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Introduction

Does type of ownership of media really matter for the quality of news that is produced?
In the United States, there was a time when many journalists might have said ‘no. Inside
newsrooms, journalists constructed symbolic walls between the editorial side and
the business side and generally counted on owners to let their editors make decisions
on purely professional criteria. Profits seemed to provide the basis for excellence in
journalism, as evidenced by the investigative successes of big commercial newspapers
like the Washington Post, Los Angeles Times, Philadelphia Inquirer and New York Times.
Many journalists honestly believed that ‘good journalism is good business, and vice versa)
sceing little threat from commercial control and no need for alternative models.

In the meantime, taking commercial control as a given, US media researchers sought
to sort out the fine differences between more or less concentrated markets, bigger or
smaller firms or chain-owned versus locally owned newspapers (e.g., Bagdikian 2004;
Demers & Wackman 1988). The results often tended to be inconclusive or rest more on
normative denunciations than hard evidence. The problem, as Baker noted in a prescient
review of the literature, was that the research’s focus was always ‘too narrow’ (1994: 12):
it left to the side ‘whether other ownership forms, for example, papers held in trust by
foundations, or papers where journalists have a greater say’ would be more oriented
towards democratic values.

The ongoing financial and technological transformation of American journalism -
decimating the ranks of full-time professional journalists by one-third over the past
decade {Downie & Schudson 2009) - has made this kind of complacency and narrow
vision alf but impossible to sustain and is drastically reorienting our understanding of
how to achieve journalistic excellence in the digital age. The silver lining of the current
crisis is that what had heretofore been naturalized as static and inconsequential - the
economic underpinnings of journalism - has now been revealed as consequential and
open to change. Both in the commercial and non-profit realms, we are witnessing some
limited movement in the United States towards greater pluralism in forms of media
ownership. And this natural experiment within the United States — supplemented by
historical and international comparative research with Norway, Sweden, France and other
leading democracies - opens the door to the long-delayed systematic analysis of media
ownership, understood not in terms of concentration of the number of organizations but
rather as the potentially wide-ranging variation of organizational forms.
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Currently, the search for solutions to restore or improve journalism in the United States
has two branches. One branch is the search for ‘new business models’: new ways to extract
profits from advertisers and audiences either to restore what has been lost (Anderson et
al. 2012; Grueskin et al. 2011) or to take advantage of the Internet’s affordances to create
new kinds of journalism at less cost (Deuze 2008; Benson 2010; Anderson 2013). The
other branch wants to leave commercialism behind (or at least not rely on it entirely)
in order to strengthen public and non-profit alternatives (Benson & Powers 2011; Levy
& Picard 2011; Pickard 2011}. Bringing these two strands of thinking and strategizing
together is the first step towards building a comprehensive sociological theory of media
ownership.

'This analysis of variable organizational forms needs to then be linked to actual modes
of ownership power. [ now turn to a consideration of modes of ownership power, and
then move step-by-step through a theorization of how these modes of power may vary
according to ownership institutional logic, social location of the news organization and
its audience, and national journalistic field and field of power. Countering strong claims
of uniform mediatization processes, findings of systematic variation in the exercise of
modes of media ownership power would provide powerful evidence for the existence of
multiple media logics.

Four Modes of Ownership Power

What do media owners and managers do? What kind of power do they wield? Amidst

a diversity of particular strategies and practices, such as decisions of who to hire,
promote or fire, budgeting, management styles and organizational policies, and overt
or covert attempts to shape news content or editorials (see also Breed 1955; Bowers
1967; Briiggemann et al. 2012), modes of ownership power ultimately tend to group
into four broad categories: business instrumentalism, political instrumentalism, public
service (orientation and commitment) and audience adjustment. These categories were
derived from a thorough synthesis of the research literature, close readings of publisher
biographies/autobiographies and other news organization histories,’ and in-depth
interviews conducted between 2011 and 2014 with business managers, top editors and
journalists across a range of commercial, civil society/non-profit and public media
organizations.

In the first two modes — business and political instrumentalism - we enter the realm
of what are usually presented as abuses of publisher power. An example of business
instrumentalism would be a news outlet failing to provide critical coverage about the
businesses or products associated with its conglomerate owner or major advertisers.
Bagdikian (2004) provides examples of vertically concentrated media behemoths cross-
promoting their products across all possible mediums, genres and outlets. Business
instrumentalism is thus the strategic use of a media outlet to achieve owners’ short-term
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or long-term profit goals, either by publicizing or failing to publicize events or topics
related to one’s own business concerns or those of one’s competitors.

In Personal History (1998), her magisterial account of her family’s stewardship of the
Washington Post, Katharine Graham relates several instances when her husband and
predecessor as publisher, Phil, acted as a political kingmaker. He was the key negotiator
in assuring Lyndon Johnson the vice presidential spot on the Kennedy ticket in 1960; he
also used the newspaper’s news and editorial pages to promote political causes he cared
about. In retrospect, Graham (1998: 186) viewed this kind of political instrumentalism
as an abuse of the past that was not in keeping with contemporary standards of
journalistic ethics and professionalism. Yet clearly such practices have not disappeared.
Political instrumentalism is a frequent accusation levelled at Rupert Murdoch's media
properties, as when Fox News prematurely (and for evident political strategic reasons)
called the election for George W. Bush over Al Gore in 2000 (Morris 2005); political
instrumentalism is also evident at the Huffington Post, MSNBC and various other
progressive media outlets.? Political instrumentalism can thus be understood as either
overt or covert attémpts to use a media outlet to promote or attack politicians, social
movements and/or issues of special concern to the owners.

Third, the publisher and management team make key decisions to allocate resources:
how much to invest, whether in marketing or in editorial, and i in editorial, which kinds
of reporting, how much money for travel, how much time for in-depth reports, etc. Public
service commitment is most strongly indicated when owners make choices to support
journalistic professional excellence even when it has no clear economic upside and may
even entail a potentially dangerous downside (e.g., loss of audiences or advertisers, costs
of defending against a lawsuit, etc.). It entails not only day-to-day resource allocation but
also rare moments of courageous decisions (as with Watergate and the Pentagon Papers)
to publish items that go against prevailing elite or public opinion (see also Baker 1994:
14). Public service orientation is thus indicated by ongoing investment in reporting and
commentary that serves normative ideals of accountability, diversity, public participation
and comprehensiveness; public service commitment is evident in decisions to ‘stick ones
neck out’ and publish news or views with a potentially high economic or political downside
for the organization.

Fourth, the owner is responsible for audience adjustment. The publisher or CEQ
appoints people to take charge of marketing, business, design, etc. — all in the service of
maximizing the most efficient reach to a designated target audience in order to maximize
revenues. This kind of audience adjustment is very close to what Bourdieu (1984) means
by homologous circuits of production and reception, but differs from Bourdieu in
emphasizing conscious strategic decision-making. It is important to emphasize that the
four modes of ownership power — business instrumentalism, political instrumentalism,
public service orientation and commitment, and audience adjustment — are analytical
constructs or to use the Weberian parlance, ‘ideal types. In practice, many actions
undertaken by media owners may include elements of one or more of them. For example,
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audience adjustment may be at work even in public service: this aspiration is captured, as
noted, in win-win mottos like ‘good journalism is good business’ For this xeason, media
organizations with high education/high cultural capital audiences tend to be more public
service oriented (see Benson 2013). Even holding constant for type of audience, however,
media outlets’ degree of public service orientation and commitment can be differentiated
by how they handle non-win-win situatjons. Depending on the form of ownership, some
outlets seemn to be more likely than others to take a stand for public service over and
against audience, business or political considerations.

All of these modes are consequential in relation to democratic normative theory, and
with the probable exception of business instrumentalism, have positive as well as negative
aspects. Public service commitment would seem the least controversial, although free
market disciples have dismissed it as paternalistic. Public service is usually associated
with investigative or in-depth journalism, but also may be linked to efforts to promote
deliberation and internal pluraiism (diversity of viewpoints within a single outlet).
Political instrumentalism is usually presented as an abuse of power, but the value of the
causes it promotes also depends on the eye of the beholder; 2 media system dominated by
politically instrumentalist media outlets may be more likely to achieve external pluralism
(diversity across a range of outlets) than more conventionally public service-oriented
organizations. Media outlets that are strongly oriented towards audience adjustment
arguably empower their audiences; at the same time, slavish responsiveness to niche
audience demands across a given national journalistic field creates an ‘echo chamber’
effect, reinforcing pre-existing andience predispositions and undermining the possibility
of reflexive and open deliberation across lines of difference.

Having outlined this typology of modes of ownership power, [ now turn to the question
of how these modes connect to particular forms of media ownership and other social
structures.

Ownership Power as Capacity to Act: How Strategies Follow Structures

Let us begin by building on a distinction between two forms of power posited by Lukes
(2004): ‘power over’ versus ‘power to. ‘Power over’ defines power in terms of domination;
that is, the capacity of agent A to get agent B to do something or not do something or to
even shape B's deepest desires. ‘Power to’ refers to the social power that flows through
all social agents. It is a power understood as capacity to act. While Lukes ultimately
emphasizes ‘power over, for our purposes ‘power to’ is more useful because it keeps the
focus on the social generation of agency, at the institutional, organization and individual
levels. It allows us to understand how forms of ownership enable as well as constrain,
going beyond the kinds of purely critical approaches that have often dominated this field
of research in the past (Tunstall & Palmer 1991; Bagdikian 2004).

Socially Located
Organization 1

Institutional Forms of Media Ownership and Their Modes of Power

Across the social sciences, society is increasingly understood as a collection of distinct
institutional orders or fields; that is, semi-autonomous social worlds with their own distinc-
tive logics of action and standards of excellence and virtue — such as the market, religious,
civic-associational, scientific and arts fields. If media ownership is dispersed across these
fields, to what extent can a diversity of ownership forms promote a diversity of modes of
ownership power? Here, we enter the debate between the more pluralist ‘institutional log-
ics’ model developed by Friedland and Alford (1991} and Thornton et al. (2012) on the one
hand and the hierarchically ordered ‘field theory’ of Bourdieu (2005) on the other. From the
institutional logics perspective, ‘the principles, practices, and symbols of each institutional
order differentially shape how reasoning takes place and how rationality is perceived and
experienced’ (Thornton et al. 2012: 2); for Bourdieu, while fields by definition have some
autonomy from external constraints, usually one field {at this historical moment across
most western societies, the economic field) is more powerful than others and will impose
its logic of practice to a greater or lesser degree upon all other fields. My previous research
(2013) on the French and US journalistic ficlds also tends to support the existence of such
hierarchies, emphasizing the relative difference between the French and US national hier-
archies: while market logics overwhelmingly dominate in the United States, they are coun-
tered to a substantial extent by ‘civic’ solidarity logics in France.
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Figure 1. Hierarchical field model: national, meso-level institutional field, and social
Iocation factors that may influence the exercise of media ownership power (business
instrumentalism, political instrumentalism, public service and andience adjustment).
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From the institutional logics perspective, a diversity of ownership forms linked to dif-
ferent institutional logics will account for most differences in the uses of various modes of
power, From the perspective of the hierarchical model, whatever the ownership field origin,
practices will also be mediated by other field-level factors: from ‘above’ by the dominant
professional logic of the journalistic field and the dominant field logic in any given nation
state, and from ‘below’ by audiences hierarchically differentiated by education, income and
occupation. In other words, if the hierarchical model is correct, forms of ownership linked
to institutional logics may not matter all that much (Figure 1 illustrates the hierarchical
model in relation to media ownership; the institutional logics perspective would be repre-
sented solely by the horizontal line-up of distinct institutional forms of ownership).

Keeping these ‘institutional logics’ versus ‘hierarchical fields’ competing hypotheses
clearly in mind, T turn now to a closer consideration of evidence for the operation in
the United States of distinct logics of various ownership forms (linked to particular
fields outside of journalism) versus isomorphism across ownership forms due to the
domination of either professional norms issued from the journalistic field or market
logics due to the domination of financial power in the national field of power. I will focus
on three broad configurations of institutional logics or fields: public (as in democratic
government-sponsored ‘public service’ media), commercial (privately held vs publicly
held companies) and civil society (encompassing a range of specific fields, such as the
religious, foundation/non-profit, arts, academic, etc.). For each of these levels of analysis, 1
will explore the extent to which media organizations may differ in their degrees and types
of business instrumentalism, political instrumentalism and public service orientation.
I will consider audience adjustment — the fourth type - in a separate section because it
represents a mode of power that may in fact increasingly unite all forms of ownership.

Ownership Field Logics

Public Service Media

Content analysis studies have consistently shown that public service broadcasters offer
more public affairs and international news, more in-depth news, a greater diversity of
speakers and viewpoints, and more critical news than commercial broadcasters; research
has also shown that in democracies with strong legal press protections for newspapers,
newspapers that receive content-neutral subsidies offer more in-depth news and tend to
be as critical or even more critical of government than purely commercial newspapers
(Aalberg & Curran 2011; Benson & Powers 2011; Cushion 2012). Created and funded in
ways designed to create firewalls against excessive market or political pressures, public
service media thus offer the clearest proof that the form of media ownership can matter
in relation to the production of public service journalism.
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Public media are sometimes accused of over-representing a left-of-centre political
agenda: to the extent that this is true, it probably has more to do with audience
adjustment (who tends to consume public media) than with ownership per se.
Political instrumentalism is likely to be a greater problem for public service media
systems, such as in the United States, where non-public funds (individual donations,
foundations and business sponsorships) make up more than half of all revenues
(Benson & Powers 2011): indeed, US public media have sometimes had to return funds
from major donors with controversial political agendas. Business instrumentalism, on
the other hand, is rarely linked to public service media: public media organizations
may cross-promote across mediums, but this is generally transparent and does not
involve conflicts of interest.

Publicly Traded versus Privately Held Commercial Media

While both publicly traded and privately held companies may be large corporations
(e.g., Hearst is privately held), the publicly traded company emphasizes maximization
of shareholder value over public service orientation and commitment. By the 1970s, a
strong majority of US newspapers, including the Washington Post, were owned by publicly
traded companies. In theory, going public provides the company with more resources
to invest; it also encourages financial discipline to make the company less wasteful and
more efficient {Picard & van Weezel 2008). In practice, publicly traded companies often
achieve higher profits by cutting costs and reducing their public service orientation and
commitment.

The trade-off between this hypercommercial logic and public service commitment was
evident when Wall Street sent Knight-Ridder stock prices tumbling in 1986 on the day
the newspaper chain won seven Pulitzer Prizes.* Beginning well before the rise of the
Internet, debt-laden publicly traded media companies began laying off journalists and
closing bureaus covering international issues or regional-level politics (Waldman 2011)
in order to maintain profit margins at historic levels — 20 per cent or higher at the largest
publicly traded media companies in 2005 (Project for Excellence in Journalism 2006) and
averaging 15 per cent as recently as 2011 (Waldman 201 1: 10, 192).

To the extent that companies like Gannett place a higher priority in keeping costs
low in order to return more value to shareholders, they put fewer resources into the
editorial side, especially investigative or in-depth reporting. As one reporter at a Gannett
newspaper told me:

It's not that Gannett doesn’t care about quality - they want quality, but quality that

costs as little as possible — meaning, less money for travel, less time, fewer reporters.
This may not mean the end of quality work, but there will be less of it.*
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Studies comparing ‘independent’ (often family owned) and ‘chain-owned’ (a rough
proxy for publicly traded) newspapers have generally shown that the latter place a higher
emphasis on profits over professional or community goals and have smaller news staffs
(Edmonds 2004). In a study of political campaign news cOVerage, Dunaway (2008) found
that publicly traded corporate ownership was associated with lower substantive issue
coverage than privately held ownership both for newspapers and television news. -

One variant of public stock ownership is the ‘dual-stock’ structure established by the
founding families at the New York Times (Sulzbergers), Washington Post (Grahams) and
Wall Street Journal (Bancrofts). Of the three, only the Times still has this structure, in which
the family controls voting shares, while non-voting shares are sold to the public: Lacking
this kind of structural insulation, Knight-Ridder, a publicly owned chain renowned for
journalistic excellence, was dismantled in 2006 through a hostile takeover by stock investors
who decided that its 16 per cent profits that year, higher than most global corporations but
less than the news industry standard set by Gannett, were not adequate.”

On the other hand, family control does not guarantee how a publisher will react
to mounting financial pressures to sustain profitability. In contrast to the New York
Times expansionist approach, the Washington Post under the leadership of Katharine
Weymouth, niece of Katharine Graham, chose a cautious strategy of retrenchment.
Since selling to Amazon founder Jeff Bezos in 2012, the Post, now entirely privately
held and with no need to answer even partially to Wall Street demands, is pursuing a
long-term strategy of online growth oriented towards national and international news
(Meyer 2014). It must also be acknowledged that there are many cases of family-owned
newspapers (either entirely privately held or with dual-stock structures) whose public
service records are not clearly superior to those of their publicly traded counterparts
(Cranberg et al. 2001).

Business instrumentalism of various types is likely to be high, relative to non-
commercial media, at both publicly traded and privately held news companies: one
well-known case was the Los Angeles Times ‘Staples’ scandal, whereby the newspaper
had agreed to share revenues with the Staples Center arena from a Sunday magazine
issue devoted to covering the arena. While outright attempts at this kind-of business
collusion or product placement in the pews may be rare, efforts to promote city or
Lusiness initiatives as a way to support the local economy are probably fairly common.
News outlets in large vertically integrated companies, such as Fox and Time Warner, have
also been shown to exhibit bias (either in scores or selection) in their reviews of movies
produced by affiliated studios {Della Vigna & Kennedy 201 1).

Political instrumentalism is usually assumed to be higher at privately held than at
publicly traded corporations. If private companies forgo maximum profits, they thereby
gain increased flexibility to support pet political or community causes; conversely,
publicly traded companies may avoid political controversy in order not to anger
shareholders with different views. And yet there are some notable cases, such as with
News Corporation-owned Fox News and Comcast-owned MSNBC, where openly
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partisan media are owned by publicly traded corporations. In fact, given the increasing
economic success in the United States of partisan media (Berry & Sobieraj 2014), old
assumptions that political instrumentalism and the profit motive are opposed may need
to be revised.

Civil Society/Non-Profit Media

Non-profit and other civil society-based media represent a ‘hybrid’ space in the middle
between commercial and public service media; they also encompass a range of ownership
forms Jinked to distinct organizational fields: religious, secular associations, academic,
trade unions, etc.

Like taxpayer-supported public service media, civil society non-profit media tend to
have strong public service commitments. Indeed, that is often their raison détre. The
Christian Science Monitor's managing editor explained the Christian Science churchis
attitude towards the newspaper first and foremost in terms of public service commitment:

They care about the mission of the Monitor. Again, not because it’s a religious paper or
that they want it to be but because more people encounter the name Christian Science
on our nameplate or website than anywhere else. 50 they want it to be something to be
proud of. The charter of the paper was to injure no man and bless all mankind through
the practice of journalism with integrity [.. ] There is a charter to basically do good at
some civic level [...]7

Concretely, this means that the Monitor continues to invest a relatively high proportion of
its resources in public affairs and international reporting and is notable for its balanced,
multi-perspectival approach to the news {Benson 2013).

Because they forgo profits, non-profit media can spend more on reporting. A study by
the Knight Foundation (2013) of 18 non-profits, representing local (e.g., MinnPost, Voice
of San Diego), state (Texas Tribune) and national investigative organizations (ProPublica),
found that they devoted from 34 per cent to 85 per cent of their budgets to editorial,
compared to an average for commercial news operations of 12 per cent to 16 per cent
(Doctor 2013).% In a comprehensive survey of 172 non-profit news organizations founded
since 1987, the Pew Research Center showed that more than half focus on investigative
reporting (21 per cent), government {17 per cent) or public and foreign affairs (13 per
cent) (2013: 6). Taking into account priorities as well as overall resources, small non-
profits can sometimes end up having more public affairs and investigative reporters on
the ground than their much larger commercial competitors. For example, the non-profit
digital Voice of San Diego has a staff of only 20, but 12 of them are full-time investigative
reporters - in effect, more full-time investigative reporters than the commercial San
Diego Union-Tribune with its 200 total staft.?
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As with public service media, business instrumentalism does not seem to be an issue
for most non-profit media. Political instrumentalism, however, is an ongoing concern
and suspicion regarding many non-profit media, especially those reliant on only a few
large donors. One Pew study of non-profit news websites covering state and 10(‘:a1 news
found that 44 per cent were openly partisan (Pew Research Center 2011). While overt
partisanship is generally not encouraged by the major foundations, some 'degree of
political instrumentalism is encouraged by donors tendencies to prefer project-based
over long-term operational funding.

Audience Adjustment: Ownership or Audience Power?

Audience adjustment seems to be a priority across all types of media, especially in the
shift to digital as increasingly sophisticated algorithms are being developed to track
audiences and match them with content that fits with their interests, background and
media consumption habits."

This investment in understanding and tracking the audience is, in one sense, a form
of ownership/management power: if production-reception homologies have to be
produced, they can also fail to be produced. What are the factors that lead some owners ot
ownership forms to be more or less successtul in harmonizing production and reception?
We might predict that there will be strong audience adjustment when the owner and
top managers and editors share social properties with the target audiences (anc-:‘l that
conversely, extreme cases of habitus mismatch between owners/managers and audiences
may create a dissonance that will ultimately lead to economic failure). The presence or
absence of staff with business management training may also help account for different
degrees of audience adjustment (see, e.g., Picard & van Weezel 2008). _

Among institutional forms of ownership, we might expect that the pressure for audw:nce
adjustment would be felt most intensely at publicly traded commercial companies. Sl_n.ce
privately held companies have the ability, in principle, to set their own level of profitability
rather than succumb to Wall Street pressure, they may selectively choose to ignore
audience demands (thus, perhaps offering slightly more public service-oriented confent
than audiences would prefer if given the choice). Non-profit media are closely attuned to
demand, although the demand in question is not of the general audience (which in many
cases may be quite small) but that of funders. The metric is not only eyeballs but _also
public policy or social ‘impact; as measured by foundations.” Public media, in princ1pl.e,
may face the least pressure for audience adjustment. In practice, however, even public
media cannot afford to let audience numbers drop too low lest there be a taxpayer revolt
against funding something that nobedy watches or reads. .

Tt is also a fair question whether audience adjustment trumps and tends to underlie
all other forms of ownership power. Even public service can be a form of audience
adjustment. Speaking of the New York Tirnes, Charlie Firestone of the Aspen Institute, said:
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‘the foreign reporting [...] it’s all the brand. What makes them money is their brand, and
their brand is made up of different elements, and one is that they are the paper of record
and they do international reporting, and they do some investigative reporting. Indeed, in
announcing the logic behind his new online subscription plan, New York Times publisher
Arthur Sulzberger, Jr., unambiguously affirmed a strategy of branding: ‘Quality journalism
for quality audiences’?

Likewise, at the non-profit MinnPost, when publisher Joel Kramer spoke about the
quality of the in-depth news and analysis provided on his site by experienced journalists,
he quickly translated this into marketing language:

We are a destination site {and our] target audience is highly engaged citizens who care
about public policy and politics [...] We are focusing on the subset of the newspaper
audience that’s most interested in news, and that clearly separates us from more mass
audience publications [...]."

In similar fashion, political instrumentalization can be linked to audience adjustment.
For example, in the case of Fox or MSNBC, the openly partisan character of these media
outlets is part of their brand; it contributes to rather than detracts from the construction
and maintenance of a successful production-reception homology.

Of course, there are instances and types of coverage where significant audience
demand for public service or political instrumentalisim is less clear, and it is in those
moments that distinct public service or political instrumentalist modes of ownership
power are manifested (i.e., taking the risk of getting ahead of its target audience). Such
moments may be rare except for those media that rely on a handful of committed big
donors: for public service, the investigative reporting organization ProPublica may be
the best example®; for po