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Ethical media policy versus freedom of the
press: regulation after Leveson and Prince
Harry

  Aug  29  2012 

When The Sun newspaper published naked photos of Prince Harry last week, other
publications shied away, not wanting to embroil themselves in issues of Royal
privacy under Lord Leveson’s watchful eye. Rupert Murdoch claimed that there was a
“clear public interest” in publishing the photographs “in order for the debate around
them to be fully informed”. In his new book, Petros Iosifidis calls for global media
policies which are both ethical and driven by public interest. Can we have both?
Gwyneth Sutherlin looks closer.

Global Media and Communicat ion Policy. Petros Iosif idis.
Palgrave. August 2012.

Fervour surrounding the Leveson inquiry and the regulat ion of
media through informat ion and communicat ion technology (ICT)
has shone a spot light  on issues of  f reedom of expression, legal
f rameworks, access to informat ion, and media monopolies. The
most recent and obvious example is of  course the publicat ion of
photos of  a naked Prince Harry in a Las Vegas hotel room,
available for any interested person to see online but not printed by
any Brit ish newspaper apart  f rom The Sun. As polit icians and
commentators condemned The Sun‘s decision to print  the photos,
Rupert  Murdoch argued that the media blackout was a farce in light
of  the availability of  the images online and in newspapers around
the world. Murdoch even tweeted, “Needed to demonstrate no
such thing as f ree press in UK. Internet makes mockery of  these issues…”

This book is a t imely look at  the outside approach that policymakers are taking to the proverbial
‘box’ as they approach new challenges beyond the tradit ional media landscape. Author Petros
Iosidif is, a media and communicat ions researcher in the department of  sociology at  City University
London, champions ethical, public interest  driven policy-making as the way forward in this emerging
and undef ined area, something which integrates the regulatory f ramework of  t radit ional media
with a new, f lexible approach appropriate to a converged media environment.
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The book draws upon policy examples largely f rom the EU and in part icular f rom the UK, and f irst
explores the concept of  public interest  policy in theoret ical terms followed by a review of  specif ic
examples of  regulat ion f rom print  and broadcast ing. The ef fect  of  globalizat ion is introduced in an
examinat ion of  the decline of  state-enacted regulatory policies in the 1970s and 1980s, as mult i-
nat ional corporat ions grew beyond the state’s control. Iosif idis suggests that supranat ional
ent it ies such as the Internat ional Telecommunicat ion Union (the specialized agency of  the United
Nat ions which is responsible for informat ion and communicat ion technologies), OECD
(Organisat ion for Economic Co-operat ion and Development), and WTO (World Trade
Organisat ion) will come to play a crucial role in policy-making across borders. He writes, “the
existence of  these supranat ional bodies shows that media policy is increasingly made outside
nat ional regulatory agencies” (p. 140). Iosif idis also considers the concept of  convergence. With
the dominance of  the internet, all types of  media have converged and have become nearly
indist inguishable both in terms of  mode of  delivery and legal embodiment.

From a sociological perspect ive, the book strat if ies the recent history of  media policy in relat ion to
the public interest , something Iosif idis believes has been and should be policy-makers’ primary
benchmark against  which they weigh decisions. Students and newcomers to the f ield will f ind this
work foundat ional and instruct ive on the challenges facing current policymakers. While taking a
philosophical approach to the topic, his style is accessible and compact.

In light  of  the upcoming ITU meet ing to discuss integrat ing internet policy with t radit ional media
regulat ion, and following both the recent UNHCR panel on freedom of expression and the 2011
OECD policy announcements declaring that the group had adopted the policy-making
recommendat ions of  the US, many readers may be keen to understand these organizat ions in
more depth. However, the sociological t reatment of  these actors in this book does not engage
with any assessment of  their polit ics, and rather brief ly summarizes their purpose. These
descript ions include how many of  the non-state actors have been created, inf luenced, or
circumvented by the US. However, Iosif idis stops short  of  acknowledging that the US seems to be
running the table. While Chapter 5 presents a theoret ical f ramework borrowed from polit ical
science in order to consider issues surrounding “the transfer of  power” (p. 107), the decision to
focus on EU and UK examples seems at  odds with of fering guidelines for the future, leaving the
reader ill-equipped to assess current t rends which are being evermore dictated by the US.  Anyone
who reads this will be lef t  coaxing the ideological ember that decades ago fueled tradit ional media
policymaking in the UK and western EU.

The book goes on to examine the EU as a model of  the t ransit ion away from state regulat ion.
Iosif idis guides us through the legal and polit ical changes of  the past twenty years, encouraging us
to consider this evolut ion as a roadmap for global media policy. “The large variat ions among the
media systems stem from the dif ferent t radit ions and polit ical cultures as well as regulatory
systems that exist  across Europe…Over t ime these dif ferences blur as the EU emerges as a



supranat ional organizat ion seeking to harmonize nat ional media policies” (p. 143). “Member states
maintain much of  the sovereignty and rights… while the EC has an increasingly intervent ionist  and
monitoring role” (p. 164-5).

The analysis of  this regional example launches the speculat ive concluding sect ion, in which we are
encouraged to quest ion the place for media regulat ion in a digitally converged era. “Regulat ion
based on exist ing f rameworks may not be appropriate or ef fect ive for emerging converged
services. Why is that?” (p. 183). Iosif idis presents a succinct  set  of  guidelines for global media policy
that act  as broad, ideological quest ions – an ethical foundat ion for global media policy-making.
Amidst the most concerted ef fort  so far to regulate the internet, the newest member of  the
communicat ions family, he provides a f rame to examine how the nat ion-state, internat ional, and
supranat ional actors have approached this task in the past, as well as proposing a f ramework for
strategists to measure the value of  policy choices.

The degree to which Iosif idis focuses on research about print  and broadcast media in early
chapters compared with the smaller amount of  informat ion on new media in Chapter 8 emphasizes
his command of  knowledge with t radit ional media. Anyone reading this book to understand more
about the internet ’s role in the media landscape may be disappointed. However, anyone reading
this book for that  reason alone will have missed the larger picture. The enormous challenge of
integrat ing compet ing informat ion sources, regulatory schemes, and internat ional legal codes has
been catalyzed by the internet, and solut ions must address all of  these factors.

This less pragmatic approach permits even the most seasoned expert  to review the foundat ion on
which decisions should be made at  a crucial turning point  in media policy.  Rather than analyzing
the landscape as it  is, his guidelines and argument lead the reader to valuably ask, ‘What do we
want the new landscape to look like?’ In the f inal chapter, Iosif idis contextualizes a range of
opt ions such as self -regulat ion and co-regulat ion with issues such as copyright law and freedom
of expression. While the treatment is not analyt ical, it  is prescript ive in a way which will def initely
speak to public interest  advocates and to the next generat ion of  strategists who have come of
age with new media.

——————————————————————————-

Gwyneth Sutherlin is a doctoral candidate in conf lict  resolut ion at  the University of  Bradford. Her
research examines the impact of  cultural bias in ICT design on ident ity, part icipat ion, and
informat ion access. She writes and speaks frequent ly about the polit ical implicat ions surrounding
the invisible dimension of  cultural t ranslat ion. Her research draws from experiences working as an
intercultural mediator as well as direct ing projects which use ICT to promote peace and democracy
in Burma, Kenya, DRCongo, Hait i, and Morocco. Ms. Sutherlin has a degree in polit ical science from
Indiana University and speaks seven languages. See her blog, theseem.blogspot.co.uk. Read more
reviews by Gwyneth.
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