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The Stakes in a Communication Policy Dialogue

Public interest in communication and information policy typically waxes and wanes.  For instance, questions about information content arose as a major issue in the aftermath of WWII, given concerns about propaganda, only to lay dormant and eventually reappear in the 1970s with a new focus on children’s television.  Then, for a while, content issues seemed to be resolved.  However, with the advent of the Internet and its open, decentralized architecture, content related issues emerged once again in full force.

Issues relating to media ownership have likewise had their ups and downs.   Until the mid-eighties, the government sought to limit media concentration by prohibiting certain types and levels of cross ownership.  However, media concentration issues and their associated ownership policies were subsequently superseded by technology advances, which promised to reduce spectrum scarcity and enhance media competition.  Ironically, the unintended consequences of these technology advances have served only to generate new concerns about media concentration.

What accounts for the rise and fall of communication policy issues, and the groups and policy advocates that lobby on behalf of them?   As importantly, why do public interest groups emerge to champion some communication related issues, at certain periods of time, while not others?  What environmental factors contribute to a robust policy debate in what Habermas has described as the public sphere?  As he has characterized it:

The public sphere cannot be conceived as an institution and certainly not as an organization.  It is not even a framework of norms with differentiated competencies and roles, membership regulations and so on.  Just as little does it represent a system; although it permits one to draw internal boundaries, outwardly it is characterized by open, permeable, and shifting horizons.  The public sphere can best be described as a network for communicating information and points of view [Italics added] (Habermas 2002: ---).

Understanding the answers to these questions is of considerable import, especially as they relate to communication and information.  For communication is the process by which all social activity is conducted: hence policy making in this area is generally coupled to other important policy areas, and with far-reaching consequences.  Because communication and information-based goods and services are both intermediary goods and end products in their own right, the impact of policies that affect their costs, availability, and use reverberates across all industry sectors as well as throughout the economy as a whole.  Likewise, policy concerns about freedom of speech and the free flow of information may cut across and conflict with defense-related concerns, as has recently happened in the post 9/11 environment.  Clearly, given the overriding importance of such issues, a robust public dialogue centered on communication and information policy is essential today for both a healthy economy and a democratic society (Garcia 2002).

This paper is in keeping with Habermas’s description of the public sphere, insofar as it conceives of it as being comprised of a network for communicating information and points of view.  However, in contrast to Habermas who calls for a clear separation between private and public actors, we argue that an effective public dialogue requires the linking of the two (Ku 2002).  It requires not only that civic actors be free to discuss and debate critical issues among themselves in an open fashion, but also that their voices be heard by decision makers and taken into account. (Forbath 1996; Ku 2000).  Emphasizing the relationship between efficacy and the sustainability of civic groups, as well as of democracy itself, Forbath notes, for example:

Such associations work when their members experience themselves acting not only democratically but also efficaciously.  Efficacy is essential for two reasons.  First, to paraphrase Oscar Wilde on the topic of socialism, most people are not predisposed to long meetings devoted to mutual deliberation.  However, if the actions that spring from deliberation bear some fruit, if they significantly affect the governance of the realm of life that brings the association’s members together, then the associations are vastly more likely to endure over time, enlisting the energies and educating the desires of their constituents.  Second, without such efficacy, the associations will not only fail to sustain the kinds of ‘publics’ Habermas envisions, but the ‘interpenetration’ of communicative power-generation, on the one hand, and lawmaking and administration, on the other, would be a sham.  Citizenly involvement would be window dressing rather than foundational to the business of government (Forbath 1996: ----).

 On this basis, we view the “public sphere” as being comprised of three distinct areas of networked activities where policy actors frame policy problems, identify and outline policy solutions, and decide and implement policy decisions (Kingdon 2003).   For a robust debate to take place there must be effective internetworking of all three groups.  Thus, we contend that greater attention must be paid to the process of constructing and sustaining the appropriate architecture to assure effective communication among all the players. The policy debate can become inhibited and muted in part because many players lack the resources and skills to communicate across these fields of policy activities.  It is especially helpful when a number of diverse actors interact and engage with one another to the extent that they create a space where they can find common ground.  We call this space the policy interface.  Issues rise on the policy agenda when activity fields converge in such a way that ideas are translated and actors come to value each other’s perspectives and therefore perceive policy issues in a congruent way.

Policy Fields and Protracted Outcomes  

Policy making can best be conceived as the domain of specialized, governance activities that come into play when private and public sector actors converge to resolve conflicts and/or to bring order to a given realm of organizational life.  A specific policy domain typically comes about as a result of the growing complexity of a particular field, in which organizational actors compete and cooperate to maintain and challenge patterns of dominance, power, and resource flows (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992; Fligstein 2001).  Participants are recognizable, given their ‘common orientation to formulate, advocate, and select courses of action to solve the domain’s problems’ (Knoke 1990: --).   

Although all participants aim to influence policy outcomes, they differ in the particular activities that they pursue.  Three major types of activities can be identified (Kingdon 2002).  For example, some policy actors identify problems, defining them strategically and rhetorically so that they are noticed or perceived in a new way.  Their aim is to attract support to one side by forging or breaking alliances (Stone 2002).   Others, typically comprised of communities of experts in a given policy area, focus on researching, identifying and evaluating potential policy solutions.  Finally, a third group, engages in political activities that entail decision making and policy implementation based on bargaining, voting, administrative procedures and/or other agreed upon decision making criteria.   

Although these activities fields are loosely coupled by weak ties among participants who are engaged in a common policy domain, each nonetheless acts relatively independently, ‘governed by different forces, different considerations, and different styles’ (Kingdon 2002: 87).  In Bourdieu’s terminology, each activity field has its own ‘habitus’ or local culture that shapes participants behavior and provides benchmarks that actors use to recognize who belongs and who does not.  These benchmarks are cognitive manifestations of shared meaning systems that are taken for granted within a given social network. They constitute the foundation upon which actors build trust and reduce uncertainty as they interact and communicate (Jones, Hesterly, and Borgatti 1997; Scott 2001).  

Equally important, local cultures help to determine which resources count in helping policy actors achieve their ends.  A dominant actor in any field is one whose resources match the demands of its environment or local culture.
  Thus, for instance, rhetoric might be a critical resource for actors who operate in the field of framing policy problems, and their performance might be evaluated based on the extent of their emotional appeal.  Alternatively, policy analysts will rely more heavily on actors’ expertise and knowledge resources.  In turn, political decisions makers, in order to negotiate quid pro quos, will need considerable material capital in addition to other forms of resources.  Social connections are useful to all policy actors in the sense that they can help the actor gain access to all other forms of resources. 

Not surprisingly, given the diverse cultures found in each activity field and the varied emphasis placed on different types of resources, communication and exchange transactions across these boundaries are often problematic.   Describing how policy analysts, with their focus on rational modes of thinking, tend to view political dialogues, Deborah Stone points out, for example:

. . . politics looks messy, foolish, erratic, and inexplicable.  Events, actions and ideas in the political world seem to leap outside the categories that logic and rationality offer.  In the rationality project, the categories of analysis are somehow above politics or outside it.  Rationality purports to offer a correct vantage point, from which we can judge the goodness of the real world (Stone 2002: 7).  

Lindblom and Cohen note, moreover, how such gaps in perspective can inhibit the exchange of ideas between fields of policy activities.  As they say:

In public policy making, many suppliers and users of social research are dissatisfied, the former because they are not listened to, the latter because they do not hear much they want to listen to (Lindblom and Cohen 1979: 1).

The goal of achieving a robust policy debate is made difficult not only by the existence of diverse policy cultures and the lack of communication across their network boundaries but also by the fact that policy making is itself a non-linear process.  More often than not, the activities in each activity field occur in a parallel but disconnected fashion (Kingdon 2002).  Thus, policy solutions may be crafted before a problem has been framed or it has gained any political salience.  Similarly, politicians may make decisions in the absence of a clear problem definition or an evaluation of policy options. Under the circumstances, a fully-fledged policy process is often the exception to the rule.  More importantly, policy issues are rarely conceived, much less debated, in a holistic fashion, whereby moral, analytical, and material resources can be brought to bear towards their resolution.  

Windows of Opportunity & Boundary Spanning Actors 

More typically, policy outcomes occur in those relatively rare but critical moments when shifts in the patterns of communication that govern exchanges across activity fields generate ‘windows of opportunity,’ enabling policy actors to link policy problems and solutions, together with decision making so that the process can be effectuated (Kingdon 2002).  In so doing, policy actors use information to influence others by redefining the situation, so as to restructure their perceived set of incentives and choices (Knoke 1990).  As Knoke describes it:

Influence occurs when one actor intentionally transmits information to alter the latter’s actions from what would have occurred without that information.  Influence operates by providing information that changes an actor’s perception of the connection between an action and its consequences (Knoke 1990: 3).

Looking at the types of resources in the policy field, we can see how each relates to information that can be used to generate influence.  For example, as a material resource, information can be used as an input to a body of knowledge that might be employed either to identify a problem, analyze a solution, or to justify a particular policy strategy.  Likewise, expertise can serve to credential both the speaker as well as the content of a policy position.  Social connections, in turn, provide access not only to critical information but also to others who might provide complementary sources of resources.  Finally, rhetoric can be used to frame arguments so as to legitimate them in the eyes of the broadest possible base.  To the extent that information inheres in each of these resources, we can speak of information as being the common currency of the policy realm.

Actors will be more or less able to recognize and/or generate windows of opportunity depending on their access to these information related resources and the communication capabilities required to exchange them.
  To be effective, a policy actor must have resources germane to the particular local culture in which the actor finds itself as well as to the specific task at hand.   Moreover, as new situations arise, or as actors negotiate their ways across the boundaries of diverse cultures, they will either need to have a variety of resources at their disposal or be able to exchange their resources for those most suitable.
 

Policy actors that can span multiple boundaries will be the most capable of fostering a sustainable policy dialogue.   Engaged at one and the same time in framing problems, researching solutions, and engaging in political activities, they are exposed to more diverse information and ideas than those operating within the context of a single field of policy activity.  Hence they are likely to have a broader perspective on issues, and how they might best be linked to generate windows of opportunity.  Operating in multiple contexts, and capitalizing on their knowledge of each, they can more easily connect clusters of policy actors, negotiating cooperation and compromises among them (Burt 1995; Wright 1996; Fligstein 2001; Kingdon 2002).  Boundary spanning actors can bridge the spaces between activity fields not simply because they are present but as importantly because they can skillfully create cognitive frames of reference that generate shared meanings across boundaries (Fligstein 2001).  

Engaging at the Network Interface
Although boundary spanning policy actors are necessary for the existence of a robust policy dialogue, they are insufficient.  Of equal importance are the communication networks—and in particular the interface—that allow actors to come together.  Communication networks not only provide the structure that link policy actors and channel information flows; they are also the repository of common meaning systems and understandings.  As Knoke puts it:

Influence is possible only when communication occurs between social actors: one actor must transmit a message to another.  And the second actor must receive, decode, interpret, and react to that message.  Rebuttal and counterargument may ensue before final resolution and compliance are reached.  The intersubjective aspect of political influence requires that meaningful communication channels be established and maintained among actors.  Not only must actors speak a common formal language, but also they must share connotative understandings of words and symbols used in political discourse . . . (Knoke 1990 - - -_)

In any communication network, the interface is the critical point that determines who can communicate with whom and on what basis.  It is located in the space where policy activities overlap, that is to say, where there exists the potential for communication linkages to connect clusters of actors.
  Not surprisingly, the interface can play a critical role determining the possibilities for and presence of windows of opportunities.  When local cultures blend together in these overlapping spaces, an opportunity exists for an interface to provide common ground—that is to say a platform—upon which diverse actors can communicate.  

We propose that the extent to which effective policy engagement takes place depends on the capacity of the policy interface, that is to say, the extent to which it allows for translation of ideas to take place.  For this to happen, the boundaries among local spaces must overlap sufficiently for real communication to occur, but not so much so that the ideas within those spaces are redundant. 

Consider the illustration below.  P1, P2 and P3 refer to the policy activities previously described: framing problems, researching and proposing solutions, and making and implementing policy decisions.  Together, these three activity fields constitute a policy domain.  In the figure below, each circle bounds one of these three areas of activity.  The areas where they overlap are the policy interface. 

The capacity of the interface is the extent to which it facilitates the convergence of activities within the policy domain.  Convergence occurs when ideas spread through the policy community and influence policy actors to change their perceptions about policy issues (Knoke 1990: Kingdon 2002).  When there is less interaction among activity fields, creating a very small or nonexistent interface, convergence is less likely to occur because information is unable to circulate from one cluster of actors to another.  Instead ideas tend to become isolated phenomena that lack longevity.  At the other end of the spectrum, where activity fields overlap a great deal, policy networks are subject to isomorphism; institutionalized norms and value systems constrain the proliferation of all but the most rare and spectacular new ideas.  At these extremes, change can occur, but only rarely and in very small increments (Chwe 1999: Watts 2003).

Figure 1: Variations on the Size of the Policy Interface







The policy interface links actors and ideas in a policy domain.  However, in contrast to Habermas, who views the public sphere as being devoid of cultural and structural properties, we have argued that it is precisely these properties that—constituting key aspects of the communication network interface—determine the extent to which a communication policy dialogue is productive or not.  For, as we have seen, the network interface is not devoid of norms as is Habermas’ public sphere; to the contrary, it is the diversity of cultures that comprise the interface, as well as the structural way in which these cultures overlap, that help to seed the public debate. 

Just as network interfaces have norms, cultures, and structures, so too they may exist in an ongoing, organized fashion. For, while it is the capability and the structure of the interface that determines the scope of the dialogue at any one given moment in time, it is the organization and/or institutionalization of the interface that will affect the sustainability of such conversations over time.  What, then, we might ask is the appropriate organizational framework for assuring that policy interfaces generate a thriving and sustainable policy environment?  Equally important, how might we assure that appropriate organizational frameworks are set in place?  

The OTA Experience 

The experience of the U.S. Congressional Office of Technology Assessment (OTA) provides some interesting lessons about how organizational actors might enhance the capacity of the policy interface.  Established in 1972 as a research arm of the Congress to assess the long-terms impacts of technology on society, the OTA served—in its time—to facilitate communication among policy advocates, policy analysts, and politicians.  Its history exemplifies how boundary-spanning actors can seize windows of opportunities and come together within the network interface of policy activity fields to foster public discussion and in the process generate major, policy changes.  Equally important, it shows that even when organizations provide valuable collective goods—such as an interface for policy dialogue—they can be subject to major collective action problems, if they fail to produce information resources that can be capitalized in the form of material support.   

As is the case with respect to most major policy decisions, the establishment of OTA in 1972 coincided with the convergence of the three policy fields. The late 1960s was indeed a time of problem framing, as a wide range of public interest groups began to raise questions relating to technology policy, and the ability of policy makers to adequately foresee and plan for them
. The academic community’s growing trepidation about US technology policy reinforced these developments.  Critical of the decision making process, and the inability of policy makers to deal with complex issues in an unbiased fashion, the academic community called for a new policy role—the ‘public policy analyst’ (Dror 1967). In doing so, these academics helped to pave the way for the OTA 
 (Ukeles 1977). Support for OTA was also forthcoming from the political field, not only from within the Federal Agencies but also Congress itself. Although congressional members were increasingly sensitive to technology-related issues, they often felt the need for more and better information about technology impacts. Trumpeting this concern, and lending his prestige on its behalf, was Emilio Daddario, Chairman of the House Subcommittee on Science, Research and Development. Having examined science and technology issues within his subcommittee for a number of years, Daddario called not only for an entirely new way of determining technology policy—technology assessment—but also for a new congressional agency to carry out the task
. A multifaceted person, with a broad base of resources, Daddario took four years to build a coalition of support for OTA, effectively spanning the boundaries of the various activity fields and appealing to the shifting symbols and cultural resource values of diverse groups
.       

Just as OTA resulted from the convergence of the three policy fields, so too, once in place, OTA came to promote all of these activities.  What made OTA unique was not only its activities as a boundary spanning actor, promoting windows of opportunity; it also performed the function of generating communication spaces where other boundary spanning actors could engage in dialogue to bring about change. To this end, it developed several channels of communication that assured that activity fields overlapped, thereby encouraging the steady flow of information and ideas among problem framers, problem solvers, and decision makers.  Equally important, in the course of promoting communication among actors, OTA became a repository of knowledge, comprised not only of explicit information about policy issues but also tacit, embedded knowledge about the process of performing technology assessment itself.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
One need only consider the variety of communication mechanisms that were employed to stimulate an ongoing policy dialogue.  First and foremost there were advisory panels, made up of members from the business community, academia, public-advocacy groups, and sometimes the general public.  Comprised of individuals who were knowledgeable in a particular area, or who had a stake in a study’s outcome, these panels were designed to provide OTA staff with advice about the scope, methodology, and substance of a study.  These advisory panels often took on lives of their own.  Panel members rarely agreed, either with OTA staff or among themselves.  They debated and argued using OTA draft documents as the venue for discussion.  In the process panel members informed OTA as well as one another
.  At the same time, OTA staff members became the conduits for transferring and translating information between the panel and the Congress, as well between the panel and the outside world.

The OTA staff also communicated with a wide range of experts from outside OTA, who served as contractors, writing papers on subjects that were beyond the scope of the staff’s expertise.  Rarely were these papers accepted simply at face value.  Rather, they provided the starting point for subsequent discussions among OTA staff, other problem solvers, problem framers, and political decision makers.  More often than not contract reports provided the bases for workshops where all would come together to discuss the data and sort out the evidence.  Participants learned as much from the points of disagreements as from the convergence of perspectives.

OTA also communicated directly with the general public.  For example, in a number of instances, project staff conducted formal survey research and focus groups.  Equally important from a communication perspective were field trips and case studies, which entailed on-going interactions and feed back between OTA staff and member of the public. 

Perhaps the weakest link in OTA’s communication chain was that connecting the organization to the political activity field.  OTA reports were thoroughly vetted through the Technology Assessment Board—the Congressional committee governing OTA—prior to their initiation and formal release to the public.  Moreover, OTA staff members worked closely with committee members in pursing their work, sharing information and soliciting advice.  However, bound by the compromises that established OTA, the staff was limited in its ability to communicate with and/or serve the needs of individual congressional members.   Equally problematic, it could not make policy recommendations, only neutral statements laying out policy scenarios and alternatives.  Unable to curry favor, it had a very narrow clientele base. As a result, OTA was unable to exchange it information-related resources for material support, a fact that cost OTA dearly in the political crisis that led to its demise in the summer of 1994, when the US Congress failed to appropriate funding to keep the OTA afloat (Bimber 1996).  

Fostering a Communications Policy Dialogue

Today, the need to foster an expansive policy dialogue is every bit as great as it was in the late 1960’s and early 1970s.  This is especially true in the area of communication, given the rise of media conglomerates, the emphasis on security concerns in the post 9/11 environment, the shrinking of the commons, and the convergence of digital media, to name a few.  To what extent is such a dialogue taking place, and where and among whom is it happening?  As importantly, to what extent does the structure of the discussion serve to foster a dialogue at the policy interface, as was the case with the OTA?   In the remainder of this paper, we explore the answer to this question, looking specifically at the way in which the issue of media ownership and media concentration has been dealt with in the context of the blogosphere.  We selected the issue of media ownership as a case for analysis, given its high public visibility as well as the widely held view that the public’s reaction to the FCC revised ownership rules played an important role in determining the subsequent course of events.   We chose to look at the blogosphere as the site for our analysis because blogs provide interactive communication capabilities, which have inspired many to view them as a venue for public debate much like Habermas’ 18th century coffee houses
 (Halavais 2001; Froomkin 2002).      

The term blogosphere describes a type of virtual community that is characterized by its interactive nature.  It consists of regular Internet sites as well as blogs.  A blog, formally known as a weblog, is a site where participants in the blogosphere, or bloggers, post various types of content including stories, diary entries, artwork, and music.  In contrast to regular websites, blogs allow visitors to post comments on the bloggers’ content and respond to the comments of others.  Oftentimes, such posts include links to content on regular websites; the blogger may invite visitors to travel to previously uncharted areas of the internet or to well-established sites that support the blogger’s argument.  Regardless of its content, a blog is a site where diverse individuals can communicate with others about shared interests, while expanding the dialogue by drawing on others and other sites.  

As in the case of any social network, bloggers negotiate shared norms and meaning systems as they interact with one another. The resulting culture serves as the communication interface of the blogosphere.  Not surprisingly, as in any traditional social network, the culture of the blogosphere can inhibit as well as foster the flow of information.  For example, clear social hierarchies have emerged within and among blogger communities so that some blogs are considered to be more prestigious than others (Packwood nd).  And, some bloggers have more influence than others when they are known to be expert on a given topic in the offline world.  Most importantly, participants in the blogosphere can only process a limited amount of information, so they tend to acknowledge a relatively small percentage of others in their blogging communities.
  

Given the hierarchical nature of the blogosphere, it is questionable whether blogs can function as a public sphere in the sense prescribed by Habermas.  However, it is conceivable that blogs might link actors across diverse policy activity fields, so as to enhance the capacity of the policy interface as defined above.  To ascertain the extent to which the latter might be true, we examine how the most prominent bloggers communicated with one another around the topic of media ownership during the month of June 2005.  We selected this time period to capture the dialogue surrounding the Supreme Court’s decision on June 14, 2005 to let stand a lower court’s ruling to limit the FCC’s ability to raise ownership caps (Washington Post 2005).  

To determine the role the blogosphere played in fostering the media ownership policy debate, we first used the search engine technorati.com to identify blogs where related discussions took place.  We performed key word searches on the following phrases: media ownership, media concentration, media consolidation, diversity index, media diversity, media convergence, cross-ownership, broadcast ownership, and media monopoly.  As can be seen from the following table, the search yielded a total of 307 hits.  Of these, 68 were “bad dates”—that is to say they were not posted during the month of June—while 24 were broken links.  Thus, we had 215 posts to analyze. (See Table 1 below)  

Table 1: Search Statistics

	Key words
	Total Hits
	Bad Dates
	Broken Links
	Usable Hits

	media ownership
	125
	28
	6
	91

	media concentration
	19
	7
	2
	10

	media consolidation
	83
	15
	9
	59

	media diversity
	17
	3
	0
	14

	media convergence
	0
	0
	0
	0

	media monopoly
	29
	7
	5
	17

	diversity index
	6
	1
	1
	4

	cross-ownership
	22
	3
	1
	18

	broadcast ownership
	6
	4
	0
	2

	Total
	307
	68
	24
	215


Starting from these 215 posts, we mapped the media ownership blogosphere.  As defined above, our ‘whole network’ includes not only the bloggers who authored the posts but also those sites to which they linked as well as the bloggers who commented on the original posts. The total number of nodes is 467.   This network can be seen in Figure 1 below.  

Figure 1: Media Ownership Blogosphere
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As this figure illustrates, the media ownership blogosphere is not a unified discussion; rather it is highly fragmented into many different components that together comprise 41 separate discussions.  Most of these discussions are small, highly asymmetrical, and disconnected from one another.  However, we identified one highly predominant component, where most of the discussion takes place.      To determine whether this main component might serve to facilitate the conversations within the policy interface, we extracted it from media ownership blogosphere for a more in-depth analysis.  See Figure 2.  

Figure 2: The Media Ownership Blogging Community
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As is the case with most social networks, the structure of the media ownership community is hierarchical, in that only a few participate in the dominant discussion.  As can be seen in Chart 1 below, the degree of participation, as measured by in-degrees and out-degrees (Wasserman and Faust 1994), resembles a power law.  That is to say, those blogs most central to the media ownership discussion were those that had the highest degree of links to other sites where more information could be found as well as the highest degree of referrals and comments from other bloggers.  See Chart 1 below. 

Chart 1: Degree Centrality
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As can be seen from Table 2, the most central nodes in the discussion were not all bloggers; almost half of these were media outlets.
Table 2: 10 Most Central Participants by Degree

	Participant
	Links to Discussion

	Geoffrey R Stone
	20

	Adam Thierer
	19

	Washington Post
	15

	Media News
	14

	Grant
	12

	Media General News
	12

	NYTimes
	11

	Tom1
	11

	MoveOn
	11

	Ben Compaine
	10


On the other hand, when bloggers were analyzed based on the extent to which they were located between different discussion groups (according to their ‘betweenness’), the media outlets dropped out of the top 10.   Betweenness determines the extent to which participants can serve as a conduit for information to flow from one discussion group to another.  Hence, in selecting bloggers for more detailed analysis of activities in the media ownership community, we picked those who exhibited high betweenness centrality as opposed to those who exhibited high degree centrality.   These top ten bloggers as ranked by betweenness centrality are identified in Table 3, below.

 Table 3: 10 Most Central Participants by Betweeness 
	Participant
	Betweenness

	Grant
	49

	Geoffrey R Stone
	25

	Adam Thierer
	24

	Ben Compaine
	22

	Christine
	14

	Dlb
	12

	Tmatt
	11

	Tom2
	10

	Atari Democrat
	8

	Zonga
	6


Having identified the predominant bloggers, we analyzed the specific roles that they play in their blogger communities, and the extent to which their interactions link problem framing with solutions and decision-making.  As we have argued, to the degree that all three activities take place, we can say that the blogosphere enhances the capacity of the policy interface.  At this stage of analysis, we mapped only those that engaged with the most central bloggers in the main component of the media ownership blogosphere, and we then analyzed the content of each discussion.

The final stage of our analysis revealed the inability of the blogosphere as it is presently constituted to enhance the capacity of the policy interface.  A review of each post and/or comment of the most central bloggers showed us that the great majority of bloggers are problem framers who advocate for certain positions on policy issues.  In this case, nine of the ten bloggers most central to the media ownership discussion framed the problem while only one proposed solutions.  In our sample, decision-makers did not take part in the discussion.  Furthermore, the most central bloggers did not play a role in linking different policy activities together.  

As can be seen in Figure 3 below, for the most part, each of these prominent bloggers hosted separate discussions that are linked together only to the extent that they referenced the same media outlets.  Thus, for example, the discussions of bloggers ‘Christine’ and ‘Tom2’ are connected to one another only by the fact that they both reference the Editor & Publisher website; otherwise, they have no connection to other discussions in the sample.  Likewise, ‘tmatt’ is connected to the network only because of a common link to amazon.com.  And, Geoffrey R. Stone, one of the most central bloggers in terms of both degree and betweenness, is completely isolated from the other key participants in the discussion because he and those who commented on his post do not link outside their own internal discussion.  The most densely connected area of the network, highlighted with a circle in Figure 3, relies on links to the Washington Post, PBS, and the FreePress.  
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Sustaining a Communication Policy Dialogue

Comparing the case of OTA with that of the media ownership blogosphere, we can see that the public sphere does not exist in a vacuum.  Although it may emerge from the bottom up, or from the top down, it is embedded in an institutional framework and culture that helps to determine the mode of interactions that takes place within it.  Thus, given any effort to promote the public sphere, care must be given to it construction—that is to say its architecture and the culture and rules of the game that sustains it.  A key question that needs to be pursued is what architecture is most conducive to promoting broad based policy engagement, as we have defined it here.  The formal organizational approach adopted OTA assured that communication across policy activities fields would take place.  However, the sudden collapse of OTA, and its lack of broad based grass roots public support, suggests that a totally top down architecture is risky in the long run.  On the other hand, wholly bottom up approaches, such as those found in the blogosphere for media ownership, provide no incentive for actors to transcend their narrow activity domains, thus giving rise to overly fragmented, interactions that feed upon themselves without leading to any decisive policy outcomes.     

As we have seen, in fostering the flow of ideas and an interactive policy dialogue, one important consideration is the structure and capacity of the interface that joins the local cultures that comprises the policy field.  The boundaries among local spaces must overlap sufficiently for real communication to take place, however, not so much that ideas within those spaces are redundant.   As it is presently structured, blogging in and of itself does not meet this criterion.  Most bloggers in the media ownership community play the role of framing policy issues.  Not surprisingly, in pursing this role, they communicate not in a two-way interactive basis but rather in what amounts to a store-and-forward broadcast mode that links to other media outlets supportive of their point of view instead of to other bloggers that might engage in a full-fledged discussion of the issue.  As a result, opinions are reinforced, and minds remained unchanged.    
One factor inhibiting the development of an effective policy interface as described herein is the problem of collective action.  Policy interfaces are public goods; as such they are likely to suffer from under-investment.   Although the Internet greatly reduces the communication costs associated with policy-related activities, it does not eliminate the costs of participation.  Covering these costs, however, can lead to redundancy.  For, as Mancur Olsen has noted, problems of collective action can sometimes be overcome when participants are closely associated with one another in a common cause.  However the intrinsic benefits derived from membership in such a group is more often than not accompanied by dissociation from and exclusion of ‘non members’ from the group. (Olsen 1971 ).  Hence, a real dialogue is foreclosed.         

Publicly funded organizations can provide appropriate incentives for broad-based collective action.   In fact, as in the case of OTA, organizations can serve not only as boundary spanning actors promoting policy dialogues among activity fields; they can also enhance the network interfaces helping to sustain such dialogues as well as common meaning systems over time.  However, public support is vulnerable to the winds of political change, as the case of OTA clearly attests.  Precisely because the OTA produced ‘neutral’ products, it could not compete for material resources in a political environment as biased as the U.S. Congress. Thus, to create a neutral policy environment that fosters a vibrant policy dialogue will require funding from a variety of sources.  Moreover, a loosely coupled, networked based structure that, while maintaining the appropriate and diverse channels of communication, reaches out in a greater variety of directions might be less vulnerable, and perhaps more fit in competing for resources and public support over the long run. 
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Many actors perform multiple roles and have similar access to the same types of information.   
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Some actors perform multiple roles and are located in the interface where local cultures blend.  Others continue to access the interface by forging boundary spanning communication linkages.  





P1





P2





P3





Actors do not perform multiple roles.  The interface exists only to the extent that actors form communication linkages that cross the boundaries of activity fields.
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� Effectiveness is typically related to four types of capital—material, social, cultural and symbolic. Material capital is associated with the physical inputs that are required to carry out an actor’s operations.  Social capital is structural in nature; it is derived from an actor’s associations and position in a network of relationships that allow him to access additional resources.  Cultural capital is a function of social status.  Its value is determined by implicit and explicit standards of expertise and prestige.  Likewise the value of symbolic capital, or legitimacy, is determined by both the formal and informal behavioral norms of a group (Bordieu and Wacquant 1992).


�Actors’ backgrounds will determine their access to a large degree.   Actors can be organizations or individuals.  They can be governmental or non-governmental.  Whatever the type, when an actor enters the policy field, it brings along the experiences and resources it has accumulated along the way—the expertise, credentials, and the cultural expectations that affect its motivations, perceptions and the strategies it employs. 


Whether working on behalf of public or private interests, all policy actors use strategies that relate to their areas of expertise and resource bases (Wright 1996; Stevenson and Greenberg 2000).  For example, organizations that can mobilize large segments of the mass public often target legislators, reframing problems in order to capitalize on their concerns about future electoral contests.  Others utilize their legal expertise to impact judicial outcomes; they may bring lawsuits before federal courts, sponsor litigation by providing resources to others, or they may file ‘amicus curiae’ briefs to communicate their groups’ positions prior to court decisions.  Organizations with relevant policy expertise and enabling political connections may secure influential positions on the advisory committees of administrative agencies.  By doing so, policy actors gain legitimacy in directly impacting how policies are implemented.





�As Garcia and Surles explain, “The measure of an actor’s ability to match its resources to a particular context constitutes the actor’s fitness level. The higher an actor’s fitness level is, the greater and more appropriate its resources, and the more competitive the actor is likely to be . . . . The context to which the actor must adapt is called the fitness landscape.  Embodying the local culture as well as the structural characteristics of the subfield in which activity takes place, the fitness landscape defines the criteria for a policy actor’s success in any given situation.  Because fitness landscapes vary from context to context, policy actors must exchange resources to maintain high fitness levels, when they span the boundaries of activity fields.  Central to the success of a policy actor, therefore, is its ability to generate, accumulate, and broker exchanges of resources.” (Garcia and Surles forthcoming)


� Operating in the context of structure, norms, and cognitive schemas, the interface can take the form of role expectations, languages and codes, and/or symbols.


� One need only recall, for example, that it was during the early Sixties that Rachael Carson first published her book Silent Spring, employing powerful rhetoric to describe the harmful effects of DDT.  And it was in the mid-Sixties that Ralph Nader told Americans, in his book Unsafe at Any Speed, that the cars they were driving were unsafe. 


� To support such a profession, they set up a number of journals and departments especially designed to promote the field of public policy.  Not surprisingly, in the debate leading up to the establishment of OTA, it was these proponents of policy analysis who were among the key spokesmen on OTA’s behalf. 





� As Dadarrio defined the term technology assessment was, “a form of policy research which provides a balanced appraisal to the policy maker.  Ideally, it is a system to ask the right questions and obtain correct and timely answers.  It identifies policy issues, assesses the impact of alternative courses of action and presents findings.  It is a method of analysis that systematically appraises the nature, significance, status and merit of a technology program” *Daddario 1967: 23).





� Public Law 92-484 establishing OTA was passed on October 13, 1972.  The law stated that OTA’s purpose was to ‘provide early indications of the probable beneficial and adverse impacts of the applications of technology and to develop other coordinate information which may assist the Congress.’ 


� D. Linda Garcia was a Project Director and Senior Associate at the Office of Technology Assessment.


� As described by Froomkin, The ‘creation of many new spaces and institutional forms for citizenly engagement in the process of lawmaking and governance’ may seem beyond our capabilities.  And perhaps it is.  But, as currently configured, the Internet radically empowers the individual.  The Internet also creates new tools that make possible the construction of new communities of shared interest.  In Habermasian terms, the Internet draws power back into the public sphere, away from other systems.  It also makes it possible, as never before, to create as many ‘new spaces and new institutional forms,’ as one desires (Froomkin 2002: 856).


� One of the most popular blog indexes, The Truth Laid Bear (� HYPERLINK "http://www.truthlaidbear.com" ��www.truthlaidbear.com�), clearly illustrates the fact that only a few very popular blogs receive the lion’s share of attention from other bloggers.  For example, on the sites latest report of blog traffic, only the top 2 of 5000 received more than 200,000 hits per day,  only the top 6 received more than 100,000, and only the top 55 received more than 10,000.  More than half of the 5000 blogs indexed received less than 100 hits per day. 
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