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Ownership and control of the media
Who owns the media?

Until the early C20th the media was largely concerned with newspapers, television and radio. Since the 
turn of the century social networking has expanded and any question on the ownership and control of 
the media should include reference to that as well.   

Task one

Have students find out as much as they can about how much of the media 
Rupert Murdoch owns.

To what extent do they think he might be in a position to influence people in 
relation to ideas and values?

Task two

There are a number of issues with regard to the ownership of the media.

Consider the following and look for examples on the internet (sites such as Who Owns What? are useful) 
and in textbooks to support each one. Use the work of Bagdikian, (2004) The New Media Monopoly as a 
starting point.

1. One company often owns several newspapers or several television companies.

2. Some owners are involved/own a number of different media.  
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3. Ownership of the media is often international.

4. Some companies have interests in different interests as well as the media.

Task three

Read the introduction to Who Owns the Media?

‘What does it mean to have a ‘free’ media when the nation’s TV channels, news outlets, radio stations, 
search engines and social media platforms are owned by a handful of giant corporations? What does 
it mean to have ‘independent media’ when many of our most influential media organisations are 
controlled by individuals and Boards that are so closely connected with vested interests? This short 
report shows that just three companies dominate 71% of the national newspaper market – a market 
that may be shrinking but is still crucial when it comes to setting the agenda for the rest of the news 
media. When online readers are included, just five companies dominate some 80% of market share. In 
the area of local news, six giant conglomerates account for 80% of all titles while the 50-plus publishers 
have less than 20% of the remaining titles. We are facing an increasing number of news deserts given 
the fact that 36 million UK citizens – some 57% of the total population - do not have a local daily paper 
that is able to dedicate itself to matters of concern to their community. And where there is still a local 
press presence, some 85% of local government areas are faced with a monopoly or duopoly supply of 
local outlets. Sky, effectively controlled by Rupert Murdoch’s 21st Century Fox empire, is by far the UK’s 
biggest broadcaster and continues to dominate the pay TV landscape. ITV is making huge profits on the 
back of its format sales and faces fewer and fewer obligations to serve domestic audiences. Meanwhile, 
Channel 5 is already owned by a US giant, Viacom International, and there are constant rumours that 
the government is keen to sell off Channel 4 to the highest bidder. Two companies have nearly 40% of 
all commercial local analogue radio licences and control two thirds of all commercial digital stations. 
Only 14% of non-BBC stations are now independently owned while radio news is provided either by the 
BBC or by Sky. Is the internet any different to this? UK search is overwhelmingly dominated by Google 
while the most popular apps like Instagram and WhatsApp are owned by Facebook, itself by far the 
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most popular social media site. The BBC remains a powerful presence in broadcasting and online but its 
budget has been severely cut by the last two licence fee deals, its independence has been undermined, 
and it is increasingly being told by government to be mindful of its impact on the wider commercial 
market. We believe that concentration within news and information markets in particular has reached 
endemic levels in the UK and that we urgently need effective remedies. This kind of concentration 
creates conditions in which wealthy individuals and organisations can amass huge political and 
economic power and distort the media landscape to suit their interests and personal views. Urgent 
reform is needed in order for both to address high levels of concentration in particular media markets 
and to protect against further concentration in others. We hope that this report will provide data and 
arguments that will be useful to groups and individuals who want to see a far more pluralistic media 
structure in which a genuine diversity of views, voices and opinions are aired.

Introduction from:

Who owns the UK Media? Published by the Media Reform Coalition

The full article can be accessed from the website below

http://www.mediareform.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Who_owns_the_UK_media-report_
plus_appendix1.pdf 

Questions

1. What is meant by ‘vested interests’ in line 4?

2. What percentage of non BBC radio stations are independently owned?

3. What is the most popular social media site?

4. What does the writer mean when they say ‘… that concentration within news and information 
markets in particular has reached endemic levels ….’

5. What is the consequence of the concentration identified in question 4?

For those who prefer visual sources of learning the website below may be useful though is not as detailed 
as the introduction above.

https://uk.video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=youtube+ownership+of+british+media#

Pluralists, Marxists/neo-Marxists and Postmodernists all have views on the ownership and control of 
the media. It is important to be able to compare and contrast one theory against another, to be able to 
assess one theory against another. To be able to evaluate what each says and come to a decision as to 
which makes the strongest arguments. 

http://www.mediareform.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Who_owns_the_UK_media-report_plus_appendix1.pdf
http://www.mediareform.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Who_owns_the_UK_media-report_plus_appendix1.pdf
https://uk.video.search.yahoo.com/search/video?fr=mcafee&p=youtube+ownership+of+british+media#
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All the arguments should be supported by sociologists and sociological evidence and answers should 
use the language of sociology.

Task 

Read the following essay written by a candidate in timed conditions and decide:

• Does it answer the question?

• Are there any inaccuracies?

• Are there any paragraphs that are not needed?

• Are there any paragraphs in need of development?

• Is there a clear introduction?

• Is there a clear conclusion?

• What would you add to it in order to ensure that it gained full marks?

• Finally does the essay have an evaluative tone? Underline all the evaluative words used. 

Evaluate Marxist and neo-Marxist explanations of the control of the media [25]   

Neo-Marxists believe that the media is controlled by trained media professionals such as journalists 
and editors. They believe that media professionals act as gatekeepers, which means they control what 
goes in the news. They argue that they also set a news agenda, which means they shape a news story to 
support the values and beliefs they hold. Neo-Marxists believe these values support capitalism.

Neo-Marxists believe that capitalism is a negative thing because it exploits the working class and that 
as soon as the media message is sent out by the professionals it is directly and uncritically received by 
the audience, i.e. causing a false class consciousness which makes them support capitalism.

Neo-Marxism can be criticised by postmodernists because they believe that people use and interpret 
the media in their own ways. Hall suggested that audiences ‘decode’ messages in their own way 
depending on their cultural background. Therefore the idea that the media directly influences 
audiences can be criticised. The postmodernists argue not everyone will support capitalism due to the 
messages having different effects on different people.

In a similar manner Marxists believe that media owners control the media to control society. 
Althusser said that the media is part of the ideological state apparatus for owners to use to promote a 
hegemony which means a dominant set of ideas created by the ruling class.
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Another Marxist, Miliband, suggested that the media is the ‘opium of the people’ and hence people are 
addicted to the media and are docile so do not question what is being shown to them. They accept the 
message and therefore continue to watch, listen and read the media thereby supporting capitalism as 
a result. 

Furthermore Marxists believe that the media owners use moral panics to control society by creating a 
panic about a social problem to hide a worse social problem. Hall suggested this and an example is the 
moral panic about black minority gangs in society to hide the economic recession in the 1970s.

Marxism and neo-Marxism can be criticised because their theories are based on the assumption that 
capitalism is bad whereas it may be a good thing for society. Moreover both theories believe that the 
media directly influences audiences whereas Fiske believes that the power of the audience to interpret 
messages is stronger than the power of the messages themselves, therefore the control of the media 
does not necessarily result in the control of society by the ruling class.

Pluralists however criticise both neo-Marxists and Marxists. Pluralists believe that media owners, 
professionals and audiences have control over the media. This is because Whale suggested that the 
media is a free market based on demand and supply so what media content audiences demand will 
be supplied by media owners. Consequently it can be seen that audiences control the media. Sumpter 
agreed with Whale as he believed that although media owners had ownership and control of the 
media they based their decisions of media content on audience figures. The aspects of media enjoyed 
by the audiences will have higher audience figures and therefore will be produced more as media 
owners are keen to maximise profits.  


