
INTERVIEW - By Martin Sims

Still panicking after all these years?

The concept of a moral panic was devised in the 1970s but is still at the fore-
front of academics minds, Professor Robin Mansell tells Martin Sims.

A former boss once asked me to write
down the three big issues in commu-
nications. 'What is it everybody is wor-
ried about?' he said. 'Just set it down
in bullets then we can target these
issues in our marketing plan.' I had a
go but predictably the results were a)
banal and b) obvious.

At the time I felt rather contemptuous of
what seemed to be a belief that you
could explain the meaning of life in a
two sentence bullet point. Academics
were clearly wasting their time if com-
plex problems could be reduced to
this sort of simplicity.

On the other hand I commit the same
crime dozens of times a day. I haven't
got the time or the background knowl-
edge to digest a complex subject so
I want someone to explain what it will
mean for me in 30 seconds or less.
Which isn't so far for the two sen-
tence bullet point, and thank heavens
because otherwise journalists like
me would be out of a job. Simplifying
complexities is our stock in trade, per-
haps it shouldn't be, but that's another
question ...

Anyway, on a quest very similar to my
former boss' I was wondering what
are the big issues which are occupy-
ing the academic community and I
was very surprised to discover that
moral panics seemed to be one of
them. This was the title of the recent
annual conference of the International
Association for Media and Communi-
cation Research (IAMCR) in Taiwan.
Wasn't this the fashion back in the
70s? Why had academics returned to
it a few years after the seminal book
on the subject, Stanley Cohen's Folk
Devils and Moral Panics had been
published in a 30th Anniversary spe-
cial edition?
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Intermedia put this question to the new
President of the lAMeR, Profes-
sor Robin Mansell of the London
School of Economics.

RM: I think the executive board and the local
organizing committee in Taiwan felt that
it was appropriate because of the media
context in Taiwan. They claim that the
huge amount of competition between
broadcasters is creating sort of a panic or
hysteria across the broadcast media, not
just news and traditional values of journal-
ism may be being decimated. And that's
one side of it. Another side of it was a real
concern about how the media, whether
print or a broadcast, captured disasters of
the kind like the tsunami which happened
in the December before our conference,
but also the problems with SARS the
region had experienced a couple of years
earlier. And so there was a really strong
desire to try to come to terms with the role
of the media in reporting those kinds of
things. Do they help or do they hinder?

1M: And what was the feeling that it had helped
or hindered?

RM: Hindered, perhaps in some of the
debates but of course there are many
fragments of discussion going on in a
conference like this. However, I think one
of the resonances for me was that in pick-
ing up on the personal tragedies of people
from a natural disaster like the tsunami is
interesting but it doesn't enable anybody
to act. So it doesn't necessarily point one
towards the institutions and organizations
which are able to explain how they coor-
dinate their effort, who they need to talk
with and how that whole process is work-
ing. It simply puts the personal tragedy
on the screen and that is a form of media
panic. At least one person gave a paper
saying that was not what was needed in
the local or international press.
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1M: But if you don't illustrate the personal
human stories can it make much sense to
people that are not actually there?

RM: Well of course that is one argument. And
the personalization of politics causes a
big scene these days. And connecting
with this kind of study is a revisitation of
what role does the media play in demo-
cratic processes. So a lot of the sessions
and papers were also around that kind of
theme. If the media are indeed increas-
ing personalization, personal tragedy or
happiness on the theory that this makes
things more real for people, certainly aca-
demics debunked some of the notions
decades ago. But maybe we need revisit
them again today because we face a
different kind of complex media environ-
ment. Norms and standards are chang-
ing. What does it actually mean? And how
should we study it?

1M:Are the media still panicking the way they
were thirty years ago?

RM: I think that's a hard question to answer.
Inevitably it's changed because the world
has changed. Twenty, thirty years ago,
we didn't have the cacophony of voices
that we have today in terms of sources
of the media and indeed I think there is
at least some evidence that although
people are pretty stuck to viewing and
reading particular newspapers, they do
still explore perhaps a wider range of like
channels of information and news. And
in that sense, the role of the media must
change, but I think where we have confu-
sion is in understanding what that means
for professional standards, for the profes-
sion itself. And I know there is an internal
debate amongst journalists about that.
But also for people who are the consum-
ers and especially for young people, how
does one encourage and teach people to
make the kinds of choices they need to
make about the types of contact they wish
to consume. And what do they do with it
when they are consuming.

1M: Was there any consensus on whether the
media had help Asia societies cope with
the recent tsunami?
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RM: Consensus is probably too strong a word.
There was certainly a strong view that the
new media technologies, not the media
per say, but the new media technologies
played a very important role in the infor-
mal distribution of information about han-
dling the disaster after the fact, so from
the breaking of the news in Sri Lanka for
example using mobile phone, to getting
in touch with the informal organizations
who could spread news, to the finding of
missing relatives, etc. That whole informal
system was handled by effectively by the
media of mobile telephones. The official
disaster management systems broke
down, at least in the initial stages. So
there is a very strong new media role.

1M: It's interesting that the things people had
individual control over, like mobile phones,
seem to have been a more effective com-
munication tool that those systems run by
traditional top down management like fire
brigades, governments or big institutions?

RM: Yes, its interesting, and it makes me think
of the role of rumour. In an oral tradition,
society is very heavily dependent on story
telling and narratives. The role of rumour
historically has played a huge part in get-
ting information whether good or bad to
move around within communities but also
across great distances. Canada is a case
in point. The role of rumour in Canada is
amazing, before the telephone. Rumour
was used as people traveled around to
tell their stories. In a sense these mobile
technologies are excellent at capturing
the notion of rumour and translating them
because you can send text messages
and they can pick up on each other. They
can change their form and format so eas-
ily. And they are as you suggest under
peoples control.

Note
The lAMeR provides a forum where
researchers and others involved in
media and communication can meet and
exchange information about their work. It
aims to encourage research into media
production transmission and reception
and the contexts in which these activities
take place. You can find out more at www.
iamcr.net
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END-PIECE

TV - Opium for the people and just as expensive?

By Dam Serafini, Editor, Video Age

Is the television business model going
to follow the pay-as-you-go trend and

thus become one of the most expensive
services for consumers? Recently, many

industries have changed from what have
been called "free-lunch" to what is now
"lunch-free." The Telcos now charge for

everything: from operator and directory

assistance, to extra connecting charges
from directory assistance, and super-

charges from public pay phones.

It is said that this new trend follows con-
sumers' perception that if it is
free, it isn't worth anything. In an article

in The Gazette of Montreal, it was specu-
lated that people started to drink tap
water only once the municipality started

to install water meters.

We now pay, or overpay, for cable, sat-

ellite. home video, VoD cinema and
Internet services. Free entertainment
services appear to be headed toward

extinction, as consumers seem to prefer
those for which they have to pay. Soon

consuming television will be like going
into a supermarket and filling up a cart.
Television "stores" will start promoting
discounts during holidays: "20 percent off

for Mother's Day," or, "When you buy a
Discovery channel VoD, you get Playboy

VoD for free'"

Recently, I requested the DVD of a Hol-
lywood Radio & Television Society
lunch where the "State of the Industry"

was discussed by a group of head
honchos. The predictions? In a nutshell:
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• Vertical integration will serve no one and
will benefit the industry even less

• Network television has five years time
before its business model ceases to

make business sense

• Content will take several forms for dis-
tribution: Cleansed of nudity (violence

is always fine!) for free broadcast TV;
two-to-four minute clips for cellular
phones; well positioned product place-

ment for free VoD; and sex and nudity
for pay services only

• Telcos and MSOs will transform televi-
sion from one-to-many to one-on-one;

that is, from a "push" model to a "pull"

model
• Advertisers will look for aggregation

(what in cable parlance is called
"cume"), which will inevitably cause

more work and problems for them.
They will aim to be, somehow, on
every platform or distribution pipe, and

in multiple forms

• Technological innovation will be impera-
tive for all concerned

• Good talent will be even scarcer, since
more TV platforms will go after the

same audience grabbers

• Upfront investment in quality production
will be higher and riskier, further reduc-

ing the number of players.

No wonder the moderator at the HRTS lun-
cheon, TV producer Gavin Polone, pleaded:

"Has anyone [got] a job in radio for me?"
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International Institute of Communications
FORTHCOMING IIC EVENTS IN 2006

Date Place Event

UK Chapter meeting:

21 March London 'Interactive Media -
Content, Context and
Technology'

11 & 12 April London Telecoms and Media
Forum

UK Chapter meeting:

May (date tba) London 'Locating the Centre of
Gravity in the Digital Con-
tent World - East or West?,

23 & 24 May Brussels Telecoms and Media
Forum

16 & 17 September Cyberjaya, International Regulators
Malaysia Forum

Kuala Lumpur, Annual Conference:
18 & 19 September 'Reaping the Communica-Malaysia

tions Dividend'

For information on UK Chapter meetings please contact enquiries@iicom.org

Further details of the other events can be found on www.iicom.org.
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