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‘The untapped potential of participation’:
Evaluating community-media audiences

Susan Forde, Michael Meadows, Jacqui Ewart and
Kerrie Foxwell

The community media sector wotld-wide is expanding at an
unprecedented rate. With the United Kingdom recently allocating its
first permanent community media licences, and with the Australian
community radio sector more than doubling in size in the past eight
yeats to mote than 260 stations in 2004, it is one of the few growing
sectors in the traditional media landscape (Pew Centre 2003). The
authors are currently undertaking a qualitative audience project
examining the nature and motivations of community radio and
television viewing in Australia. The audience focus groups for this
project — 47 around the nation — are cuttently underway with a range
of audiences from generalist, ethnic, Indigenous and specialist
community broadcasting stations. This paper will canvass theoretical
and methodological aspects of audience research, including a new
approach the authors have adopted in enlisting community stations
themselves as participants in the data-gathering process. One aim is
to develop a cost-effective and reliable qualitative audience research
method that could be used by community broadcasting stations
globally. This paper will examine eatlier research on audience and
community media research methods, and provide original data
tegarding the authors’ own research methods which engage the
community media sectot itself. The paper is designed to assess
reflectively methodological issues in order to enable other media and
journalism researchers to apply these methods to other fields of
study.
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vidence emerging from around the world suggests

independent and community media comptise the only sector

that is actually growing in the Western mediascape. Certainly,
in terms of the number of outlets the community sector is
burgeoning worldwide. Research by multifatious authors attests to
the growing importance of community, “grasstoots”, alternative and
tadical media sources. Much of this activity atound the world has
always been considered to be on the petiphery of public sphere
activity. Regardless of the difference in terminology, all of these
incarnations essentially refer to different parts of the same sector—
the non-commercial, niche publications and broadcast outlets which
do not belong to any of the major media ownership chains. The
Project for Excellence in Journalism reported recently in the United
States that, along with the niche ethnic press, the alternative press in
the US was the only part of the news media that had an increasin s
tather than a shrinking, audience (Project for Excellence in
Journalism 2004). There are obvious signs that the US growth of
alternative media outlets is also being felt in Australia and Europe —
the phenomenal growth experienced by the community radio sector
in Australia over the past decade is just one example. The number of
community radio stations now surpasses the number of commercial
broadcasting stations. The Australian Broadcasting Authority lists
around 350 community broadcasters (including 77 specialist remote
Indigenous community broadcasters) and 30 active aspirant stations
working toward a full licence in 2005. In comparison, there are 255
commercial licences. In approximately 40 communities in Australia,
community radio is the ox/y broadcast service.

To complement this growth in the number of outlets, 2 2004
quantitative survey of the community-broadcasting sector indicates
that one in four Australians had listened to community radio in the
previous week—and two in five had listened in the previous month
(McNair Ingenuity 2004). These ate surprisingly high audience figures
and suggest an increasing audience for community and grasstoots
media outlets. It also suggests a change in the rison detre for
community media in Australia to take a more serious approach to its
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role in the public sphere as a genuine “third sector” in the broadcast
envitonment. The authots’ previous work has revealed a shift by
community radio into regional Australia, the emergence of significant
numbers of Indigenous and ethnic stations, and the existence actoss
the sector of an estimated 25,000 volunteets who perform work
estimated at $145 million each year (Fotde, Meadows and Foxwell
2002). The authors’ research has suggested that the community-
broadcasting sector in Australia plays a significant role in contributing
to public sphete debate through its program production processes. In
this paper, the authors examine the methodological issues associated
with conducting the first national qualitative audience study of
community radio and television audiences around Australia. This
work is particularly relevant to journalism educators and media
reseatchers engaged in their own audience studies, and to scholars
specialising in community and grasstoots media forms who ate
looking for alternative and innovative ways of evaluating these
organisations. This paper will examine, briefly, the contemporary
natute of community media organisations and will background the
current qualitative study, “Regional, Remote and Radical: Australia’s
Community Broadcasting Audiences Talk Back™.

This paper does not provide a theoretical consideration (see,
for example, Jankowski 2003) of the notion of “community” which,
cleatly, occurs in many different forms. A “community of interest”
such as Sydney’s gay community would expect and require quite a
different radio service to that of a remote Aboriginal community in
the central desert region. And yet, this project seeks to evaluate the
audiences from both of those communities. Thete are many different
forms of “community” and community broadcasting occurs in many
guises — some models are clearly mote successful than others. What
the authots’ research is attempting to do is not to “evaluate” the
success or otherwise of particular community media outlets — that
was primarily done as part of the authors’ last project (Forde et.al
2002). What the authors ate trying to do is leatn why community
media audiences access community media — is it as a tool fot political
action? To feel they are “part” of and contributing to their local
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community? Or perhaps to undertake voluntary work for a local
charity group that runs a program on community radio? To maintain
their native language, ot indeed, to access information in their own
language that they cannot access through the mainstream media?
And, importantly, are the station audiences the authors are
canvassing satisfied with the service being provided by their local
community outlet? What do they like or dislike about the setvice?
Within this research framework the authors ate investigating issues of
empowerment; civic action; participation; access and community
service from the petspective of a range of community media
audiences. The qualitative audience tresearch project has received
funding from the Australian Research Council, along with financial
and in-kind support from the Department of Communications,
Information Technology and the Arts, the Community Broadcasting
Foundation and the Community Broadcasting Association of
Australia. The central component of this paper provides an original
analysis of the research methodology applied in this reseatch, and the
place of this method in the existing literature. Finally, the authors
wish to explore the potential for this method to be applied to a range
of community media and other general audience studies.

Background to the study

During the authors’ previous station-based study of Australian
community radio, two interrelated issues emerged in relation to
audience research. Firstly, stations generally agreed that their inability
to participate in the larger commercial audience surveys adversely
affected their ability to provide potential sponsors with market
information. Typical of this dilemma, a participant commented that:

It doesn’t matter what your philosophical point of view is—when it comes

sponsorship they are all going to ask the question “What am T going to get

out of it apart from a nice warm glow feeling that T am helping the radio
station?”... That is something we are lacking in community radio. We do

not have that statistical information [about audiences]... (Brisbane Focus
Group 2001).
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Secondly, stations were aware that “audience share” was not an
absolute priority and as community broadcasters, setvicing an
audience ignored by mainstream radio services was an impottant
contribution to their communities of interest (Adelaide Focus Group
2001). The authors’ national qualitative project is a tesponse to this
expressed need within the sector and indeed, based on comments
from the authors’ colleagues both inside and outside the journalism
education secto. Simply — How can you propetly evaluate these
organisations if you don’t know how many people ate actually
listening? Or if you have no idea why they listen? The project was
designed to complement the national quantitative study completed by
McNair Ingenuity Research in 2004 McNair was commissioned by
the sector’s peak representative organisation, the Community
Broadcasting Association of Australia (CBAA) to conduct a large-
scale sutvey of the Australian population in order to measute the size
of the community radio audience. The teport found that just under
one quarter of the population aged 15 or more listened to communi 1

radio in a typical week and that 685,000 people (aged 15 and over)
listened exclusively in a typical week. These statistics are critical to the
sectot, especially in terms of acknowledgement of its central, cultural
role along with offering individual stations some basis for secking
sponsorship. The figures give the sector reliable and cettifiable data
upon which a myriad of claims, justifications and evidence of
“setvice” can be based. The quantitative project also provides some
guidance for the qualitative audience tesearch project.

The qualitative project is investigating in greater depth the
teasons why audiences choose to listen, and the role local programs
play in their everyday lives. Importantly, it is also concerned with
evaluating the role that community broadcasting outlets play within
their community ~ whether that be a “local” geographical community
01 a community of intetest. The qualitative project and its emphasis
on an in-depth and contextualised undetstanding of community
broadcasting audiences aims to add a significant dimension to the

authors’ knowledge of community broadcasting audiences. This is
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especially the case where audiences may be comparatively small, such
as some ethnic and Indigenous audiences, but nevertheless provide a
critical service and/or cultural resoutce to their specific “community
of interest”. The National Ethnic and Multicultural Broadcasters’
Council, for example, had specific objections to the quantitative
study, arguing that an exercise in “counting” would fail effectively to
capture its role in ethnic communities.

Ewart (2000) has found that that local media “both produce
and maintain the culture of a community” and, in doing so, play a
central role in creating a community public sphere. Community
media are thus important—and overlooked—resources to enlist and
to incorporate into research methods. The authors are using
community broadcasters to help them to identify their audiences to
enable further focus group wotk to be done. The importance of
using the qualitative research to investigate further some of the
findings of the McNair Ingenuity quantitative study cannot be
underestimated. A number of the stations have, when the authors
have begun organising the focus groups, requested specific numbers
about their audiences. “I just want to know whether thete’s five
people listening to me or 500,” one regional Queensland announcer
explained. While the McNair findings cannot be broken down into
individual station figures, they do provide some indication of state-
based and national audience size, and the nature of the community
media audiences which the authors’ qualitative work can now expand
upon and investigate in mote detail. At the completion of this
project, the authors as researchers, the community media sector and
the government Department of Communications, Information
Technology and the Arts will have a comptehensive view of the size
of community media audiences along with more detailed information
about their viewing habits, reasons why they watch/listen and the
overall “place” of community media outlets in their communities of
interest. In line with the authors’ previous project, then, which
combined a quantitative telephone-administered survey with a seties
of focus groups, this study also looks to combine the findings of
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both quantitative and qualitative research. The authors’ methodology
comptrises three major components:

e Semi-structured interviews with a “key person” at each
chosen radio station, usually the station managet, to
discuss the station’s role in the project and any audience
work that may have gone before

e Semi-structured interviews with a representative from a
“key community group” that regulatly produces
programming for the station, or accesses the station with
community notices, announcements, sponsotship etc

e Audience focus groups comprising 6-10 audience members
for each radio or television station from a range of
metropolitan, regional, and remote locations

Whete necessaty, one-on-one follow-up interviews with focus
group participants who may have been unable, for cultural reasons, to
contribute fully to the focus group discussion will occut. This is
consistent with advice from tesearchers well-experienced in focus
group method (see, for example, Michell 1999; Baker & Hinton
1999), and also was advice received from some of the authots’
industry partners from the ethnic and Indigenous representative
bodies. While the focus of the project is the series of 47 audience
focus groups, the preceding semi-structured, one-on-one intetviews
with station managers and community group representatives will
provide important data which will complement and to some extent
test the focus group data. The semi-structured component of the
methodology also sits well with the team of researchers—all former
journalists and current journalism educatots—who are familiar with
the semi-structured intetview method (Bowd 2004).

Theoretical basis for the method

Overwhelmingly, the authors were concerned to adopt a
research method which would complement the nature, goals and
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processes of the community media sector. The authors’ primary field
of theoretical investigation concerns notions of the public sphere,
and the emergence of a true “community” public sphere in the
Australian media landscape. As such the democratic and cooperative
nature of focus groups held great appeal. Gibson and Cameron, in
devising a list of research priorities within the community research
field, suggest priority should be given to “researching and developing
mechanisms for promoting active citizenship within all types of
communities, especially in disadvantaged areas” (2001: 22). By
involving community media organisations in the authors’ research
method, and through encouraging audience involvement and
patticipation in discussions about community media, the authors
are—by the very nature of the authors’ methodology—attempting to
achieve this aim of active citizenship. Further, Gibson and Cameron
suggest that an important step towards developing a research agenda
on “transforming communities” is to document:

Best practice examples of projects that promote active and sustained
involvement in a range of tasks by community members, especially those
usually marginalised from decision-making processes (2001: 22).

The authors’ methodology has the potential to empower community
broadcasters through providing them with a cheap and effective
method for investigating their audiences. This is a significant goal of
the research team: to ensure that the participatory and active role of
participants in this project is transferred into a tangible and useful
method for future application. Rodriguez is supportive of this type of
approach but questions the availability of a research method which
will be able to accurately assess this community involvement,
achievement and cultural contribution provided by such media:

Given the fact that several of their achievements happen at extremely subtle
levels, designing criteria to evaluate citizens’ media becomes a difficult task.
How can we design and implement criteria to evaluate the transformation
of cultural codes or the emergence of a new discourse that forges the
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pteviously marginalized experience of a disempowered group? (2001: 162-
163)

Rodriguez argues that “long-term, fieldwork-rich studies of citizens’
media”—both qualitative and quantitative studies—would allow
them to detect these types of subtle processes of social change. While
not without its critics, qualitative research—and specifically the focus
group method—is primarily a cycle of “shared activities and
understandings” (Kltzmger & Batrbour 1999: 18) whete relationships
between the researcher and the researched are potentially
transformed to enable a more democratic process—essentially, it is
about shared responsibility, knowledge and power (Kitzinger &
Barbour 1999: 18). This approach, with its emphasis on democracy,
sits well with the sectot’s own philosophies of democratic access and
patticipation in broadcasting. Importantly, the authors’ approach uses
the actual audiences of community media to evaluate their
performance. Of course, audiences will not frame their evaluation in
terms of “discourse” and the “transformation of cultural codes”.
Howevet, these audiences will evaluate community media in terms
which relate to its putpose and utility in the context of the quotidian.
For example, participants in a regional Queensland focus group
(Hervey Bay, 26 May 2005) were asked about the on-air quality of
their local community radio announcers, which prompted laughter

within the group:

First participant. Oh yes, they do get themselves into trouble sometimes in
there. There’s always some machine breaking or some music that won’t
work. It makes me laugh.

Second participant: Well, we don’t mind that because we know they’re
volunteers and they’re in thete doing their best. We appreciate it that they’re
playing all the music we want to hear so I don’t mind if they mess it
sometimes. At least we know they’re a real person.

This exchange indicates that issues such as the “amateut” voices
sometimes heard on community radio are indeed the very reason
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people listen — because they feel the announcers and programme
producers are “one of them” rather than a far more skilled and
unapproachable professional. Further, this focus group exchange
shows how audiences members can desctibe their shared (or not)
responses and reactions to their community media drawing on their
everyday lives.

Another critical aspect in the authors’ theoretical approach is
specific identification of “alternative” media audiences as both
ptoducers and audience members. The wvertical communication
model evident in most (particularly mainstream) media organisations
does not apply in alternative media nor in community broadcasting
outlets — horizontal communication between producers and
audiences “will be crucial in furthering the primary aim of social
change” (Atton 2002: 51). Atton identifies that many audience
members for alternative press outlets will be both “writers and
readers” — the same scenatio is evident in community radio. The
authors’ method is designed to determine the levels to which the key
community groups which are regulatly accessing and participating in
community broadcasting are both “wtiters and readets”. The authors
concur with Carpentier et al (2003:63) that the oppottunities for two-
way communication are hampered by the “abundance of specific
technologies oriented towards one way communication” and the
concurrent lack of “two-way communication skills and interest”.
However the two-way communication that exists between
commmunity media producers/volunteers and their audiences is
nevertheless a significant site of public sphere activity. The recent
increase in community media and its propensity to democratise
through the media (Wasko & Mosco 1992: 13) signals an opportunity
for social change. As such, the authots’ project could be desctibed as
“participatory research” which allows the tesearched to do (or guide)

their own research with a view to instigating social change. Servaes
(2001:6)




