
  

 

REFLECTING THE COLOURS OF THE WORLD  

Media, diversity and discrimination  

DIVERSITY REPRESENTATION IN THE MEDIA: SEPARATING FICTION FROM 

REALITY  

In most EU countries, the mainstream media are considered to be the most appropriate channels 
for information and communication for all groups in society. However, they do not, as yet, reflect 
the diverse nature of our societies in an adequate way. This is true both for the composition of 
the staff of media companies and the issue of fair portrayal, meaning how programming is made 
and how selection of programming is done. These two perspectives are closely connected since 
the issue of fair portrayal is directly affected by, for example, recruitment policy, who is visible on 
the screen, how are programmes selected etc. Both concerns should be regarded together, not 
separately as often is the case in many media businesses today. 

A national study conducted by a research organisation, on behalf of an EQUAL Development 
Partnership, indicates that in 78% of the cases when television news mentioned migrants it was 
in a negative context, and that in 58% of the cases, reference was made to their criminal or illegal 
behaviour. Since September 11, the situation has become even worse, as the media are 
increasingly setting the political integration agendas by connecting Muslim communities to 
terrorism and extremism. Unfortunately there are few counterbalances to this, as people who 
work in the media often have little knowledge of the cultural and religious backgrounds of these 
"new Europeans", and the recruitment and involvement of people with different backgrounds in 
the national mainstream media is still limited. 

Recently arrived migrants and refugees are often not able to communicate in the language of 
their new country of residence and cannot access information provided by the mainstream media. 
As a result, they turn to satellite stations from their countries of origin instead. While commercial 
and public broadcasters struggle to attract audiences and survive in an increasingly competitive 
market, audiences themselves are becoming more multicultural. In some countries, ethnic 
minority groups are the fastest growing consumer forces, and in some urban areas, more than 
50% of young consumers have an ethnic minority background. Thus, increasing diversity within 
the media is essential for the full integration of the groups of "new Europeans" into the national 
societies, and the future sustainability and legitimacy of the national mainstream media. 

 SOCIAL INTEGRATION VITAL FOR EU COHESION  

Integration is both a matter of social cohesion and a prerequisite for economic efficiency. In the 
context of the European Council's Tampere and Lisbon agendas, integration should be 
understood as a two-way process based on mutual rights and obligations. This implies that the 
host society ensures equal participation of migrants in economic, social, political, cultural and civil 
life, and that migrants respect the fundamental norms and values of the host society and actively 
take part in the integration process, without having to relinquish their own identity. The media can 
play an essential role in this process. 

This role is recognised by the European Union, as one of the four initial priorities for its Action 
Programme to Combat Discrimination: "Working with the media on how to avoid publishing or 
broadcasting material which is discriminatory or encourages discrimination and from 
discriminating in their employment policies." Similarly, within this area of activity, the European 
Commission has launched a five-year, EU-wide information campaign "For Diversity. Against 
Discrimination". This campaign is designed to inform people about their rights and obligations 
under European and national anti-discrimination law, as well as to promote the positive benefits 
of diversity for business and society as a whole. 

At EU level, most of the regulatory issues relating to the media are dealt with by DG Education 
and Culture. It runs, for example, a Media Plus Programme (2001-2005) that aims to strengthen 
the competitiveness of the European audio-visual industry through a series of measures that 
support training of professionals, development of production projects, distribution and promotion 
of cinematographic works and audio-visual programmes. And a Television without Frontiers 
(TVWF) Directive has been adopted which creates the conditions necessary for the free 
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movement of television broadcasts within the Community. The Media Plus Programme and the 
TVWF Directive do not explicitly mention the role of diversity in the European mass media, but at 
the same time they offer the possibility of more space for media and diversity issues. 

However, the debate on new migration challenges and the media goes beyond the borders of the 
enlarged Union. In his report on the "Strengthening of the United Nations: an agenda for further 
change" (A/57/387), UN Secretary-General Kofi Annan identified migration as a priority issue for 
the international community. The Global Commission on International Migration (GCIM) was 
established, on the initiative of the governments of Switzerland and Sweden, and involves many 
other countries. Among the thematic papers to be produced by GCIM, one will focus on migrants 
in society examining in particular public and political perceptions of international migration and 
the role of different stakeholders in this respect, including the media. 

 EQUAL: MAKING THE MEDIA MORE DIVERSE  

The EQUAL programme has been an important vehicle for change in the portrayal of diversity in 
the media, both at national and transnational level. EQUAL partners have brought together and 
encouraged dialogue between media companies, training institutes, NGOs, anti-racist 
organisations, public broadcasters, community media, national authorities, and many more 
organisations connected to the media. The composition of the partnerships under EQUAL has 
made it possible to develop tools and methods that have helped the media to provide a more 
welcoming working environment for professionals from, for example, ethnic minority 
backgrounds. 

Making news reporting more representative 

One of the most important techniques in this area of activity has been the creation of intercultural 
training modules for journalists that have been offered to existing journalists and students of 
journalism or specific seminars on, for example, accessibility to strengthen the knowledge of 
disabilities. Thanks to EQUAL, the first news agency in a Member State that is staffed by both 
native and migrant journalists has been set up. It provides timely, accurate and unbiased news 
and information in a format that can be used by news and current affairs programmes broadcast 
at national and regional level. This way, the media industry is moving away from so-called "ghetto 
programming" towards integration and diversified standard programming. 

Developing new forms of training 

EQUAL has also helped to organise workshops and summer schools for professionals with 
different backgrounds and indigenous media professionals. Training has been given to minority 
and disability NGOs on how to engage in constructive dialogue with the media. Furthermore, 
Multicultural Media Masterclasses have developed ethnic minority talent by pairing potential 
media professionals with experienced public broadcasters in the design and production of 
innovative intercultural programme formats. 

Providing opportunities to young people 

EQUAL has run several pilot projects to encourage young people from migrant and ethnic 
minority groups or disabled individuals to choose a vocational career in the media, and created 
placements so that they can experience what it is really like to work for major news programmes. 
Other young people have had the chance to produce their own television programmes, some of 
which have subsequently been broadcast by local, regional and national public channels. 

Promoting diversity 

Strategies have been developed to improve diversity policies based on the business case and an 
equality audit for broadcasting has been established. The activities of projects funded under the 
former EMPLOYMENT Community Initiative have inspired public broadcasters in a number of 
Member States to establish diversity policies. These EMPLOYMENT projects were also the 
stimulus for the present involvement of two national broadcasting companies in the first round of 
EQUAL. For the second selection round, a further three national channels or companies have 
developed project proposals based on the type of results and experiences of EQUAL that are 
mentioned in this brief. 

An international conference in spring 2004 that was organised by EQUAL and which brought 
together diversity officers from most of the European public broadcasters and the European 
Broadcasting Union (EBU) marked another important milestone for the initiative. This meeting 
was followed by a transnational roundtable during which the media diversity officers decided to 



 

 3  

try to initiate a working committee on diversity policies within the EBU and to revive the EBU 
Charter on Equal Opportunities in such a way that public broadcasters would commit themselves 
to an annual report on their diversity efforts. The seminar concluded 12 points out of which 3 are 
mentioned below: 

 Diversity management should be integrated into forward planning, not project-based or 
ad hoc  

 Broadcasting should reflect the world from as many perspectives as possible and 
celebrate 'the drunkenness of things being various'  

 Equality and diversity are economic as well as moral imperatives  

Co-operating across Frontiers 

The trans-national co-operation in EQUAL has enabled the exchange of good practice between 
partners, and the joint development of new methods and strategies. Together, the EQUAL 
projects are in the process of finalising an intercultural Blueprint for so-called ''change agents'' 
and future EQUAL initiatives in the media industry. This Blueprint will offer extensive information 
on how the media industry is working, outline strategies for change and provide examples of 
good practice that can be replicated. Last but not least, the transnational activities have led to the 
creation of a lobby that is aiming to make the EU media policies more intercultural and diverse. In 
September 2004, all EQUAL. Partnerships working on diversity in the media joined forces in a 
European Conference where their results and experiences were shared with other networks, and 
with potential partners under EQUAL During the event additional strategies for change were 
formulated to increase the involvement of schools of journalism and unions of journalists in 
promoting diversity. 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS  

Over the years, there have been many conferences on the media and diversity at both national 
and international level. At first, they tended to focus on "how to get more diversity into 
newsrooms?" Since then, the discussions have moved on from simply anti-racism issues, to 
topics like exclusion, equal citizenship, negative portrayal, integration, Islam, illegal immigrants, 
asylum-seekers, accessibility and the responsibility of the media in setting the political agenda. 
Despite all this activity, there are still relatively few journalists with a diversity background working 
in the media, and most journalists and broadcasters continue to find it difficult to portray a fair 
picture of our diverse society. Thus, while most of the recommendations and guidelines that have 
already been produced are still valid, the big question remains: how to put them into practice? 

 The Television without Frontiers Directive that was launched with the Fourth 
Communication from the Commission (COM (2002) 778 final) is currently under review. 
At present, the Directive contains only "passive quotes" and the Council Conclusions of 
19 December 2002 on the TVWF recall only generic objectives, such as "to promote 
cultural and linguistic diversity" or "to reinforce the indispensable role of television 
broadcasting in the democratic, social and cultural life of society". Some form of wording 
should be added to the Directives and the subsequent Calls for Proposal that would 
support the concept of media pluralism and the introduction of active measures, like 
'media monitoring' and the training of media professionals from ethnic backgrounds.  

 The next changes in the Media Plus Programme will focus on the concept of citizenship 
and the reinforcement of a European culture through projects for Youth, Culture, Audio-
visual and Civic Participation. It is suggested that a future programme selection criterion 
should require projects to have a multi-cultural dimension. It is also recommended that 
the programme should include possibilities of support for ethnic media, intercultural 
projects and other pilot projects concerning intercultural vocational training and 
vocational orientation.  

 The promotion of diversity within media interests would be greatly assisted if the 
European Broadcasting Union were to create a Working Committee on Diversity in 
Broadcasting and to revive the Charter on Equal Opportunities by committing all 
Directors-General to produce annual, public reports on their efforts to make their 
companies more intercultural.  

 Minority community media should be recognised as a basic, public, community service 
and as such, references to these media should be contained in all European and national 
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media legislation. To function properly, they should have free access to all relevant 
broadcasting platforms. National and local governments should also create Media Funds 
to provide start-up and continuing funding on a structural basis for these media. At the 
same time, ethnic media will be required to make extra efforts to demonstrate the 
important service that they perform within their local communities.  

 Schools of journalism should develop, in co-operation with the national unions of 
journalists, new media competencies regarding diversity in the broad sense 
(encompassing gender, disability and other forms of diversity), and implement them in 
their curricula in order to prepare their students for future work in fast changing 
environments. Schools of journalism and other media training centres should also initiate 
community projects on civic journalism, in co-operation with NGOs working in these fields 
and other organisations.  

 To promote more fundamental change, an increasing number of young people for 
example of ethnic minority origin or with disabilities need to be aware that a career in the 
media is a meaningful and viable option. Diversity media education in the school 
curriculum and vocational orientation projects are particularly valuable in this respect. 
NGOs dealing with, for example, ethnic minority issues or accessibility can also play an 
important role by involving young people in media projects.  

NOTES  

For further information about media, diversity and discrimination please feel free to contact On 
Line/More Colour in the Media: E-mail: info@olmcm.nl, Telephone: + 31 30 2302240  

 Equamedia is a transnational network of national EQUAL projects dealing with media 
and diversity: 
http://www.equamedia.org/  

 Mira Media is the first Dutch organisation focusing on media and minorities: 
http://www.miramedia.nl/  

 Multicultural Media Masterclasses 
This programme is intended to attract potential media talent with more than just a Dutch 
cultural background: 
http://www.astelevision-company.nl/mmm_eng/index.htm  

 DREAM 
This Development Partnership is a joint initiative, involving 17 organisations, from all over 
Greece that aims to fight against discrimination in the media: 
http://www.dimitra.gr/dream/default.en.asp  

 Etnequal 
The aim of this Italian Development partnership is to counteract prejudice and intolerance 
against immigrants, through a correct representation of multicultural issues in the media: 
http://www.etnequal.it/  

 Community Media Association 
This British project develops the role of community media in empowering communities 
and combating discrimination and exclusion: 
http://www.commedia.org.uk/learning/equal.htm  

 Image of migrants in Italy through Media, civil society and the labour market 
This Italian Development Partnership, which brings together 23 different partners, aims to 
promote accurate information on migration and migrants' issues through the direct 
involvement and participation of migrants' associations: www.immagineimmigratitalia.it  

 You can also visit the Multicultural Skyscraper, a media and minority resource: 
http://www.olmcm.org  

 A report on "Tuning in to Diversity" a major European Conference that took place in 
September 2004 is available at: www.tuning2004.nl  
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