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Speak Truth to Power: Diversity in Media Ownership
Jacob Galfano

Abstract: In December 2007, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) passed a 
proposal to remove a 35-year-old ban on cross-ownership, which allows a single corpo-
ration to own more media in the same market. But, are owners of media representative 
of the audiences they serve? Why is diverse media ownership important? A sustainable 
policy action is needed to increase and oversee diversity in currently inequitable owner-
ship rates. I recommend a public/peer component of current media policy legislation to 
strengthen access to media ownership.

All of us who professionally use the mass me-
dia are the shapers of society. We can vulgarize 
that society. We can brutalize it. Or we can help 
lift it onto a higher level.
   - William Bernbach

In December 2007, the Federal Communications 
Commission (FCC) passed a proposal to remove 

a 35-year-old ban on cross-ownership, which allows 
a single corporation to own more media in the same 
market. For example, the Tribune Company can 
now own KROQ Radio as well as the Los Angeles 
Times. Media analysts fear this plan might diminish 
local and diverse voices and contribute to a continu-
ing consolidation of media ownership.  

Because dysfunction in democracy deserves a 
separate thesis altogether, the critical policy ques-
tions emerging from these recent events instead fo-
cus on diversity in media ownership. Are owners of 
media representative of the audiences they serve? 
Should they be? In this memo, I will describe the 
historical pattern of growing consolidation of me-
dia ownership, assess recent legislation to monitor 
the FCC and improve ownership access, and recom-
mend a policy action to increase and oversee diver-
sity in current ownership rates. 

Background
According to its website, the FCC is “an inde-

pendent United States government agency, directly 
responsible to Congress . . . [and] is charged with 
regulating interstate and international communica-
tions by radio, television, wire, satellite and cable” 
(About the Federal Communications Commission, 
2007, para. 1). Its structure features five commis-
sioners who serve staggered 5-year terms, and its 
chairperson is selected by the President of the Unit-
ed States. 

Media ownership policy in the United States has 

evolved over 80 years of watershed legislation and 
litigation, led by the FCC’s decision-making. In 
her History of the Mass Media in the United States, 
Blanchard (1998) describes the history behind na-
tional media policy. In 1934, the Communications 
Act forced commercial radio stations to address 
non-profit, educational organizations’ criticisms 
by making them air public affairs and special-in-
terest programming. In 1969’s landmark case Red 
Lion Broadcasting Co. v. FCC, the Supreme Court 
upheld the constitutionality of the Fairness Doc-
trine, a 1949 FCC regulation requiring broadcast 
licensees to present information fairly and equita-
bly (Blanchard, 1998).  Then, in 1987, the Reagan 
Administration and the FCC abolished the doctrine 
– claiming that government intervention restricted 
journalistic freedom and inhibited the presentation 
of issues of public concern (Blanchard, 1998).

McChesney (2004) explores the impact of more 
recent legislation. In 1996, the Telecommunications 
Act amended the Communications Act of 1934, 
and eliminated most media ownership regulations. 
Instead of fostering competition, it continued the 
Reagan-led trend in reducing the number of me-
dia conglomerates from around 50 in 1983 to 10 in 
1996 to 6 in 2005 (Bagdikian, 2004). 

In 2003, the FCC – despite just one public hearing 
in a 20-month review period – decided to reverse 
existing limits on media ownership by lifting the 
ban on newspaper-television cross-ownership and 
allowing a single company to own more television 
stations in large and medium markets. However, 
at the behest of Republican Senator John McCain, 
the Supreme Court set a precedent and threw out 
the FCC’s proposed reversal in Prometheus Radio 
Project v. FCC (Klinenberg, 2007). 

Media in the United States needs a sustainable 
policy shift – one that dovetails with the diversity-
in-media-ownership movement. Addressing cross-
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ownership is an obvious and auspicious starting 
point given the newest FCC proposal as well as cur-
rent economic forecasts (the potential for consoli-
dation in any industry rises during recession).

The movement is less about who is involved than 
it is what gets accomplished, as ‘membership’ is too 
broad to define (it might include FCC commission-
ers, national and state elected officials, non-profit 
employees, media justice activists, and on down to 
the volunteer who answers the phone during your 
local station’s pledge drive). The movement oper-
ates at local, state, and national levels, and deliber-
ates and mobilizes around media policy and legisla-
tion – as well as its own collective achievements. 
For example, the Northwest Community Radio Net-
work is as much a political reaction to federal spec-
trum allocation policy as it is a vehicle to strengthen 
collaboration between minority media owners. Its 
website (http://www.reclaimthemedia.org/commu-
nityradio) explains the strategic alliance.

Cross-Ownership: Why is diversity in media 
ownership important?

According to Avery and Peffley (2003), “An ava-
lanche of recent research has shown that news cov-
erage affects public opinion through a variety of . . 
. ‘subtle’ pathways, [including] agenda-setting and 
framing” (p. 134). 

Agenda-setting determines what issues a media 
outlet covers, and framing controls how that content 
is communicated (and, presumably, how it is con-
sumed). In mainstream media, these tools influence 
public perception of political, social, and economic 
issues on a national scale.

On a broader level, access to media ownership 
is similar to community participation in policy pro-
cesses, or pluralism. According to Theodoulou and 
Kofinis (2004), this theory assumes that a demo-
cratic governing system can operate even in light of 
an unquestionable inequality of resources between 
classes. [It] suggests that politics and policy are the 
consequence of the interaction and conflict among 
groups… [and] that all individuals posses the op-
portunity and ability to organize and collectively 
influence the political and policy process” (p. 9).

Here, it is clear that “unquestionable inequal-
ity of resources” refers to disproportionate media 
ownership. According to the StopBigMedia Coali-
tion – a branch of the non-profit media policy group 
FreePress – minorities make up 34% of the U.S. 
population, but own just 7.7% of full-power radio 

stations and 3.15% of television stations. Their 
website adds: “Because people of color and women 
are more likely to be single-station owners, they are 
especially vulnerable to the effects of consolida-
tion” (The Diversity Crisis, 2008, para. 4). 

Equitable and representative ownership is pos-
sible if the public understands two things: that me-
dia ownership means power, and that a pluralistic 
democracy defends the right to access that power.

Officials, pundits, journalists, and activists are 
equally – if not more convincingly – in support of 
diverse media ownership. On November 9th, 2007, 
the FCC held the final of six public hearings in Se-
attle, Washington. Although FCC Chairman Kevin 
Martin announced the hearing just one week prior, 
over 1,000 citizens attended, chastising the chair-
man’s haste and undermining of the democratic 
process. 

In June of 2006, Martin issued a Further Notice of 
Proposed Rule Making (FNPRM), a process that – 
in November 2007 – resulted in the proposal to lift 
the ban on cross-ownership. In a New York Times 
Op-Ed, Martin reasoned: “If we don’t act to im-
prove the health of the newspaper industry, we will 
see newspapers wither and die” (Martin, 2007).

According to the Free Press Action Network, “If 
the ban is lifted, minority-owned stations will be 
targeted by newspaper owners seeking to purchase 
a station. And increased consolidation will only de-
crease opportunities for people of color to enter the 
market and purchase stations of their own” (How 
Martin’s Plan Would Hurt Minority Owners, 2007, 
para. 5). 

As in 2003, the proposal is opposed by Congress. 
On November 8th, the Senate introduced The Media 
Ownership Act of 2007, a bi-partisan bill sponsored 
by prominent officials, including presidential can-
didates Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton, Repub-
lican Senator Trent Lott, and former Democratic 
nominee John Kerry. The bill would “promote 
transparency in the adoption of new media owner-
ship rules by the Federal Communications Com-
mission, and . . . establish an independent panel to 
make recommendations on how to increase the rep-
resentation of women and minorities in broadcast 
media ownership” (GovTrack: H.R. 4835: Media 
Ownership Act of 2007, 2007, para. 1). 

The FCC’s haste in passing the cross-ownership 
proposal has also led congress to launch an investi-
gation into the agency’s regulatory procedures and 
practices. Together, these recent moves by Con-
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gress illuminate flaws in process as much as in end-
result. 

The public policy problem – permitting cross-
ownership of media outlets, which further con-
solidates mainstream media and decreases minor-
ity ownership rates – is at its essence a political 
struggle between the FCC, Congress, and special-
interest groups. Despite 200,000 people signing 
an open-letter to protest the proposal, neither side 
offers concrete solutions that recognize the impor-
tance of public participation. 

Recommendation
The FCC is currently composed of a three-to-

two majority of the political party in control of the 
White House. Although two of its commissioners 
(Copps and Adelstein) are sympathetic toward pub-
lic interest, their votes are outnumbered by a simple 
majority (About the Federal Communications Com-
mission, 2007). This complicates the commission’s 
original purpose of serving as an ambassador to 
the public, and relegates commissioners to partisan 
politicking.

Even if Democrats gain control of the executive 
branch in 2008’s presidential election and overturn 
the cross-ownership proposal, there are no mecha-
nisms in place to prevent a perpetual back-and-forth 
shift in media ownership policy. Congress’s recent 
resolution of disapproval (Senate Joint Resolution 
28) would overturn Martin’s proposal, but there is 
nothing written into it that would prevent similar 
cross-ownership proposals in the future. 

Further, none of the FCC’s bureaus or offices 
is explicitly designed to incorporate the public in 
its decision-making processes (About the Federal 

Communications Commission, 2007). It does fea-
ture its own affirmative action employment policy 
– an ironic jab to the diversity-in-media-ownership 
movement (FCC – Office of Workplace Diversity, 
2008).

The FCC’s structure is therefore the root of the 
policy problem. There must be systemic change if 
the public interest is to be accurately represented 
and effective. I recommend that the Media Owner-
ship Act be amended to include a peer/public com-
ponent to its proposed “independent panel” (rather 
than just a 90-day window for public comment). 

     The proposed change is feasible; like other civ-
ic duties (e.g. jury service), selection for service on 
the public committee would be random. This would 
ensure effective representation of the public and its 
perceived value of diverse media ownership.

The change would balance the lobbying efforts 
by those corporations benefiting from lifting the ban 
on cross-ownership, implement democratic values 
in one of the nation’s most important institutions, 
and return a sense of accountability to the FCC for 
those it was designed to commission.

My policy recommendation does not come with-
out limitations. Creating a random selection of 
American citizens would be costly if their partici-
pation was required to be in-person – which is argu-
ably the best format for policy deliberation. How-
ever, as technology continues to develop, virtual 
deliberation via the internet improves. 

That is, so long as internet access providers do 
not face the same ownership challenges described 
in this article – another media policy issue deserv-
ing of a proposal of its own.
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