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Institution 

 
Media theory of Institution means a range of things and it is important that you understand it 
‘fluidly’ rather than ‘rigidly’ in order to apply it to any question, and to be able to consider 
opportunities for applying Institutional theories. 
 

 Institution refers to our wider Society -  the West (UK, USA, Europe). It is widely regarded as 
a Consumer-driven Capitalist society.  

 Institution refers to our more immediate Society - the UK and England. There are media 
practises which are peculiar and more specific to our culture as opposed to the US and other 
parts of Europe. 

 Institution refers to the Dominant Ideology – the views held by the dominant group, the 
ruling elite as opposed to the wider dominated Mass. These views create power struggles 
between Genders, Ethnic groups, Social Classes and Ages.  

 Institution refers to Broadcast Channels and Conglomerates, still distributing media to a 
Mass Audience (Channel 4, BBC, NewsCorp) 

 Institution also refers to individual Organisations and Companies which produce and finance 
specific programmes, series or brands  (the creators of the Simpsons or Eastenders) 

 

Brand Values 
 
Brand Values relates to the way that an Institution aims to be perceived by the Audience. Many 
Institutions outline their Brand Values in their Mission Statement – a written statement 
summarising what the organisation promises to provide to the customer, acting as a ‘guide’ to 
the company.  
 
BBC –  To enrich people's lives with programmes and services that inform, educate and 
entertain. 
BBC Two is a mixed-genre channel appealing to a broad adult audience. It includes the greatest 
amount and range of knowledge-building programming of any BBC television channel. 
BBC Three is constantly innovating and experimenting to provoke thought and to entertain 
audiences from 16 year olds to 30 somethings. 
BBC Four’s primary role is to reflect a range of UK and international arts, music and culture. It 
provides  high quality programming that is intellectually and culturally enriching. 
 
Channel 4 -  to be innovative, experimental and distinctive and the provision of a broad range of 
high quality and diverse programming. 
E4 -  The "E" stands for entertainment, and the channel is mainly aimed at the 15–35 age group 
More 4 - adult entertainment which is intelligent and insightful programming. 
 
ITV – to provide ‘programmes aimed at everyone and not simply at niche or segmented 

audiences’ ‘ITV stands for popular, classy, modern TV in all of the big genres.’ 
ITV3 is about character driven narrative and drama that stirs the emotions 
ITV4 has a male focus, offering gritty cult and contemporary drama. 
 

Channel 5 -  a general entertainment channel. 
 
Mission Statements of some of the main Newspapers in the UK here 
 
 
 

http://media-radar.blogspot.co.uk/2012/01/print-media-newspapers.html
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For Advertising of Brands and products consider how the Brand Values can be communicated 
through Gillian Dyer’s Lines of Appeal – 
 

LINES OF APPEAL 
      By using the appeal of... 

BRAND VALUES 
....an example of what the text might be 
communicating about the institution is... 

Happy families (everyone wants to belong)   
 
Childhood - can appeal to either nostalgia 
or to nurturing instincts 
 
 Successful romance and love   

 

community and social interaction 
family values 
durability and longevity 

 

Rich, luxurious lifestyles, aspirational 
 
Dreams and fantasy 
 
Successful career  
 
Glamorous places  
 

       opportunity & access to  success 

Elite people or experts  
Comedy & humour 

 intelligence, understanding and honesty 

Art, culture & history 
 

culture and sophistication 
 

Beautiful women – and men 
 
Self-importance & pride 
 

     *’cool’ lifestyle – individuality and choice 
 
*ownership of material goods - technology 
and contemporary gadgets 
 

desirability of the self and others 

Nature & the natural world 
 

 social responsibility 

 
*Added 

 
Looking at the Codes and Conventions, it seems evident that texts are Encoded to support the 
mission statement or remit  and that text producers have a Preferred Reading for their 
Audiences.  
 

 

Ownership 
 
How does ownership affect the text? 
 

 In terms of Content.  

 In terms of Production. 
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Types of Ownership: 
 

 Commercial 

 Public Service Provider or Broadcaster (PSP/B) 
               (Channel 4 is a commercially funded organisation but with a Public Service remit.) 
 

Content and Production 
Commercial companies are essentially driven by the need for success. Commercial companies 
generate income most often through advertising revenue. It is vital that the institution maintains a 
level of success through audience figures, readership etc.  as this will ensure advertisers continue 
advertising with the Institution and do not chose an alternate source to market their products. 
This has implications for the content – in simple terms it could be argued that commercial 
institutions produce formulaic programming or articles which are guaranteed to attract and engage 
the highest number of people – the ‘tried and tested’. This would then suggest that Institutional 
Ownership affects the relationship with Audiences and Hegemony is apparent when Audiences 
decide to switch off. 
Public service providers are duty bound to serve the needs of the Mass. This does not mean that 
they do not need success – but it could be argued that for the BBC, success is measured not only on 
ratings but also on values of integrity and quality rather than high entertainment and popular 
approval. 
 

 
 

 

Power:  
 
Power of the Institutions largely considers how a Dominant Ideology is upheld by the Media. It is 
important to remember that Mass Media production is still in the domain of the elite few who have 
access to substantial financial backing.  
This group tends to be dominated by a small group of Western males who run the 13 top media 
conglomerates in the world. These conglomerates are responsible for an overwhelming majority of 
media production. 
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Feminism and Feminist Theory 
 

Why is Feminism important? 

 Most media texts are the product of a Patriarchal society 

 Some might argue that this society attempts to disempower women  

 Media as a powerful Agent in society is implicated  (knowingly or unknowingly) in  furthering 
this oppression and disempowerment. 

 

History  

The feminist movement goes back to the call for the Right to Vote and the Suffragettes at the 
beginning of the 20th Century. Media became an important tool in campaigning for this Right.  
During the World Wars particularly the Second World War, women took up many jobs which had 
been traditionally been carried out by men. Men were across Europe fighting, so women worked in 
factories, on farms etc. When the war was over and the men returned, power between the Genders 
had been shifted.  
The 1950’s saw a huge rise in Representations of Women, due to the post-war availability of 
television and increase in advertising. However, it is argued that women’s power came from their 
vital contribution to the Western consumer, Capitalist society. Women were the chief product 
buyers for the home and a great deal of advertising and messaging in media targeted them to 
further economic growth.   
So began the process of the 2nd wave of Feminism, the fight for full equal Rights. The Sex 
Discrimination Act was passed in 1975 enabling women to earn as much money as men and 
prevented discrimination against either gender due to marital status.  
3rd Wave Feminism from the 1990’s championed the idea that women’s diversity, individuality and 
freedom needed to be recognised and protected. It was, in a way, a backlash against the previous 
waves of Feminism, arguing that there is no single identity of a woman and that women should have 
the opportunity for freedom against stereotype and censorship in the same way as men. Third wave 
feminism argues that the struggle for equality is far from over. 
Post-Feminism differs from 3rd wave feminism primarily in the idea that women have successfully 
won their equality struggle and that now they have freedom to explore any and all identities. Films 
such as Sex in the City and Bridget Jones’ Diary are often considered to be ‘Post-feminist’ in the 
sense that the heavy focus on relationships, marriage, clothes etc is thought to be a conscious choice 
for the contemporary post-modern woman and not the result of oppression, but rather of a newly 
liberated gender. 
 

Theories 

Theories that particularly apply to Feminist Theory include: 
 

 Mulvey’s Male Gaze – that media (film) is constructed for the objectification and act of 
‘looking’ at women. Women are most often passive agents in film compared to the ‘active’ 
nature of their male counterparts. Women must fit particular criteria in terms of their 
physical appearance (especially as heroines) in stark contrast to the demands placed upon 
their male co-stars.    

 Binary Oppositions – many representations of gender show typical opposites – 
dominant/passive, hero/victim, seducer/seduced, stable/unstable etc. Traditionally these 
have frequently shown men to be in a superior position to women. 

 Bechdel Test – the three rules of the Bechdel Test to check for an institutional male 
dominated power: Does the text include 2 or more named women? Who engage in a 
conversation with each other? About something other than (or related to) a man? 
Interestingly the 9 nominees for the 2012 Oscar  were subjected to the test and only 2 
passed.   
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Masculine Identity 

 
There is a belief that the representation of Masculine Identity is also a concern in the media. A study 
on Media representations of Males by Dr Macnamara (2010) states that Men have been subjected to 
an ongoing stream of negative images for a number of years: 
 
 

Dr Macnamara found that, by volume, 69 per cent of mass media reporting and commentary on men 

was unfavourable, compared with just 12 per cent favourable and 19 per cent neutral or balanced. 

Some of the recurring themes in media content portrayed men as violent, sexually abusive, unable 

to be trusted with children, 'deadbeat dads', commitment phobic and in need of 're-construction'. 

"Men were predominantly reported or portrayed in mass media as villains, aggressors, perverts and 

philanderers, with more than 75 per cent of all mass media representations of men and male 

identity showing men in on one of these four ways," Dr Macnamara says. 
 
 

These images will result in Cultivation over time of the belief that men are inferior morally, 
intellectually and in relationships with others. 
 
See also: 
 
http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/sections/gender02.html 
 
 
 

Ethnicity and  Class 

 
Another area of interest for media researchers and academics is that of typical representations of,  
and the absent representations of ethnic groups. Efforts made by television channels to be 
demonstrably inclusive often result in dedicated ‘seasons’ or shows designed to appeal to and 
represent minority groups. This can result in ‘Tokenism’ – the practise of making a symbolic token 
gesture towards the inclusion of a minority group.  This criticism has, in the past, been equally 
directed at Channel 4, the station promising to deliver diversity, as it has to the more mainstream 
channels.  

 
Minority programming has also been described as a form of 'tokenism'...the existence of 

multicultural programme departments 'lets everyone else off the hook of having to deal with black 
Britons and perpetuates the thinking that as long as there is one of something - one black sitcom, 

one black comedy show - then sufficient progress has been made' (Ross, 1996:144). Further, 
multicultural programming can form a 'ghetto trap' for 'black' programmes. It is an innovation based 

on prejudice, as Mike Phillips argues: 'When I watch Inspector Morse I don't think of it as not 
belonging to me and there is no reason why a white person shouldn't feel the same about our 

programmes' (1992:27) 
Reena Mistry 

 
 ‘I don’t want Black History Month...Black History is American History’ 

Morgan Freeman 
 

http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/sections/gender02.html
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Reena Mistry goes on to argue, quoting Strinati,  that in terms of providing positive representations 
of minority groups, any positivity that exists enables power to stay firmly in the hands of the 
dominant group.  

 
Hegemony works because it is based on the granting of superficial 'concessions' (Strinati, 1995). This 

involves the dominant group making 'compromises' that are (or appear as) favourable to the 
dominated group, but that which actually do nothing to disrupt the hegemony of the dominators 

 
 
Avatar is an example of a film criticised for presenting a white, dominant view. Whilst the film 
contains a worthy environmental message, the Huffington Post published an article about  the 
‘white hero’ saving the natives and that although critical of the capitalist destroyers of the land, it 
seems impossible to imagine that the Na’vi could have saved themselves without the help of 
western hero, Sully and the team.  
 
In terms of Media Institutions and Social Class, there has been a growing debate over the way the 
media treats Working Class Britons in particular. This feeling of unease in recent times seems to have 
been bubbling under with the portrayal of urban youth or Hoodies (an item of clothing which 
became a political issue, see the guardian and Wikipedia,) from around late 1990’s onwards.  Angela 
McRobbie stated that: 
 

the appeal of the hoodie is because of its promise of anonymity, mystery and anxiety...The point of 
origin is obviously black American hip-hop culture... and suggests a distance from the world of 

office suit or school uniform. The hooded top is one in a long line of garments chosen by young 
people, usually boys, to which are ascribed meanings suggesting that they are 'up to no good'.  

 
This division continued with the rise of reality celebrity culture which made it acceptable for the 
media to openly mock and criticise the reality stars’ education, desire for material goods and culture. 
This coincided with the growing use of the derogatory term ‘Chav’, originally used to describe a 
working class youth subculture, but now applied more generally to working classes. Attention has 
been brought to the treatment of class groups in the aftermath of the London Riots of 2011 and 
through Plan B’s attack on the media  
 
 
When you attack someone for the way they talk, the way they dress, the music they listen to or their 

lack of education and you do it publicly you make them alienated. 

"Anyone beaten into that apathy won't care about society," he added. "They feel in their eyes that 
society has made it very clear they don't care about them. 

Plan B 

Ben Drew’s film ‘Ill Manors’ further explores the lifestyle and challenges experienced by those living 
in an urban environment with limited opportunities. It is interesting that his film adds to the 
extensive body of work showing the bleak, underworld of the estates – possibly because it is this 
representation that engages audiences and provides spectacle. Is he giving a ‘voiceless generation’ a 
voice, providing an alternative view of the clichéd gangs, drugs, prostitutes and cycle of neglect or 
simply packaging a ‘message’ for commercial success? 

These issues of how Institutions in Society (echoed by Media Institutions) deal with race and class, 
can also be seen in the treatment of Disability.  
 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2010/01/10/avatar-critics-see-racist-theme_n_418155.html
http://www.guardian.co.uk/politics/2005/may/13/fashion.fashionandstyle
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hoodie
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hip-hop
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suit_(clothing)
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/School_uniform
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Marxism, Hegemony, Liberal Pluralism  
 

The political and social impact of Institution and Media can be best understood through Marxism, 
Hegemony and Liberal Pluralism. 
 

According to the classical Marxist position, the mass media simply disseminate the ideas and world 
views of the ruling class, and deny or defuse alternative ideas. This is very much in accord with 

Marx's argument that: 
The media thus reproduced the viewpoints of dominant institutions not as one among a number of 

alternative perspectives, but as the central and "obvious" or "natural" perspective' 
Daniel Chandler 

 
Noam Chomsky describes the: 

 
elite media, sometimes called the agenda-setting media because they are the ones with the big 

resources, they set the framework in which everyone else operates. 
 

Chomsky is referring specifically here to the Institution of printed news.However, this can easily be 
applied to any Media Institution or the wider Institution of society -  one group, the Mass, 
experiencing Oppression at the hands of another, the ruling Elite. However, even Chomsky admits 
that this power is negotiated and accepted. He goes on to describe how an organisation such as the 
New York Times may feed news stories to smaller regional newspapers, therefore dictating the 
important news, the ‘reality’ of the day. 
 

 If you’re an editor of a newspaper in Dayton, Ohio and you don’t have the resources to figure out 
what the news is, or you don’t want to think about it anyway, this tells you what the news is. These 

are the stories that you put there because that’s what the New York Times tells us is what you’re 
supposed to care about tomorrow. If you are an editor in Dayton, Ohio, you would sort of have to do 

that, because you don’t have much else in the way of resources 
 

Gramsci’s theory of Hegemony is considered to be a more likely power situation in a democratic, 
consumer society. Audiences are aware of the power difference and to a certain extent accept that 
this structure maintains the Status Quo but demand negotiation from time to time.  
 
Baudrillard’ Hyperreality theory and Gerbner’s Cultivation Theory is certainly relevant to the concept 
of how ideology imposed by a dominant group changes perception over time irrevocably. Using 
Chomsky’s example of the News Agenda being set by the elite, over time our perception of what is 
‘News’ is a ‘fabrication ‘ and subject to change over time.  
 
Liberal Pluralism is the theory of freedom of speech, that the Mass are given equal rights and control 
– therefore Liberal Pluralists would argue that the predominance of Reality TV is die to Audience 
demand. 

 
Pluralists see society as a complex of competing groups and interests, none of them predominant 
all of the time. A basic symmetry is seen to exist between media institutions and their audiences, 
since in McQuail's words the 'relationship is generally entered into voluntarily and on apparently 
equal terms'... and audiences are seen as capable of manipulating the media in an infinite variety 

of ways according to their prior needs and dispositions, and as having access to what Halloran calls 
'the plural values of society' enabling them to 'conform, accommodate, challenge or reject'. 

(Gurevitch et al. 1982: 1) 
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This seems to relate most closely to the Internet and the rise of the Audience voice in terms of what 
becomes significant, requiring our attention. 

 

Cross Cultural and Global Issues 

 
It is very easy in our Western world to forget that there are any other voices than our own, that any 
other view, than those that are from the West could exist or matter. However, events in recent years 
in China and the Middle East, namely those associated with Social Media, have brought Cross-
Cultural Issues and Globalisation to attention.  
 
Cross- Cultural issues deals with the ways texts may be revised for other cultures. Examples of this 
includes Game show and Reality TV shows, as well as Television Sitcoms and Dramas.  
Globalisation refers to the spread of Western texts to other cultures. 
 
Access to specific Media texts is no longer confined to individual countries as it once was. Texts are 
spread rapidly throughout the world. There has been an increase in the number of diverse 
programming scheduled on UK television from throughout Europe. Another interesting 
phenomenon is the increase in UK shows travelling to other countries in revised formats, and vice 
versa.  
 
Western Media can have an impact on other cultures in the following ways:  
 

 Dominant Western view and Ideologies broadcast to a Global Audience 

 Stereotyping of cultures  

 Assumes a dominant political belief system of access to information and communication 
tools 

 Promotes consumerism and capitalist values  
  
Edward Said’s theory of Orientalism is an important consideration here as he argues that the West 
can only define and understand itself in relation to the notion of ‘Other’ – cultures which are 
diametrically opposed to ours, and therefore something to fear or be wary of. Media examples 
include the representation of Muslims and Islam and of Migrants and Migrant workers.  
 
 

 
 MEST 3, you may be asked a Question directly about institutions in Q. 1  or you may need to apply 
your knowledge to Q2 or Q3.  
 
 
Either way, make absolutely sure you.... 
 

1) Read and respond to the question very closely 

2) Use detailed examples from the text and add supporting examples from related texts. 

3) Consider carefully the issues of  Institutional power in terms of the wider society and 

dominant ideology. Look for difference (gender/class/age/race etc) within the text. 

4) Use key terminology to describe Institutions 

5) Use key theories to describe  Institutional Impact  
 


