iyengar and 
Kinder 1985; Weintraub and Dong 1994; Wanta and 
Hu 1994; Miller and Wanta 1996; Miller and Krosnick 
2000; Johnson and Kaye 2002). After reading each news 

Procedure
	 The experiment was run in a large, relative-
ly quiet meeting room in a new building on a public 
university campus. The room was well lit with sev-
eral long tables arranged in four rows with two-doz-
en office chairs evenly dispersed. Every effort was 
made to ensure students were comfortable and able 
to focus on the reading and evaluation materials pro-
vided. Students were free to sign up and participate 
at their leisure during designated testing times, all 
occurring between 8 a.m. and 5:30 p.m. Upon ar-
rival in the testing room, participants were asked 
to sign a consent form and given a test packet. Most 
often, several students participated at the same time. 
The task took approximately 30 minutes to complete.

Stimuli
	 Participants were randomly assigned to receive 
a test package or a control package. In the test pack-
age, there was an educational component titled “Me-
dia Consolidation & Ownership: Pros and Cons of the 
Corporate Media System.” Included in each packet was 
a series of four news stories to read, followed by ques-
tions about each story’s credibility. Participants in the 
control group were given a series of nature poems to 
read prior to evaluating the news articles. The poetry 
provided was the same length in word count (about 
800) as the educational component and contained no 
references to modern media, technology or business. 
	 The test package text offered two brief five-
paragraph statements on the pros and cons of the cor-
porate media system labeled “Arguments in Favor of 
the Corporate Media System” and “Arguments Against 
the Corporate Media System.” (See Appendix A.) 
The educational material was adapted from an article 
written by Dr. Naomi Rockler-Gladen, who until re-
cently was an assistant professor of media studies in 
the Department of Speech Communication at Colo-
rado State University. She has published numerous 
scholarly articles about popular culture and critical 
media studies, and holds a Ph.D. from the University 
of Minnesota. The article was published in the inde-
pendent online magazine Suite101.com. We chose this 
stimulus as our educational component because it of-
fered a broad overview of what many scholars con-
sider to be the most important benefits and concerns 
created by a commercial media system. Further, we 
wanted to offer a balanced analysis of the media sys-
tem as opposed to a mere screed either for or against it. 

titudes, including these ideas: (1) Media are constructed 
and construct reality; (2) the media have commercial 
implications; (3) media have ideological and political 
implications; (4) form and content are related in each 
medium, each of which has a unique aesthetic, codes, 
and conventions; (5)receivers negotiate meaning in me-
dia (7-8, citing Aufderheide 1997, 80). Christ and Pot-
ter conclude that media literacy is “more than just the 
development of certain skills, but also the acquisition 
of knowledge structures, especially about the media in-
dustries, general content patterns, and a broad view of 
effects. … It is more than just cognitive. It also requires 
aesthetic, emotional and moral development” (8).  Many 
of the questions asked in the media literacy debates 
have direct application to higher education and lifelong 
learning. The authors also discuss curriculum-building 
issues and address the problem of how to teach media 
literacy: “There is a sense that the very act of study-
ing media can help democratize the teacher-student re-
lationship because the act of critique is one of ‘reflec-
tion and dialogue’” (10, citing Masterman 1997, 44). 
	 Some scholars posit that the goal of media liter-
acy is to help people become sophisticated citizens rath-
er than just sophisticated consumers (Lewis and Jhally 
1998). Media literacy, they say, is a way of extending 
democracy to the place where democracy is increas-
ingly scripted and defined. Media education should 
teach students to engage media texts, some argue, but it 
should also teach them to engage and challenge media 
institutions. 	 Media literacy education, in this view, 
is largely a defensive approach designed to counteract 
growing commercialism in the media. Some teachers 
and scholars may disagree with this perspective, which 
could be viewed as ideologically prescriptive. But the 
authors respond to this concern: “It is important to note 
that we are not advocating propagandizing in schools 
for a particular political perspective. We are advocat-
ing a view that recognizes that the world is always 
made by someone, and a decision to tolerate the status 
quo is as political as a more overtly radical act” (119). 
	 This perspective echoes an argument developed 
by Masterman (1997) who states that media education 
will inevitably lead to improved citizenship and social 
change. He suggests that participatory democracy de-
pends on citizen control of institutions and active in-
volvement with the media. Stuart Ewen also agrees with 
the view that media literacy is instrumental in the facili-
tation of democracy, noting, “Media literacy cannot sim-
ply be seen as a vaccination against PR or other familiar 
strains of institutionalized guile. It must be understood 

as an education in techniques that can democratize the 
realm of public expression and will magnify the pos-
sibility of meaningful public interactions” (2000, 449). 
Dyson (1998) claims, “The real need is for a better un-
derstanding among adults of how media work—with 
more attention drawn to dated definitions of censorship 
and freedom of expression and how these are being ex-
ploited by corporate interests for the purpose of pro-
tecting unfettered freedom of enterprise, without any 
regard for the social and cultural fallout” (159). 	
	 In this study we hypothesize that learning 
about media ownership leads media consumers to of-
fer lower credibility ratings of news stories. Because 
of their primary obligation to return value to share-
holders, corporate media are not held accountable for 
their inattention to issues of citizenship and demo-
cratic participation. Most Americans are unaware of 
how the commercial media system shapes the news 
they receive. Greater awareness of media owner-
ship might promote skepticism about news content 
by increasing knowledge about characteristics of 
the “authors” who construct news media messages. 

Method
Design 
	 To test this hypothesis, we designed a simple 
between-subjects experiment to determine the impact 
of increased knowledge on judgments of message cred-
ibility. The experiment tested a convenience sample of 
college students using one independent variable (expo-
sure to a print article about media ownership) and four 
dependent variables representing judgments made after 
subjects read four print news stories, assessing truthful-
ness, superficiality, generate accuracy and completeness.

Sample
	 A convenience sample of 80 students from a 
Midwestern university was selected for the study.  Par-
ticipants were recruited from an undergraduate journal-
ism course and told only that they would be reading 
some news stories and answering some questions in 
order to help contribute to knowledge and to receive 
class credit. Participants ranged in age from 19 to 31, 
with 71 percent of the sample being 19 to 20 years 
old. Eighty-three percent of the sample was female. 
Eighty-eight percent of the sample was Caucasian. Par-
ticipants received class credit for their participation.
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Table 1: Factor Analysis

Variable Truth Superficiality Accuracy Completeness
Source 
  Truth

.67 .13 .45 .18

Newspaper       
  Truth

.91 .07 .12 .03

Reporter 
  Trustworthiness

.90 .12 .13 .08

Reporter 
  Competency

.83 .13 -.11 -.06

Reporter 
  Misled

.08 .73 .27 .21

Newspaper 
  Facts Wrong

-.03 .54 .49 .24

Story 
  Bias

.09 .81 -.01 .35

Newspaper 
  Sensationalism

.30 .78 .11 .18

Newspaper 
  Trivialism

.34 .70 .13 .05

Reporter 
  Bias

-.08 .83 .04 .25

Whole Story 
  Accuracy

.50 .15 .69 .04

Things as they   
  Seem

.49 .26 .68 .06

Informed 
  Sources

.48 .01 .56 .34

Reporter 
  Expert

-.15 .07 .78 .02

Story 
  Completeness

.34 .12 .41 .64

Reporter 
  Access

-.03 .42 -.03 .72

More to the 
  Story

-.12 .28 .05 .81

Subjects Portrayed 
  Fairly

.29 .41 .16 .57

Truth: α = .890, Eigenvalue = 7.10
Superficiality: α = .858, Eigenvalue = 3.06
General Accuracy: α = .854, Eigenvalue = 1.56
Completeness: α = .728, Eigenvalue = 1.09

story, participants answered a series of 18 questions. 
Responses were given on a seven-point Likert scale. We 
approached the 18 questions as a unidimensional scale. 
It was not until we conducted a factor analysis that we 
grouped certain questions into the four indices that be-
came our four dependent variables: truth, superficial-
ity, general accuracy and completeness. For ten of the 
18 questions, the highest number on the scale indicated 
a more critical response. For eight of the questions, a 
higher response indicated less critical judgment. The 
response values for those eight were flipped using sta-
tistical software so that when means were found, higher 
averages always indicated a more critical response. 

Results
	 In our hypothesis, we predicted that read-
ing information about media ownership would in-
crease an individual’s skepticism of the news and the 
people and institutions who report it even in ways 
that might not be intuitively connected to media 
ownership. The issue of corporate media control is 
so broad that even a short article about it may create 
greater skepticism in responding to news stories, even 
when story content and sources of news are varied.

	 Overall, credibility between the four articles 
was significantly different. This is not surprising. Dif-
ferent story content is likely to produce different cred-
ibility ratings. The story about labor and regulatory 
goals was viewed least critically (m = 3.52, sd = .78, p 
< .01), the story about Obama was viewed slightly more 
critically (m = 3.93, sd = 1.04, p < .01), the story about 
Iraqi defectors was viewed even more critically (m = 
4.31, sd = .83, p < .01), and the economic crisis story 
was viewed most critically (m = 4.80, sd = .75, p < .01). 
	 Four dependent variables were identified using 
factor analysis. Table 1 shows four components (the 
“Truth Factor,” “Superficiality Factor,” “General Accu-
racy Factor,” and “Completeness Factor”) that emerged 
and shows which variables loaded on which compo-
nent. Variables listed below are derived from the 18 
questions in the source credibility scale. The 18 vari-
ables were, “Whole Story Accuracy,” “Things as they 
Seem,” “Source Truth,” “Newspaper Truth,” “Reporter 
Trustworthiness,” “Informed Sources,” “Story Com-
pleteness,” “Reporter Access,” “More to the Story,” 
“Reporter Misled,” “Reporter Expert,” “Newspaper 
Facts Wrong,” “Reporter Competency,” “Story Bias,” 
“Newspaper Sensationalism,” “Newspaper Trivial-
ism,” “Subjects Portrayed Fairly,” and “Reporter Bias.” 
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	 Comprehensiveness of coverage was test-
ed by the “Completeness Factor” (t(78) = -1.20, p = 
.117),  and using this index, our hypothesis was not 
supported. No significant difference was found be-
tween the experimental group (m = 5.32, sd = .66) 
and the control group (m = 5.13, sd = .77). It can-
not be stated that participants were skeptical of 
the thoroughness of news based on this factor. 

Discussion
	 We found limited evidence that shows that 
learning about media ownership contributes to the 
lowering of credibility ratings in responding to 
print news stories. Media consumers may approach 
news content with a healthy skepticism when they 
know more about the authors’ commercial motiva-
tions, where the news comes from, and who is ul-
timately behind the production of news content.
	 Our study offers some evidence that simply read-
ing about media ownership may lower perceptions of 
the credibility of print news when credibility is defined 
as judgments about superficiality and general accuracy. 
Dimensions of truth and completeness do not seem to 
be affected by reading about media ownership. Howev-
er, this study does suggest that educational approaches 
can affect judgments of credibility. This is a promis-
ing area of research that deserves greater consideration. 
	 Critics will wonder whether media literacy 
education should increase or decrease people’s confi-
dence in print news. In our view, citizens should know 
the differences between the normative goals of jour-
nalism and the obstacles that may prevent these goals 
from being met. Unfortunately, knowledge of the eco-
nomic realities and pressures surrounding mainstream, 
commercial news media should lead to reduced confi-
dence in the news. However, the ultimate goal is not 
simply to generate distrust, cynicism or apathy. The 
goal is to teach critical thinking skills that will help 
citizens evaluate media content and make judgments 
based on a more complete understanding of how the 
news is produced. A media literate citizenry is better 
equipped to demand and appreciate quality journal-
ism that truly adheres to the norms to which it aspires.      
	 In this study, the “General Accuracy Factor” 
yielded our most significant findings, and this is useful 
because this factor reflects overall credibility. This sug-
gests that news consumers may find the general accura-
cy of news content to be lower when they are aware of 
the corporate media system that controls and finances 
the media outlets that produce the news. However, dif-

ferences between the means were modest, suggesting 
that simply reading about media ownership did not lead 
subjects to become overwhelmingly critical of print 
media. These modest differences we found may suggest 
that subjects were simply cued by their exposure to the 
informational article about media ownership to be more 
critical. This must be understood as distinct from real ed-
ucational impact, which was not measured in this study. 
	 Our “Superficiality Factor” also yielded signifi-
cant results, suggesting that participants who learned 
about media ownership were more critical of the ten-
dency to sensationalize or trivialize the news. In contrast 
to skepticism about accuracy, skepticism related to the 
“Superficial Factor” suggests people can be influenced 
not only to question if the facts are correct in their news 
but if the stories go into enough depth. This is an espe-
cially interesting finding given that one of the major 
criticisms of corporate media is its tendency to focus 
on shallow news or the shallow aspects of hard news 
stories. The fact that none of the stories in this study 
would likely be considered soft news pieces adds fur-
ther strength to the argument that skepticism on behalf 
of the study participants was the result of exposure to 
informational article about media ownership. It should 
also be mentioned that the participants for this study 
were all undergraduate students at a reputable jour-
nalism school. It is likely that they already have some 
awareness or knowledge of media systems and struc-
tures, and this may have had an influence on our find-
ings, though it is difficult to say whether this would have 
increased or decreased overall skepticism. Future stud-
ies should be conducted with students and others who 
are not involved or invested in the news media industry.
	 Exploration of media ownership provides an op-
portunity for people to examine the underlying commer-
cial media system that dominates the media landscape 
in the United States. Future studies might examine the 
impact of ownership education on long-term attitudes 
and behaviors.  Ultimately, this study was an attempt to 
address an area of research that has been considered in 
need of greater attention. While our results are modest, 
they do suggest that further study of this area of re-
search is a worthwhile endeavor. Creating media liter-
ate consumers is increasingly important in our complex 
media universe and in our increasingly global culture. 
Knowing how to increase media literacy should be im-
portant for journalists and scholars alike because this is 
a way to foster the development of the field and the pro-
fession. More significantly, creating media literate con-
sumers should be important to anyone with an interest 
in enhancing citizenship and bolstering our democracy. 

	 The first index created was labeled “Truth Fac-
tor” (α = .890, Eigenvalue = 7.10, percent variance 
explained = 39%) and included the variables “Source 
Truth,” “Newspaper Truth,” and “Reporter Trustwor-
thiness.” Based on the original source credibility in-
strument, the questions about these three variables fit 
together as measurements of overall truth. The variable 
“Reporter Competency” also loaded with this index, but 
it was omitted because it did not fit logically with this in-
dex, and Cronbach’s Alpha increased when it was left out.
	 The second index created was labeled “Super-
ficiality Factor” (α = .858, Eigenvalue = 3.06, percent 
variance explained = 17%) and included the variables 
“Newspaper Facts Wrong,” “Story Bias,” “Newspaper 
Sensationalism,” “Newspaper Trivialism,” and “Re-
porter Bias.” Together, these variables broadly repre-
sent superficiality in reporting. Bias, sensationalism 
and triviality signal a quality of reporting that fails 
to go beyond the surface of the content. Getting ba-
sic facts wrong is considered here as another indica-
tor of facile reporting. The variable “Reporter Misled” 
loaded with this index but was left out because it does 
not fit logically with our conceptualization, and elimi-
nating it from the index did not greatly affect Cron-
bach’s Alpha. If sources mislead a reporter, that is 
not necessarily an indication that the reporter or news 
organization is willing to promote superficial news.
	 The third index created was labeled “Gen-
eral Accuracy Factor” (α = .854, Eigenvalue = 1.56, 
percent variance explained = 9%) and included the 
variables “Whole Story Accurate,” “Things as they 
Seem,” and “Informed Sources.” These variables re-
flect overall perception that the story represented an 
accurate view of reality. The first two variables re-
fer broadly to accuracy, and the “Informed Sourc-
es” variable is concerned with the sources’ ability to 
give accurate information. “Reporter Expert” was left 
out of the index because doing so significantly in-
creased Cronbach’s Alpha, and this variable did not 
fit with our overall conceptualization of accuracy.
	 The fourth index was labeled “Completeness 
Factor” (α = .728, Eigenvalue = 1.09, percent vari-
ance explained = 6% and included the variables “Sto-
ry Completeness,” “Reporter Access,” and “More to 
the Story.” These variables fit together well as over-
all measures of completeness. The first variable ad-
dressed completeness generally, the second variable 
addressed whether the reporter had access to all the 
necessary information, and the third variable asked 
whether relevant information was left out. “Subjects 

Portrayed Fairly” was eliminated from the index be-
cause it did not logically fit with the category and doing 
so did not cause a large decrease in Cronbach’s Alpha. 

Table 2: Credibility Judgements by Condition
Factor Test Group Mean 

(SD)
Control Group 
Mean (SD)

Truth 3.19 (.68) 3.09 (.71)
Superficiality 4.56 (.63) 4.22 (.74)*
General 
  Accuracy

3.72 (.71) 3.36 (.69)*

Completeness 5.32 (.66) 5.13 (.77)
n = 80, df = 78, *p < .05

	 Two factors yielded significant findings that 
supported our hypothesis, and the other two factors 
did not. The results are summarized in Table 2. Based 
on the “General Accuracy Factor,” our hypothesis was 
supported. An independent samples t test comparing 
the mean scores of the experimental and control groups 
found a significant difference between the means of the 
two groups for the “General Accuracy Factor” (t(78) 
= -2.29, p = .0125, one-tailed). The mean of the ex-
perimental group was significantly higher (m = 3.72, 
sd = .71) than the mean of the control group (m = 
3.36, sd = .69). Based on this factor, Table 1 shows 
that subjects who read about media ownership rated 
the overall accuracy of news sources more critically 
than those who did not read about media ownership. 
	 Based on the “Truth Factor,” our hypothesis 
was not supported (t(78) = -.65, p = .259). No statisti-
cally significant differences were found in the means 
of the scores of the experimental group (m = 3.19, 
sd = .68) and the control group (m = 3.09, sd = .71). 
	 Based on the “Superficiality Factor,” our hy-
pothesis was supported. An independent samples t test 
comparing the mean scores of the experimental and 
control groups found a significant difference between 
the means of the two groups for the “Superficiality 
Factor” (t(78) =  -2.13, p =.018, one-tailed). The mean 
of the experimental group was significantly higher (m 
= 4.56, sd = .63) than the mean of the control group 
(m = 4.22, sd = .74).  Again in this case, the higher 
mean indicated that people were more critical of the 
stories they read after having been exposed to informa-
tion about media ownership. Here, the result indicates 
people in the test group were more critical of media 
for being superficial than those in the control condition.



44 45S. Ashley / Journal of Media Literacy Education 2:1 (2010) 37 - 46 S. Ashley / Journal of Media Literacy Education 2:1 (2010) 37 - 46

Aufderheide, P. 1997. Media literacy: From a report 
of the national leadership conference on media 
literacy. In Media Literacy in the Information Age, 
ed. R. Kubey, 79-86. New Brunswick, NJ: Trans-
action. 

Christ, William G. and W. Potter. 1998. Media litera-
cy, media education, and the academy. Journal of 
Communication 48(1): 5-15.

Dyson, R.A. 1998. Media literacy: Who needs it and 
what does it mean? Gazette 60(2): 155-166. 

Ewen, S. 2000. Memoirs of a commodity fetishist. 
Mass Communication and Society 3(4): 439-452.

Hobbs, R. 2008. Debates and challenges facing new 
literacies in the 21st century. In International 	
handbook of children, media and culture, eds. 
Sonia Livingstone and Kristin Drotner, 431 – 447. 
London: Sage. 

Iyengar, S. and D. Kinder. 1985. Psychological Ac-
counts of Agenda-Setting. In Mass media and 
political thought, eds. S. Kraus and R. Perloff, 
117-140. Beverly Hills, CA: Sage Publications.

Johnson, T. and B. Kaye. 1998. Cruising is believing: 
Comparing Internet and traditional sources on 
media credibility measures. Journalism and Mass 
Communication Quarterly 75(2): 325-340.

Lewis, J. and S. Jhally. 1998. The struggle over media 
literacy. Journal of Communication 48(1):109-
120.

Masterman, L. 1997. A rationale for media education. 
In Media literacy in the information age, ed. R. 
Kubey, 15-68. New Brunswick, NJ: Transaction.

McChesney, R. 1999. Rich media, poor democracy. 
Urbana: University of Illinois Press.

— — —. 2004. The problem of the media. New York: 
Monthly Review Press.

Meyer, P. 1988. Defining and measuring credibility 
of newspapers: Developing an index. Journalism 
Quarterly 65(3): 567-574.

Miller, R. and W. Wanta. 1996. Sources of the public 
agenda: The president-press-public relationship. 
International Journal of Public Opinion Research 
8(4): 390-402.

Miller, J. and J. Krosnick. 2000. News media impact 
on the ingredients of presidential evaluations: 
Politically knowledgeable citizens are guided by a 
trusted source. American Journal of Political Sci-
ence 44(2): 301-315.

Potter, W.J. 1998. Media literacy. Thousand Oaks, 
CA: Sage Publications.

Silverblatt, A. 2001. Media literacy: Keys to interpret-
ing media messages, 2nd ed.Westport, CT: Praeger 
Publications.   

Wanta, W. and Y. Hu. 1994. The effects of credibility, 
reliance, and exposure on media agenda-setting: A 
path analysis model. Journalism Quarterly 71(1): 
90-98.

Weintraub E.A. and Q. Dong. 1994. Source v. content 
effects on judgments of news believability. Jour-
nalism Quarterly 71(4): 973-983.

 

References Appendix A: Education Component

Media Consolidation & Ownership
Pros and Cons of the Corporate Media System

Is a system where corporations control most of the media a hindrance to democracy, or a helper? Here are arguments for and 
against the corporate media system.
 
In the United States, five huge conglomerates control the vast majority of media in the United States: Time Warner, Disney, 
News Corp, Bertlesmann, and Viacom. This is the direct result of media deregulation that occurred during the Reagan and Clin-
ton administrations, and especially as a result of the Telecommunications Act of 1996.

While older media regulations controlled the amount of media outlets that any one company could control, media deregulation 
lifted most of these restrictions. As a result, while 50 media corporations controlled most of the U.S. media in 1983, that number 
shrank to 23 corporations in 1990, and now is down to five.

Is corporate ownership of the media a good thing or a bad thing-- or both? Does it hinder democracy, or help it? Is it the best 
possible media system? Here is a summary of both sides of the argument.

Arguments in Favor of the Corporate Media System

1.  The lack of government control argument. Regardless of any problems that exist in a corporate media system, many 
people see it as superior to a system that is controlled by the government. 

2.  The “eyeball democracy” argument. Because the corporate media system is one that is primarily interested in profit, it 
is based upon ratings. If something is popular, it will remain in the media, but if it is not popular, it’s gone. Because of 
this, consumers essentially get to vote for content with their eyeballs. If they watch it, it stays on the air. If they don’t 
watch it, it goes away. Although consumers don’t always get exactly what they want, that’s how democracy works: 
majority rules. 

3.  The quality programming argument. Because people “vote with their eyeballs,” quality media tends to stay in business, 
while poor quality media does not. 

4.  The synergy argument. Because media companies control so many related things, consumers can benefit through 
convenience. For example, thanks to media deregulation, a consumer can now purchase digital television, high speed 
Internet, and phone service from the same company, and pay a bundled price on one bill. 

5.  The media diversity argument. Because there are so many different outlets these days--thousands of television stations, 
radio stations, alternative newspapers, and, of course, the Internet-- it doesn’t matter so much if most of the media are 
owned by a few. Plenty of opportunity is out there for everyone to have a voice. 

 Arguments Against the Corporate Media System

1.	 The “market censorship” argument. Because the corporate media system is primarily concerned about profit and rat-
ings, controversial ideas often do not get much or any media coverage. This is true of ideas that are far to the left, far to the 
right, or otherwise outside of mainstream conventions. In effect, the market “censors” these ideas. 
2.	 The poor quality argument. Corporate media can hinder quality programming because it squelches innovation-- espe-
cially on media that are expensive to produce, like television. Someone may have a great idea for a television show, but because 
it hasn’t been tried before, it’s considered too risky-- so the network makes yet another batch of reality shows and sexy doctor 
shows instead. 
3.	 The conflict of interest argument. Ideally, the media are supposed to be gatekeepers who keep tabs on the powerful peo-
ple in society and prevent them from abusing their power. However, the media themselves have become the powerful people-- 
so how can they be expected to keep tabs of the abuse of power, especially when abuses of power relate to corporations? 
4.	 The monopoly argument. When markets are unregulated and companies have a monopoly or near-monopoly on ser-
vices, consumers can lose out because of higher prices and poor service. When a company controls a huge portion of the media 
in a given market, that’s a monopoly. 
5.	 As a country, the United States has accepted the corporate media system as a whole, and hasn’t had a vigorous national 
debate about this issue since the days of radio in the 1920s and 1930s. The issue of who controls the brunt of a country’s infor-
mation is a crucial one. Regardless of the results of a debate over the pros and cons of corporate media, this is an important but 
much neglected debate to consider.
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Appendix B: Source Credibility Scale

Instructions: Please answer the following questions about the news article you just read. Circle a number on the scale to indicate your 
opinion.

On the whole, do you consider this story accurate?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think things are the way the story made them seem?
Completely		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Not at all

Do you think the sources quoted in this story are telling the truth?
Completely		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Not at all

Do you think the newspaper that published this story tells the truth?
Always		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Never

Do you think this reporter is trustworthy?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the sources quoted in this story really know the truth about what happened?
Definitely		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely Not

On the whole, do you consider this story complete (that is, you were told all you needed to know)?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think this reporter might not have had access to important facts that would change the story significantly?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think there may be more to this story than the news article made it appear?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the reporter may have been misled by any of the sources?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the reporter was an expert on this topic?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think this newspaper could have gotten some of the facts wrong on this story?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the reporter was competent (capable of doing a good job)?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

On the whole, do you consider this story biased in any way?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think this newspaper sensationalized any aspects of the story?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think this newspaper trivialized any aspects of the story?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the story portrays everyone involved fairly?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No

Do you think the reporter may have been biased in any way?
Definitely Yes		  1	 2	 3	 4	 5	 6	 7	 Definitely No


