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Abstract
This paper explores the nature and extent of citizens’ connection to public space through media consumption. It reports on a study of data from two qualitative sources: panel responses and individual in-depth interviews. The authors’ initial findings are, first, that people’s media consumption and forms of public connection may be significantly constrained by limitations on their time: not just  objectively, but also the subjective sense of not having enough time to use media or pursue information. Second, such is the complexity of how people think about their public connection that research methodologies must be sensitive to the details of people’s reflexivity, while enabling effective typologies of the positions people take up in thought and practice. Third, such research may reveal not a consensus, but instead a range of incompatible framings of whether public connection matters and how it can be achieved. The conclusion comments on the methodological implications of this pilot work for the related large-scale project ‘Media Consumption and the Future of Public Connection’, which one of the authors (Couldry) is beginning with Sonia Livingstone in October 2003 as part of the ESRC’s Cultures of Consumption programme.
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Introduction

There as many forms and causes of disenchantment in contemporary societies, and politics and the media are two common objects of disenchantment. It is striking, however, that, if we look at theoretical or practical models of democracy which valorise participation (there are other models, of course, such as elite-based models), they take for granted a certain level of enchantment, which may or may not be actual. More precisely, most debate about political participation shares two assumptions. First, that it is desirable for all citizens to be - to some degree - connected to society’s centre, particularly its political centre, and second that ‘the media’ (that is, society’s central media) have a crucial role in enabling that connection. Yet, despite widespread concern among policymakers
 and academics in US and Europe (see Bauman, 1999; Beck, 2000; Touraine, 2000) about whether those assumptions still
 correspond to a reality, we lack empirical work that substantiates or challenges them. 

Limited to questions of rationality and electoral behaviour, previous research has centred on the quality of media’s provision of political information and on citizens’ level of factual political knowledge. In both regards, the findings have been fairly consistently pessimistic: a large part of the citizenry ‘know nothing’ about politics, and the media –and particularly television- tend to impoverish rather than improve citizens’ knowledge about politics (see for example Putnam 1995, 2000; Bennett 1988; Milner 2002). However, such research does not tell us about citizens’ broader sense of public connection and the role of the media in enabling it (or not). Whether media consumption plays an important role, beyond simple information provision, to facilitate the exercise of citizenship - and, if so, how that relationship is imagined and enacted by particular citizens - is a question for empirical exploration. 

It is important, of course, to avoid framing questions in terms of the very assumptions (about the nature and desirability of public connection) whose validity research should be examining. A number of variables need to be kept open: the extent (if any) of people’s sense of public connection; the nature of the connection people feel to existing public centres (of formal politics); the existence of other ‘centres’ of a different nature, or operating on a different scale within their lives; and the contribution (if any) which media make to all such forms of connection. In this article we report on an initial study designed to lay the groundwork for such longer-term research. 

From the list of variables just given, it should be clear that this study was not framed within conventional political science nor on rigidly defined normative assumptions coming from democratic theory. Instead, it was framed quite deliberately within a problematic that prioritised listening to research subjects’ own definitions of the territory explored (their reflexivity). While we were motivated by a sense that formal politics on some scale still matters, we were more interested here in exploring underlying forms of (dis)connection, than, for example, the specific basis on which people vote. It is worth emphasising that our term ‘public (dis)connection’ is used here as a working term, which is designed to point towards the contested and uncertain terrain of where, how, and indeed if, contemporary polities ‘hold together’, without prejudging the range of possible answers to that question; from this perspective, there is a tactical advantage in the vagueness of the term, compared with more specific, but in various ways closed, terms such as ‘citizenship’. The vagueness is however, we hope, only tactical, since its purpose is to facilitate over the longer term a precise and empirically rich contribution to debates about the changing nature of citizenship and civic culture. In all this, the theoretical legacy of sociology and cultural studies is as important as that of political science.

The pilot study analysed two quite different types of data: replies written by the panel of the Mass-Observation Archive (‘M-O A’) coordinated by the University of Sussex in response to commissioned questions; and individual in-depth interviews with a small but contrasting sample. After describing the research design in detail, we will discuss the picture of public (dis)connection that emerged from these two sources. Our conclusion will suggest some methodological and other implications for future work in this area. 

Research Design

The research was planned with two immediate objectives in mind: first, to test out the contrasting advantages and disadvantages of panel-based research and direct interviews in researching people’s reflections on this difficult area, and, second, to develop across both methods a set of effective questions for stimulating those reflections. Later on, we will discuss a number of broader, substantive issues, but these immediate and limited aims are important in understanding the research design. 

Open-ended questions on media and the public world were drafted and then cleared by the Mass-Observation Archive, being issued to its panel as Part 1 of its Autumn 2001 ‘Directive’. Some obvious differences from other panel-based research must be noted immediately. First, the M-O A keeps to a distinctive, ‘friendly’ style in its questions which has its basis in a long-standing, indeed historic, relationship with correspondents; this style of questioning is a little looser than a social science researcher would choose if s/he had an entirely free hand. Second, the M-O A’s current panel (250-300 people) is not, and does not claim to be, representative of the wider UK population, having a high proportion of women (approximately 70%), a very high proportion of older respondents (more than 90% over 40) and a high proportion living in London and the South-East (approximately 50%). Writing personal responses to M-O A directives is time-consuming, which weights the sample towards those with more free time, particularly the retired. In class terms, the balance is better, but still weighted away from the manual working-class. Unsurprisingly these features were reflected in the respondents to our questions (n=161), and the evidential implications of this are discussed further below. Third, while the M-O A is in principle free to put any theme to its correspondents, it has not usually raised political themes. As a result, our questions on the relationship between media and politics, even ‘politics’ in a general sense, would have seemed unfamiliar to the correspondents. This may explain why  some respondents (17) indicated difficulties with some questions. 

Overriding these concerns, however, were the striking and varied responses from correspondents. Although the length of diaries varied enormously from half a page to several pages and their usefulness for analysis varied as well, the rate of response was comparable to (if slightly lower than in) other recent M-O A Directives, and there were a large number of long, self-reflexive answers. 

Once the analysis of M-O A responses was substantially completed, 10 individual interviews were conducted in London in April-June 2002, to test a comparable set of questions, although some weaknesses in the original M-O A questions were addressed and detailed questions on media access and media use added. Since overall representativeness was not our aim but rather the highlighting of issues for future research, interviewees were recruited through personal contacts of each researcher, with some snowballing, but in such a way as to balance key deficiencies in the M-O A sample.  
The sample was composed of 50% men, with 8 interviewees out of 10 aged under 40, thereby correcting to some degree for the gender and age biases of the M-O A sample.
 Also, the M-O A’s bias towards those with no or part-time work was effectively counteracted: 7 out of 10 interviewees were in full-time work, of whom 2 were professional working mothers in dual income families (seemingly uncommon in the M-O A panel). Also the low number of single people among the M-O A correspondents (just under 10%) was corrected (6 of the interviewees were single). However, correction for the M-O A sample’s class bias proved more difficult, with only one working-class interviewee obtained. Because the interviews, for budget and time reasons, were all conducted in London, it was not possible to correct for the M-O A panel’s regional bias. Finally, the interview sample did not achieve representativeness in terms of education. All but one had completed or were in the course of university education. Some of these limitations were reflected in the results, particularly in regard to interviewees’ media sources (50% of the sample were Guardian readers!). 

From both M-O A responses and the more detailed interview material, a complex picture emerged of the divide between those seeking and not seeking an active connection to a public world through media and the ways in which this connection was pursued. 

Public Connection: towards deficit or redefinition?

Mass Observation Directive Responses

What struck us, first, about the M-O A responses was the high degree of dissatisfaction revealed with media and/or politics, often trenchantly expressed. Of the 161 correspondents, an overall majority (and majorities of both women and men correspondents) expressed dissatisfaction with how media provided information on public affairs and matters of citizenship. In itself, dissatisfaction with the media of various sorts is hardly new, or surprising. What interested us, more, was the potential link to issues of politics; although not specifically asked to comment on politics, a significant number (27) voiced strongly critical views about the workings of democracy and media’s involvement in them. 

Dissatisfaction with politics and/or media was not the only significant theme. A significant number (25: 17 women and 8 men) referred unprompted to their dislike of what they saw as the recent focus of media news (particularly the press) away from traditional ‘public affairs’ and towards media-focussed stories, especially celebrity stories. This was one reason why a substantial majority (44 to 17), when answering whether their ‘way of life’ was represented in Britain’s media, said that it was not. Not only was there no trace of the standard cultural studies argument that celebrity narratives are indirect means of raising personal or public concerns. There were other reasons for feeling unrepresented, notably age and sickness (expected given the profile of the sample) but also as in the last example ( a young recycling worker) social status:

 ‘I’m not very interested in lifestyle, celebrities, reality TV, etc, which probably means I miss more of the interesting stuff out when it is there’ (B2948) 

 ‘My way of life is ignored by British media, as it is for millions of pensioners’ (G1041)

‘Basically my way of life is of no interest to the media.’ (Male, G2941)

By itself, disenchantment with aspects of media coverage need not involve a wider disconnection from media’s contribution to civic awareness. Assessing the latter for individual M-O A correspondents was often, however, difficult, because their responses were shot through with a more drastic sense of disillusion with the workings of democracy and society itself. Expressions of this dissatisfaction seemed to be provoked by the deliberate vagueness (and intended neutrality) of the question we posed about the relation of media to public connection: ‘in your view, do you generally have available to you the information you need to be a full and active member of a democratic society?’. The term ‘full and active member of a democratic society’ caused difficulties to some correspondents. For some, the notion of activity contradicted their life-circumstances too drastically (because they were sick or disabled); for others, the term was itself obscure or posed in the type of language they didn’t, or professed not to, understand.
 For still others the problem was not language but something intrinsic to the very situation underlying the question asked: 

‘I cannot define what would be a full and active member of such a [i.e. a democratic] society because I do not think it really completely exists’ (C2570). 

‘Well, we are not a democratic society, are we?’ (Male, L2393)

  ‘If my views counted for nothing after 50 years doing the job I knew about, why should they count about other things I know less about?’ (G1148, a 66 year-old retired nurse)

The disenchantment expressed here, particularly in the last quotation, may, of course, have many sources (for example, the experience of old professional hierarchies or new ‘flexible’ work cultures) that have nothing to do, directly, with public connection through media. More relevant to our research aims were comments which focussed more on perceptions of media’s role in democracy: 

 ‘To be an active democrat one needs a comprehensive view of world events and politics which the “media” as generally understood just do not provide’ (Male, W2117)

‘I’m so disillusioned with it all that I don’t want to be an active member of a democratic society . . . That is not to say that I don’t want to live in a democratic society but that I choose in democratic society not to be active and part of this is because I don’t feel confident that representation I am given is truthful’ (B2917, aged 25)

Comments were not always so negative. It was striking, within a mainly elderly sample, that a number of people invested considerable hope in new media (specifically the internet rather than the world of multiple satellite and cable television channels for which there was a notable lack of enthusiasm), for example this comment: 

‘the internet is the one technical innovation which is not controlled and restricted by hugely powerful groups or individuals, and in this respect I rejoice in the fact . . . the internet is a great mine of useful and accessible information’ (male, W2322).

A number of correspondents wrote about how the internet had enabled them to research information in completely new ways, and for some this was directly linked to their sense of connection with public issues (for example international issues). In this area, if no other, there was a resonance with the more usual research trend that sees the elderly as more engaged in civic culture.  The broader sense of disconnection, however, among a significant number of the M-O A correspondents generates an interesting hypothesis for future research: are levels of public disconnection higher than previously thought among older sections of the population and, if so, why? To have followed this up in our pilot, however, would have required interviews direct with the correspondents, a practice from which the rules of the M-O A quite reasonably protect its panel members.

Interviews

The comparison between M-O A responses and interviews is not a simple one because of the different scale of the insights they allowed us into individual lives. M-O A correspondents provided generally only a brief self-reported summary of media use and access (which, as just noted, could not be explored further in interviews or correspondence), whereas interviews allowed much more scope for exploring the implications and context for a subject’s reflections on the complex and open-ended questions in which we were interested. 

In broad terms, we found traces of similar themes to those in the M-O A sample: political dissatisfaction, media dissatisfaction, information overload, media selectivity, lack of representation, uncertainty about what being a full and active member of a democracy means.  At this point, however, the interview data breaks apart into a range of positions, which taken together presented a fascinating spectrum of how the relationship between private citizen/ media consumer and public world might be thought and imagined. 

Detailed Themes

What could be, at best, glimpsed through a panel survey were the underlying factors that influenced people’s media use. In this section, we will explore that question in more detail, drawing principally on the interview materials. 

(1) Constraints on, and possibilities of, media use and access
In broad terms (as can be seen from Table 5), the interview sample was a well-resourced group in terms of media access. Cost was not therefore a dominant factor structuring their possibilities of public connection through media.  Nor was the interview sample a group structurally excluded from society’s main discourse (the aged),
 which is one way of explaining the high rate of despair in the M-O A responses. 

Interviewees gave the normal range of reasons for accessing media. Most common was the sense that media enable you  ‘to know what’s going on…’ (Andrew; cf Simon, Amanda, Mick). This sense of media as information source was sometimes put forward in priority to its entertainment role, but for others entertainment was the acknowledged priority (it’s just easy entertainment really’: Salif). Jane, however, had very little time for media consumption and prioritised interpersonal uses of media (especially the telephone). Underlying these straightforward differences, however, was an agreement that at least one, and from some perspectives, the main aim of media use is something we might call ‘connection’, generally to a public world but in Jane’s case to a mixed private/ public world. The notion of ‘connectedness’ emerged spontaneously in Maggie’s interview when discussing the relative importance of information or entertainment media functions: 

‘. . . that isn’t the distinction I’d make.  The one that occurs to me immediately is the distinction between wipe-out time . . . . time for . . .[interviewer:  Pure relaxation?] [Between] Pure relaxation time and connectedness time . . . yes and that would certainly cover accessing information time but it would also be stuff like, um, using the local newspaper to find out what’s happening locally or to get a sense of what’s going on’. 

As with M-O A correspondents, interviewees often referred to themselves as critical or tactical media consumers, but there was a considerable range here from cliched acknowledgement (‘I like to be wise in my choice of source.  So I tend to kind of get it from different sources’: Salif) to self-reports that suggested a more reflexive practice:  ‘if it’s the story that you’re interested in, you read between the lines of how various are reporting here, how CNN is reporting it in America’ (Andrew). For this younger sample, the tensions around media were generally less a question of dissatisfaction over lack of choice or oversupply, since selection or screening out was easy: ‘I think generally speaking if you use enough sources of the media you can find out more or less anything you want to’ (Simon).  As to information overload, a theme which a small group of M-O A correspondents had raised, the one interviewee who was anxious about this dealt with it by selecting even more drastically: 

 ‘when I was getting the Guardian everyday and more magazines and stuff, it was almost like I was getting them and trying to read them because I felt that I should and it just got sort of too much and it was like a . . . kind of overload and I was feeling guilty about all the things that I didn’t know about and hadn’t read about that were going on in the world or even just in London you know . . can get a bit oppressive. So I suppose the way that I deal with that is by not buying them . . . it’s much easier for me to just not go in the shop and buy the paper than it is for me to buy it and say, I don’t care’ (Beth).  
What emerges here is a factor largely latent in the older (often retired) M-O A sample: time. For most interviewees, this was the main explicit constraint on their media use. Jane, in particular, found significant media consumption incompatible with her busy acting career. Sally, a senior IT strategist who was married with three school-age children, was in some ways the most relaxed about information overload, in part, as she explained, because it was a problem she had long since accepted had no solution. Nonetheless she made great efforts to preserve a basic connection to a mediated stream of information: ‘I can listen to the news on the radio on my mobile phone . . . . So I’m trying to get into the habit of listening to that on the way to the station. Just to fit a bit more in really’. The effort required reveals the intensity of the constraint. Drastic constraints applied to other media consumption, such as book reading, although most interviewees retained some habitual reading time, often before going to sleep.  Time was not the only factor of course, and indeed cost and time sometimes overlap: for those, for whom cost was relatively a more significant constraint, free media available during free time (a newspaper left on a train or in a café during lunch) was an opportunity they would take, not buying a paper otherwise (Mick, Amanda, Salif).  But it was time that emerged as the principal constraint on most interviewees’ media consumption. 

Against this background, the Internet was universally valued as a resource that enabled more effective use of time. For most of the interviewees, one advantage of the Internet was its delivery of instant connection: ‘With the Internet you could find out, you could find out absolutely everything at the push of a button and it’s there. . . . You’re not waiting till the next morning . . . you’re not waiting until the next news bulletin comes on to know’ (Andrew); ‘I want to know what’s happening now . . I don’t look to the web for analysis. . . . It’s when there’s some particular item that is breaking then and I want to know what’s happening’ (Maggie). The Internet’s responsiveness is not only a matter of speed, but directedness: the internet gave you the ‘ability to actually go out and get what you want sort of actively and decide what it is you want and search for it, as opposed to just sort of sit there and wait for it to come to you, yes, it’s made a huge difference’ (Beth). 

This (personal) directedness of internet use was linked to interviewees’ sense that, as individuals, they could overcome the biases of any particular internet source.

 ‘I find it a lot easier to find out other people’s views in the world [through the Internet]. I was reading an article the other day . . . about the Israel thing [Israeli-Palestinian conflict] and its was actually an Israeli girl, aged 13, who’d posted something on the Internet saying .. . the newspapers are saying this but they’re not looking, look at what it’s  . . . really like for me to live in fear surrounded by this. The news will give you only one side of the story.’ (Simon) 

By contrast, the interactivity of the Internet as a space for the exchange of ideas and information was much less often mentioned (the only exception was a student who had institutional access to the Internet). The rest of the interviewees used the Internet principally for purely practical information tasks - shopping, travel and health information; jobs; work research; evaluating schools for their children.

The sense, however, of connectedness as the Internet’s primary asset as a new medium was sometimes paralleled in descriptions of other media. Amanda, although an active Internet user, still placed a considerable importance on the TV as a source of important news each day. Strikingly, the least well-resourced of the interviewees, Mick, used teletext as a sort of low-cost equivalent of the Internet’s instant connection: ‘I get myself glued to Teletext first thing in the morning cause once I get out of the bath, I like to sit there and look at that. And I think Teletext is a very good way of getting information because they only have that one small page on each screen, they quite often just report facts as they are. They don’t often put a bias on it’.   
With this basic sense of the constraints and possibilities within which media use is negotiated, and the primary importance for most of those interviewed of public connection through media use, we can move towards a tentative typology of the interviewees’ media use. 

(2) Modes of (Dis)connection

The interviews, by contrast with the M-O A responses (that were necessarily non-dialogic and based on a sample with a lower rate of new media use), allowed us to generate a tentative typology to grasp possible shifts in modes of public connection. Our interviewees could be divided into old-style connectors, new-style connectors and time lackers, with a residual category of non-connectors. 

The old-style connectors (Beth, Amanda and Maggie) were heavy consumers of news, relying on and respecting broadsheets more than any other media although combining that with radio and/or television (depending on their time constraints). They had a sense that their role as citizens was heavily associated with a duty to be informed: ‘I feel very cut off if I don’t get a good build-up of news every other day, at least’ (Amanda). They felt guilty if they were unable to cope with the information load. Importantly their connection with the world through media was dominated by the time patterns of traditional media (the newspaper delivery, the news bulletin). The new-style connectors (Simon, Andrew, Panos) had an equally intense sense of public connection through media, but within a quite different time structure.
 Each had a high-speed 24/7 connection to the Internet. They used the internet almost constantly and relied on it to be informed. They compared every other medium with the internet’s capabilities (especially its flexibility and its vast range of sources, compared with traditional media). An important working class variant of the new-style connector was Mick whose economic resources and technical capability limited his use of the Internet, but who sought a similar sense of continual, individually responsive, connection through the older technology of Ceefax/ Teletext.

Although time was a constraint on media use for most interviewees, it was possible to identity a separate category of people for whom time constraints were the primary shaper of how they consumed media: time lackers (Sally, Jane). For slightly different reasons (for Jane, building a career; for Sally, the combined demands of work and children), they did not have time to consume media, except in limited packages. Both Jane and Sally were inured to the way time pressures constrained their media use; they felt no guilt, although they retained a sense of the importance of connection. In this, they were distinct from the residual category of non-connectors to which Salif belonged. Salif seemed to be basically uninterested in media’s ability to connect him to a wider world, although he made an effort to show the opposite. He consumed TV mainly for entertainment but appeared uncomfortable to confess it, and indeed could be eloquent in general terms about how media should have a wider connective role. What remained unclear, however, in Salif’s case was how far this non-connection was based in a deeper disillusion. This possibility emerged when Salif also talked of his interests in non-media-related forms of community activity. Significantly, perhaps, Salif was the interviewee (along with Mick) with least resources to access media. 

The above might suggest that a positive sense of connection was much higher among interviewees than among M-O A correspondents. But the position is more complex. Even among connectors the sense of frustration was often significant, at least with the constraints of traditional media. Trust was an important factor here, although as already noted the sources of mistrust, or disaffection, are so various as to escape analysis without much more detailed individual information, and mistrust is often overridden by pragmatic questions of access: 

 
‘Am I satisfied with their [the media’s] job?  No, I’m not satisfied after thinking about that . . but then again it’s, I don’t know where else to get my information from.  So even if I’m not satisfied, I don’t know what else I would do’ (Mick).

While as already noted, compared with the M-O A sample, fewer interviewees said they felt unrepresented by media, this wasn’t simply because they were positively satisfied. For Jane, representation was less important because her specialist interests in theatre and film prestructured her media use. The one interviewee for whom lack of representation was an issue of concern was Andrew who, as a gay man, had a strong sense of being stereotyped by the media. Unusual was Salif’s admission that ‘realistically I could be without any of [the media] because at the end of the day it doesn’t 100% affect the way I live my life’. Such disconnection was slightly more common in the M-O A sample: ‘I hope it will be obvious from the foregoing that I don’t lose sleep about things in the public domain; what is important to me is completely personal’ (Male, F2218). It is an open question whether the face-to-face interview situation discouraged the expression of such positions of conscious disconnection on a larger scale.

(3) Full and Active Participation? 

How were these differences between our two samples reflected in the question of political and civic participation? 

As with the M-O A correspondents, the concept of being a ‘full and active member of a democratic society’ was problematic for interviewees also: not, as with the diarists, a failure to understand (the term could be clarified face-to-face), but instead an analytical difficulty. There seemed to be little common ground over how to give substance to this term. This, we will argue, is a point of considerable importance. It is worth saying at the outset that, of course, there are many things this term could have meant, and this multivalence reflects, in part, long-standing disagreements between democratic theorists about what ‘participation’ in democratic society involves: is it engaged and continuous deliberation of the sort envisaged by Benjamin Barber (Barber, 1984), or is it intermittent ‘monitorial’ involvement as Michael Schudson argues (Schudson, 1998), or is it simply voting every four or five years, as sceptics about mass democracy have argued (Lippman, 1925)?

We wanted to phrase the question as openly as possible. There were of course some interviewees who mentioned casting a vote in elections, but no interviewee mentioned this as the core activity. One of the most direct answers to what ‘membership of a democratic society’ meant was in terms of local involvement, well below the scale of national politics:  ‘ . . . a full and active member of British society would be in my opinion to be involved with, be involved with your local community, maybe political’ (Andrew). Some of those interviewed, however, lacked a sense of either local or national connection (whether because of lack of family history in Britain (Amanda), or because living in a transient neighbourhood (Beth)) and looked instead towards an international dimension, even if the nature of this international connection could be rather vague:

‘ . . . understanding . . . not only . . . your own people but also trying to have some understanding of other cultures, other societies, other parts of your own society and have an understanding of their kind of viewpoint . . . I think it’s a responsibility  . . . if you’re going to offer any opinion on what’s going on in the world’ (Beth). 

Such trans-national engagement fell short of a specific interest in supra-national politics, although Maggie had a sense it was growing in importance: 

‘ . . . clearly [there] is at some level a worldwide public sphere but it’s so inchoate and so fractured that it’s not worth thinking about because individual action doesn’t affect it . . . I suppose you do affect it but I don’t feel a level of engagement with that . . . [but, she went on] I think that’s a factor since September the 11th actually … I’m glad that there’s a larger Europe which is more anti-American than Tony Blair is at the moment.  Yes, so I suppose I do have a larger sense of a European society or identity’.

Striking in all this is the absence of the national political sphere as a focus of attention or involvement. While for some ‘the national’ deserved a passing reference, it was generally as a cultural category, applicable on various scales (English, Scottish, British) and cut across by other identities (Muslim, Glaswegian, and so on). 

For Sally in particular, society (implicitly, national society) was important, not as a space of participation, but as a reference-point for understanding certain key values, in particular the notion of work and responsibility: ‘people have to make a contribution to society, on the whole they should go to work or they should make up, if they’re not working, they should be making some other contribution like bringing up their children or looking after their elderly relative or whatever it is’. At this point, the concept of ‘public connection’ disappears into a broader, and not necessarily centrally focussed, notion of civic practice: an indication of the potential limits of the first concept, which will require further investigation. By conrast, the person with the clearest sense of the national politics as a sphere of action was Mick, the most politically active of the sample: ‘I am an active member in society. I would, very much I believe in the class structure in the UK’. Aside, from Mick, only Andrew (who had experience of demonstrations for gay rights) and Simon (who had participated in Pro-Israel rallies) mentioned specific instances of political participation: even here these actions were not attached to formal national politics but to issues of identity. 

Maggie, for example, reflected on this uncertainty through a metaphor whose abstractness is telling: 

‘It’s like a pot which if everybody contributed to it, it would fill up. It’s a void into which you kind of put things in the hope that the bottom doesn’t get deeper . . ’ (Maggie). 

The other side of this abstractness was a lack of confidence in getting publicly involved oneself: 

‘I’m not sure that I would say that I’m a full and active member.  I mean there’s also people who are a lot more active than I am and it’s a bit of . . . a bit of a self-fulfilling negative. I mean it’s a bit like the Groucho Marx thing about I wouldn’t be a member of any club that would have me’ (Maggie). 

Salif discounted his involvement in a similar way: ‘I don't know how to actually take part and I don't know if I am the best person to do it’. There is of course a range of issues at stake here about the sources of political and civic involvement. It was striking, however, that notwithstanding these uncertainties, Maggie insisted on holding onto the assumption of public connection (which was a concept which she volunteered during the course of the interview): 

‘I think there is a public world that I feel connected to. It almost feels a bit like an article of faith really . . . But I have no alternative but to believe that the public sphere exists because . . . I think if I felt otherwise, it would be too bleak to bear and . . . yes, I think that’s what I feel about it, it’s like a negative article of faith’ (added emphasis). 

In sustaining that ‘negative faith’ in a public world that matters, Maggie saw the media’s contribution as crucial, but unfortunately the media were largely unhelpful: ‘I don’t like the level of cynicism that I get from the media. . . .  I don’t like the way politicians get panned roundly all the time. I just really really dislike it. So no, I think that the media presentation of that side of things is I found destructive of my own sense of involvement and destructive of my own sense of society’.
This comment puts in a different light the sense, mentioned earlier, that our interview sample had a more positive sense of connection to a public world through media. Such connection as they had was considerably more ambiguous, in fact, although this is clearly not the same as cynicism. On the contrary, some attempted to generate public debate using whatever media materials came to hand. Most striking and bold was Mick;

‘I do it every single lunchtime. The caf that we go to . . . whatever the latest news story is, I always open up a discussion in the caf . . . if I want to find out what people are really thinking, I’ll spark off a debate in the caf.  And we normally sit on the table with, there’s normally five or six from work but the caf is a big caf, it’s got about 30-40 people in it and no, I just, I ask people on the table next to me what they think.’  

A similar sense of the need to improvise a public sphere around news topics for discussion within the student collective accommodation where they lived as staff or students, was mentioned by Andrew and Simon, although their practice was not so deliberate and regular as Mick’s. How individuals attempt to construct, in embryonic form, an alternative public sphere, necessarily tied to particular places and operating within the shadow of an unsatisfactory official public sphere, is a topic for exploration in further research. 

Conclusion

Oscar Gandy’s recent reminder of how ‘the real digital divide’ between consumption and the citizenship discourses is being increasingly entrenched might lead us to despair of researching such questions further. What if, as Gandy warns, we are moving towards an era when ‘individuals . . . actually feel better about knowing less and less about the world around them’ (Gandy, 2002: 452)? The challenge however, while acknowledging that the ground rules of public connection may be changing, is to devise research strategies for tracking those changes in everyday discourse and sense-making. 

This was the purpose of our research, which, we believe, provides some useful pointers towards further work in this area. First, it is important that any larger-scale research is attentive to different understandings of connection and disconnection across its sample: one obvious divide emerged from our study as a whole, the divide between the majority of the adult population and the very significant aged and retired minority. The latter, as the M-O A sample showed, may have very different perspectives on connection, politics and representation from the rest of the population. In addition, there are the more obvious divides of education and economic resources. Such individual differences have to be understood against the lack of consensus among democratic theorists about the nature and appropriate scale of public connection, from communitarianism at one end of the spectrum to visions of global civil society at the other. This is not the place to discuss those links further, except to say that the uncertainties of theory argue for an empirical approach that is as open to subjects’ own real, and quite possibly justified, uncertainty as possible.

Second, it is important to obtain detailed evidence of how people’s media consumption is constrained in advance, for example by the limitations on their time. This is not simply a matter of objective measures (although time-diaries would no doubt be helpful here), but also the subjective sense of not having enough time to use media or pursue information. Any possibility of public connection through media therefore intersects with the everyday realities of the ‘time-famine society’ (Robinson and Godbey, 1997: 43). 

Third, such is the complexity of the positions people take up in thinking about public connection that some qualitative element is essential to any research design in this area. This is not just a matter of asking questions face-to-face. It is also a matter of allowing space for open discussion, where the interviewee’s sense of confusion or resolution on these difficult questions can be registered. We must, of course, avoid pushing the interviewees towards our own understanding –as social scientists - of the meaning of these issues and their relative importance. Particular care is, we found, necessary in the use by interviewers of words such as ‘democracy’ and ‘British’ (or any other national reference), which risk moving interviewees away from their own understandings and reflections on these topics and towards standard notions of national, formal politics. Our research design and methodologies, in other words, must be sensitive enough to register people’s reflexivity in its full complexity, while enabling effective typologies of the positions people occupy in thought and practice. 

Fourth, the mixed methods of our pilot helped clarify our sense of the appropriate methodology for future, large scale research in this area. Panels alone, if they do not allow follow-up contact with the panel members, are insufficient for exploring the complex issues around public connection. More effective would be a combination of panel diaries over a sustained period of time (encouraging diarists’ own reflections about the diary process), followed by interviews with the diarists themselves, and focus groups to tap into the social context within which the diarists make sense of these issues with those closely connected with them. Such multi-method qualitative material can then serve as a robust basis for developing a survey design on at least aspects of these questions for a wider population.

More generally, we need to be ready for the uncomfortable conclusion that such research, even with a refined methodology, and carried out on a larger scale and more systematically than is possible in a pilot, will, like our initial study, reveal not a consensus or even a definable range of opinions on a shared set of issues, but instead a range of (partly) incompatible framings of whether public connection matters and how it can be achieved. This is indeed what we would expect when, as Gandy argues, the very languages available for articulating citizen participation are themselves under threat. All the more reason, then, to pay close attention to how a range of alternative languages and practices may be emerging within the constraints of everyday life. 

References

Barber, Benjamin (1984) Strong Democracy: Participatory Politics for a New Age . Berkeley: University of California Press.

Bauman, Zygmunt (1999) In Search of Politics. Cambridge: Polity.

Beck, Ulrich (2000) What is Globalization? Cambridge: Polity.

Bennett, Stephen (1988) ‘Know Nothing Revisited’, Social Science Quarterly 69(2): 320-336.
Bucy, Erik and Gregson, Kimberly (2001) ‘Media Participation: a legitimizing mechanism of mass democracy’, New Media and Society 3(3): 357-380.

Couldry, Nick (2000) Inside Culture. London: Sage.

Eliasoph, Nina (1999) Avoiding Politics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Gandy, Oscar (2002) ‘The Real Digital Divide’ in L. Lievrouw and S. Livingstone (eds) The Handbook of New Media. London: Sage.

Hazan, Hakim (1994) Old Age: Constructions and Deconstructions. Cambridge: Polity.

Office of the e-Envoy (2002) ‘In the Service of Democracy’, available from www.edemocracy.gov.uk
Lippman, Walter (1925) The Phantom Public. New York: Harcourt Brace.

Milner, Henry (2002) Civic Literacy. How Informed Citizens Make Democracy Work. Hanover: Tufts University. 

Putnam, Robert (1995) ‘Turning In, Turning Out: The Strange Disappearance of Civic America’.  Political Studies, December: 664-83

—

     (2000) Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York: Simpson and Schuster. 

Robinson, John and Godbey, Geoffrey (1997) Time For Life: The Surprising Ways Americans Use Their Time 2nd edition. Pennsylvania: Penn State University Press.

Schudson, Michael (1998) The Good Citizen: A History of American Civic Life. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Sennett, Richard (1999) The Corrosion of Character. New York: Norton.

Skeggs, Beverly (1995) Formations of Class and Gender: Becoming Respectable. London: Sage.

Touraine, Alain (2000) Can We Live Together? Cambridge: Polity.

Walkerdine, Valerie (1997) Daddy’s Girl. London: Macmillan.

Young, Jock (1999) The Exclusive Society. London: Sage.

CONTACT DETAILS

Dr. Nick Couldry  

Postal address: 
Media@lse/ Department of Media and Communications

London School of Economics and Political Science 

Houghton Street 

London WC2A 2AE
Email address: 
N.Couldry@lse.ac.uk
Telephone:

0207 955 6243


Fax: 0207 955 7565


Ms. Ana Inés Langer  

Postal address:
 London School of Economics 

 Media@lse - Room S117




 Houghton Street 

 London WC2A 2AE
Email address: 
A.I.Langer@lse.ac.uk

Telephone: 

0207 955 6107


Fax: 0207 955 7565
TABLES

Table 1: MO Correspondents - Gender

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Male
	47
	29.2
	29.2

	Female
	114
	70.8
	100

	Total
	161
	100
	


Table 2: MO Correspondents – Age by range

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Over 65
	93
	57.8
	57.8

	41-65
	59
	36.6
	94.4

	25-40
	6
	3.7
	98.1

	18-25
	3
	1.9
	100

	Total
	161
	100
	


Table 3: MO Correspondents – Occupation status

	
	Frequency
	Percent
	Cumulative Percent

	Active
	43
	26.7
	26.7

	House wives
	12
	7.5
	34.2

	Part Time
	8
	5.0
	39.2

	Retired
	90
	55.8
	95

	Student
	5
	3.1
	98.1

	Unemployed
	3
	1.9
	100

	Total
	161
	100
	


Table 4: Interviewees’ Socio-demographic data

	Name
	Age
	Marital Status
	Education
	Occupation
	Category*.

	Sally **
	42
	Married + 3 child.
	BA + postg. qualifications
	Senior IT Strategist
	Managerial & professional 

	Andrew
	36
	Single
	BA + postg. qualifications
	Hall of Residence Manager
	Managerial & professional 

	Simon
	21
	Single
	BA (third year)
	FT Student
	Student

	Salif
	23
	Single
	BA
	PT call centre worker


	Intermediate

	Panos
	21
	Single
	BA (third year)
	FT student
	Student

	Amanda
	30
	Single
	BA 
	Financial Manager State School
	Managerial & professional 

	Maggie
	44
	Married + 1 child
	BA + training as solicitor
	Lawyer


	Managerial & professional 

	Mick
	39
	Married + 2 child.
	O Levels
	Pest Controller


	Lower supervisory & technical 

	Jane
	34
	Divorced
	BA
	Actress + PT work as ticket officer
	Intermediate 

	Beth
	34
	Single
	BA
	Free lance marketing f/ arts organis.
	Managerial & professional 


* Categories taken from the National Statistic self-coded method for NS-SEC, http://www.statistics.gov.uk. 

** All names changed.
Table 5: Interviewees’ Media access (all of them have radio)

	Name
	Television*
	Newspaper**
	Local 
	Internet

	Sally
	Cable (basic package)
	G; I or O (Sun)
	Yes
	2 computers both with access + work

	Andrew
	Digital connection–not used
	G and M
	No
	1 computer w/ 24 hours access + work

	Simon
	Digital TV
	TT & DM; FT (on line)
	Yes (ES)
	1 computer w/ 24 hours access + univ.

	Salif
	Cable
	M (exceptionally)
	N/A
	1 computer w/broadband

	Panos
	Terrestrial + Greek Channel
	G & FT (on-line); O
	N/A
	1 computer w/ connection + univ.

	Amanda
	Terrestrial
	ES, DM (Sat), O
	Not much
	1 computer w/ slow connection + work

	Maggie 
	Terrestrial
	G & O
	Yes
	4 computers w/access + work

	Mick
	Terrestrial
	S, MI, DS
	Yes
	1 computer w/ connection

	Jane
	Digital
	M
	Occasion.
	1 computer w/connection

	Beth
	Terrestrial
	G
	Seldom
	1 computer w/connection


* All have radio 

** G (The Guardian), I (The Independent), O (Observer), TH (The Times), M (Metro), DM (Daily Mail), ES (Evening Standard), S (Sun), MI (Mirror), DS (Daily Star).






� For contact details, see after References.





� Office of the e-Envoy (2002).





� We say ‘still’ only to mark the recent and public intensification of anxiety about these issues. In fact, concern about the experiential basis of democratic politics has been a strand in political thought since the mid 19th century (Tocqueville, Kierkegaard), and aspects of the disconnection discussed here have similarly long historical precedents.
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� See (within sociology and cultural studies) Skeggs (1995), Sennett (1999), Young (1999), Couldry (2000). Walkerdine (1999) and (in work closer to mainstream political science research) Eliasoph (1999).





� For more demographic detail, see Tables 1 to 5.





� M-O A correspondents are women, unless noted.





� This was not simply a matter of misunderstanding. One woman (J931), having said that ‘“A full and active member of a democratic society” is the sort of sociologist speak people don’t understand’, then defined it precisely: ‘I assume it means someone understanding how government works and having all the information necessary to cast their vote responsibly and having the know-how to make their views count by being able to present them to others’. 





� On the elderly’s cultural exclusion, see Hazan (1994).





� On the significance for democracy of symbolic participation through media, particularly new media, see Bucy and Gregson (2001: especially 375).





� Ceefax/ Teletext was mentioned as significant by 7 of the M-O A correspondents (4 women, 3 men).
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