We tend to rely on the media (television, newspapers, radio) for much of the information we have about the world around us.  Traditionally, we relied on the media for information about people, places and events beyond the borders of our community and our everyday experience.  Today, it is even true for news on our own community.  We are no longer a village of small, insular communities. We are increasingly a nation of cities and sprawling suburbs.  Coupled with decreased ties to traditional community institutions like churches, civic and fraternal organizations, unions and social groups, we should not be surprised that most of us get the majority of information about the happenings of our city or town from local television, radio, and newspapers.


Local Media and Agenda-Setting
Agenda-setting refers to the process of getting issues and problems onto the public radar.  This may mean making local government aware of issues of concern or it could mean alerting the whole community to a problem they didn’t know existed.  It is only when an issue or problem becomes part of the agenda that there is the possibility for solving it.  

How do problems become part of the agenda?  
One of the main ways for a problem to arrive on the public radar is for it to be taken up by people who receive considerable public and press attention. This might include the mayor, city council members, civic leaders, the media, and prominent political or community activists. In this way, the local media are part of a rather select group of individuals with the influence to help push issues and problems onto the policy agenda.  

On the other hand, the media may also help prevent a problem from becoming part of the policy agenda by ignoring it.  If there is no public or official interest in a problem, then it is very difficult to get that problem to become important to others because it remains unknown.  Increased public awareness improves the chance that more people will become interested in the problem and exert political pressure to do something about it. 

Local Media and Framing
The media report events to the public within particular frames.  When thinking about media framing, try this:  Take out a piece of paper and tear a small whole in the center.  Then cover up this page with it. What can you see?  Now tear a bigger whole. What do you see differently? Now move it around.  You see different things as you move the paper. What you are doing is creating a frame for the page.  The amount and type of information you can see depends on how you design your frame (big, small) and where you place it.  Getting information from the media is very similar.  Like your paper frame, the media shows only a part of the story and only from a particular perspective.  

Have you ever watched a sport on TV and then gone to a live game.  Do you notice how different they seem?  For one thing, the commercials interrupt the activity and some things get cut out, like the national anthem and the half-time show. Announcers on TV interpret the game, giving you their opinion, while at the live game; you have only your own opinion (and your friends) with which to judge the game. Another difference is in how you see the action.  The media decides which players are important enough to be shown in a shot when you watch on TV.  When you watch it live, you get to see everything, and YOU decide what’s important.   

News is the same way. The media decides what part of a story you will see and hear.  That makes critical thinking VERY important.  You should always ask yourself, “What part of the story am I missing?”   Frames can limit a problem or issue to a particular perspective.  For example, you may have heard all about the security at the airport.  But how was the story framed?  Were they framed highlighting angry passengers who don’t like to wait in line?  Were they framed highlighting the hard jobs that airline workers have as they try to prevent crime and keep passengers happy?  Were they highlighting infringement upon civil liberties and the loss of freedom?  These are all different ways for the same story to be framed, but would you have thought about all of these perspectives?

We also have to think about how framing may make you feel. When you read about problems over and over, the effect may be that you get used to them. News media always seem to report about problems and crises. The constant stream of bad news may make you feel powerless to change things.  You may become more likely to agree to the plans of anyone who says they will solve a problem just to get it resolved.  Likewise, framing can make you believe that problems are smaller than they are or that they have been resolved, so there is no need to act.  You may also feel so burdened by what seem to be the huge problems in the world (wars, taxes, drugs) that you avoid looking at any other issues that may be affecting you much more directly (potholes, local development, leash laws).  These feelings can often create frustration, political alienation, and a desire to become isolated from society.  

Vigilant Citizenship

Watch, read, and listen critically when using media accounts to get as much factual information on issues and problems as you can so you can make informed choices on matters affecting our community.  Be on the look out for bias, opinion, and the effects of framing as you learn more about the issues and problems challenging our community.  As certain problems become part of the local agenda, consider who helped get them there and whose interests are being served by solving these problems and not others.  

