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Communications Research in Action:
Scholar–Activist Collaborations for a
Democratic Public Sphere, edited by
Philip M. Napoli and Minna Aslama,
makes a significant contribution to an
expanding research literature focusing
on engaged scholarship that seeks to
promote substantive social and political
change by assisting marginalized groups
and communities. Napoli and Aslama,
along with many of the contributors to
the volume, properly lament the failure
of much of communication research to
grapple with current political contro-
versies and policy-making focusing on
information and media-related issues
and its neglect of the savage inequal-
ities that characterize contemporary
American society.

The volume’s particular focus cen-
ters on engaged scholarship in the media
reform and media justice arenas. The edi-
tors correctly note the current moment of
opportunity in these arenas given sweep-
ing changes in the media landscape and
the democratic potential of new com-
munication technologies. In their intro-
duction, they locate the scholar–activist
collaborations featured in their text as
efforts to create and sustain a more demo-
cratic public sphere.

All of the projects featured in the vol-
ume belong to a multiyear initiative, enti-
tled Necessary Knowledge for a Democratic
Public Sphere, supported by the Social
Science Research Council, the Center for
International Media Action, and the Ford
Foundation. This initiative represents a
rare collaboration between foundations,
scholars, activists, advocacy groups, and
social movement organizations. It, there-
fore, deserves careful reflection, reflection
that one hopes will produce enhanced
partnerships in the future.

Divided into five major sections, the
volume is particularly well organized.
Part I, comprised of three chapters,
focuses on the needs and efficacy of
organizations seeking to produce more
democratic media systems. The three
chapters of Part II examine media
ownership and concentration. Part III
features four chapters that document
scholar–activist collaborations involving
grassroots alternative and community
media. The four chapters of Part IV
broaden the volume’s focus by explor-
ing issues related to the structure of a
democratic communication infrastruc-
ture, including broadband infrastructure
development and the allocation of radio
spectrum licenses. Napoli and Aslama
nicely frame these sections with brief
introductions that highlight key con-
cerns and provide concise definitions
of each chapter. Part V, comprised of
two chapters, provides an insightful
assessment of the project as a whole,
especially in a very perceptive chapter
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by Joe Karaganis of the Social Science
Research Council. Excluding the two
chapters focusing on project assessment,
11 of the interventions take place in the
United States. The other collaborations
focus on media or information issues in
Canada, Brazil, and Mauritius.

The book is well served by the
diversity of the interventions it exam-
ines. For example, chapters explore the
digital divide, media concentration and
ownership, the use of new technologies
to enhance alternative and community
media, the development of civic places
for public communication, and policy-
oriented research designed to influence
Federal Communications Commission
(FCC) rule-making. Similarly, mul-
tiple conceptual and methodological
approaches inform the interventions;
these perspectives include community-
based research, participatory action
research, ethnography, participant obser-
vation, and focus group research. This
topical, conceptual, and methodological
pluralism indicates that engaged research
can examine many different arenas and
can be informed by a number of concep-
tual and methodological approaches.

The book’s most compelling chapters
provide valuable insights on the oppor-
tunities available to scholars who engage
in research seeking to secure political
change and social justice for marginalized
groups. Three examples are illustrative.
In her chapter focusing on her inter-
action with community-based radio
stations, Orozco demonstrates how the
careful gathering of audience data can
inform changes in programming at these
stations. For example, her work with
WMMT, a community radio station
in Appalachia, revealed a desire for

expanded coverage of local news and
highlighted deep and, for the station, sur-
prising concern with prescription drug
abuse as a major problem. In response,
the station increased its local news cov-
erage and embarked on a 22-part series
on the prescription drug abuse issue.
The Mobile Voices Project, a partnership
between the Annenberg School of Com-
munication at the University of Southern
California and the Institute of Popular
Education of Southern California (a
group focusing on immigrant organizing
in Los Angeles), worked with low-wage
immigrants to use their mobile phones as
digital storytelling devices in an effective
effort to help empower immigrants to
share their lived experience, providing a
forum for a group often marginalized by
the mainstream news media. In another
illustration of activist–scholar collabora-
tion, Kidd and Lee document their work
in San Antonio, a working-class neigh-
borhood of East Oakland, California,
to increase the communication capacity
of residents through media training,
the establishment of digital media and
production sites, and efforts to bridge
the digital divide. They partnered with
the Media Alliance, an advocacy group.
This chapter underscores the significance
of social movement base building and
the need to expand the traditional focus
on issues relating to the digital divide.
Kidd and Lee persuasively argue that
researchers and activists need to reframe
discussion of the digital divide into a
broader context that focuses on digital
inclusion. Simply put, access to digital
media is not enough. It needs to be
combined with communication training,
technical support, and community-based
production.
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These chapters and others, however,
also underscore the difficulties and chal-
lenges confronting engaged research.
Kidd and Lee, for example, point out
that their grassroots effort lacked the
time and resources necessary to translate
their focus on digital inclusion into
concrete initiatives that would alleviate
communication inequalities in San Anto-
nio. Nonetheless, they and the Mobile
Voices project stress that initiatives to
address inequalities have a much greater
chance of success in communities with
a history of grassroots mobilization and
a network of social movement orga-
nizations. Projects such as the Mobile
Voices initiative, Orozco’s work with
radio stations and Rakow and Nastasia’s
effort to establish a network of civic
places, physical and virtual, for public
communication in North Dakota high-
light profound challenges in establishing
meaningful university–community part-
nerships given the often significant
differences in race, class, and educa-
tional status among activists, community
members, and scholars. Rakow and
Nastasia point to the lack of a common
language between researchers, activists,
and community members. A recurring
theme in many chapters is the need for
activists and community members to
play a central role in planning and imple-
menting specific projects and initiatives
that take place in their communities.
Effective engaged research demands a
respect for local knowledge and a real-
ization that all knowledge, including the
insights of researchers, is historically and
contextually situated.

While some of the book’s chapters
focus on the interaction between schol-
ars, activists, and social movement

organizations or advocacy groups, oth-
ers have a policy-oriented focus. For
example, Yanich, working with the Con-
sumer Federation of America and the Free
Press, reanalyzes and critiques an FCC
study on the influence of cross-ownership
of local newspapers and television sta-
tions. After pointing out significant
flaws in the FCC study, including its
definition of what constitutes local news,
he documents that cross-owned stations
strongly and negatively ‘‘affected both
the amount of total news and local news
that was broadcast’’ in particular markets
(p. 130). In another policy-oriented
study, Heintz and Romano Glaubke,
partnering with the activist group Chil-
dren Now, provide evidence derived from
two of their studies that demonstrate
that media concentration in the form
of duopolies in local television markets
decreases both the overall amount of
children’s programming and the amount
of educational and informative content
offered to children in these markets.

In his assessment of the project as a
whole, Karaganis provides a particularly
significant contribution to the volume,
raising issues that should guide future
scholar–activists collaborations focusing
on the media. He underscores the need to
connect the media public policy agenda
with grassroots activism, while simul-
taneously highlighting the current lack
of connection between professionalized
media-reform advocacy groups, largely
based in Washington DC, and grassroots
groups in local communities, which often
focus on media justice issues. Karaga-
nis also stresses an important tension in
the project’s funding of policy-oriented
research and its support of participatory
research designed to build the capacity
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of grassroots groups, a tension evident in
the volume as a whole. Far more than
some of the chapters, he also provides a
valuable discussion of the broader politi-
cal context in which the project operated.
As he notes, media reform and media
justice efforts take place in a political
environment long dominated by a mar-
ketplace orientation and its concurrent
commitment to media deregulation. He
underscores the striking resource imbal-
ances between progressive organizations
focusing on media reform and media jus-
tice and the powerful media organizations
they confront. This discussion empha-
sizes both the need for grassroots activism
focusing on media-related issues and the
harsh realities that confront this activism.

The shortcomings of the volume,
while not diminishing its importance,
highlight the need for conceptual rigor
in engaged scholarship and the intrinsic
challenges encountered in this form of
research. In their introduction, Napoli
and Aslama anchor the entire project to
an effort to construct a more democratic
and participatory public sphere. Unfor-
tunately, the introduction does not offer
a detailed discussion of the evolution of
research debates concerning the public
sphere as a concept, including critiques
of Habermas’s initial definition of this
concept. Nor does the introduction
provide a fully developed discussion of
the characteristics of a media system
that would produce a more democratic
and participatory public sphere. Finally,
many of the contributors to the volume
do not connect their research interven-
tions to a concern with the expansion of
the public sphere or make only glancing
references to this concept.

Similarly, the volume would benefit
from more reflection on the concept of
engaged scholarship. It is difficult to sus-
tain the position that the communication
field as a whole or media scholarship in
particular has lacked this form of schol-
arship. Indeed, considerable scholarship
in the field, including research in areas
such as public relations, advertising,
marketing, and media effects, has served
the interests of powerful institutions and
groups. Therefore, this research has been
and continues to be politically engaged.
We can be more precise by stating that
communication as a discipline and the
social sciences as a whole have produced
a limited amount of engaged scholarship
that seeks to promote significant social
and political change, highlights existing
inequities in American society, and works
with and for marginalized groups and
communities to secure social justice.

While some of the contributors
provide considerable reflection on the
difficulties in establishing and sustaining
partnerships between researchers and
advocacy groups or social movement
organizations, others provide little or no
reflection on this issue. This limitation is
particularly evident in some of the policy-
oriented studies. For example, Heintz and
Romano Glaubke, and Yanich, in their
respective contributions, do not advance
detailed discussions of their interaction
with the advocacy groups with which they
worked. More broadly, while the chapters
by Karaganis and Borgman-Arboleda that
provide an assessment of the project as a
whole frequently highlight that the effort
was rooted in a social movement strategy,
this strategy is evident in only some of
the chapters. Importantly, my claim here
is not that a social movement strategy is
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a problematic one for the construction
of a more democratic public sphere.
Indeed, I think this strategy is essential,
but some of the contributions are not
connected to this strategy or provide only
superficial reflections on scholar–activist
partnerships.

Despite these limitations, Commu-
nications Research in Action signifi-
cantly enriches our understanding of
the opportunities and difficulties in
creating and sustaining scholar–activist

collaborations. Napoli and Aslama, along
with the contributors to this volume,
raise pressing issues and offer valuable
insights on how researchers working
with social movement organizations and
advocacy groups can help revitalize a
public sphere too long dominated by
corporate and governmental elites.

Kevin M. Carragee
Suffolk University
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