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Transcript:  Podcast featuring interview with Guna Spurava, Head of UNESCO MIL Chair, University of Latvia, with Tessa Jolls, CML’s Director

Tessa:
How do media literacy and media businesses relate? This is Tessa Jolls, President of the Center for Media Literacy and director of the Consortium for Media Literacy, and I'm here to explore this important question in an interview with Guna Spurava. Guna is head of UNESCO’s media and information literacy chair at the faculty of social sciences for the University of Latvia. Guna is a media researcher and practitioner who spent 15 years in the media industry. Her research interests focus on media use by children and youth. She reported extensively on such media use in 2018 for the Latvian Ministry of Culture. Guna, do you think that the media industry should be active in promoting media literacy education?
Guna:
Yes, hi Tessa.
Tessa:
Hello. 
Guna:
Yes. Thinking about media industry and media literacy, actually I think that the most important thing is how much media industry and people who are working for media industries are aware of what media literacy means. 
Tessa:
Such awareness isn’t really common, is that really what you're saying here?
Guna:
Yes. I think that in general, if you're thinking about media literacy, is quite a few experts who really understands what it means and it would be maybe some of our task as media literacy experts to think how to introduce not only media industry but in general, society, policy makers, and media users what media literacy means. 
Tessa:
It seems like we have a huge awareness challenge. I have been seeing the words media literacy in the media more often recently but again I think the understanding about what media literacy is, is still lacking. In terms of the media industries, do you think that media literacy is something that can be taught by the media and do you think that media have a responsibility to teach media literacy?
Guna:
Yes, I believe that media literacy can be taught. We are using media as a tool for that, as a platform for that but there are a lot of different tools that do the thing as well. But thinking about media and media literacy and audience, I would tell that it is very important to start from that point when we are thinking about why people are using media. 
Tessa:
Well, tell us more about that, I know that’s a real interest area of yours and a focus of your research. 
Guna:
When we are talking about media literacy then I would suggest that always to start from that point, why people are using media. In communication science we have different theories explaining why people are using media but one of my favorites are uses and gratification theory, which tells that basically people are using media based on their specific needs. When they're talking about whose needs, they are classifying those needs. At first, they are speaking about informational means. 
People are using media to understand what's happening and what kind of influence it has on their lives. It means that they are using that media content to understand some very important things and some basic things as well as some practical things. Let’s say it is one of the main reason, main motivation why they are using. Then people are using media because of socialization. They need to have some kind of information to talk to each other, to communicate to each other and that is another one of those needs. 
Tessa:
These needs are really driving the usages, when I'm expecting and hearing you saying here, and in a way, those are different needs than the producers needs. We often say in media literacy, the purpose behind media is to gain profit and or power or influence. When you look at the producer’s motivation and purpose that may be different from what I'm hearing about how a user might look at media. 
Guna:
Yes, for sure. It’s completely different but what I wanted to add, that next to tools informational and socialization needs, still there are some another very important source for usage of media and it is need to relax. People are using quite a lot of media because they want to have a rest, they want to relax and that is one of reasons. They want to grow up as personalities, and that’s one another reasons why they are using and only because we as personalities, as individuals have such kind of needs. We are using media. 
Tessa:
We are using it all the time. 
Guna:
All the time and that’s why media industries, media producers, media owners, can have us as individuals as their audience. If we wouldn’t need to use media, we wouldn’t use, but there is some kind of exchange. They are providing some kind of information to satisfy our media-oriented needs. That’s our deal, that say we are using media content and they are providing that media content. What they are having from us, they are having our attention and that’s what they're selling to advertisers. That’s how media works. 
Tessa:
Yes, and so in a sense the deal that we are making as consumers or users of media, may be a different deal than what's really being offered because we are the product, we are being sold to the advertisers. But are people really aware of this Guna? Do they know what this relationship is and how it works?
Guna:
I really not sure. Of course that media business model for traditional media it is working since very long time. I assume that almost everybody knows that there are editorial content and advertisements there, and that there is some kind of difference there because there were some kind of regulations because of that, but all of that model nowadays are very, very challenged. Because of situation, what is happening nowadays in media market which is really changed because of digital media rising and audiences are changing their media usage habits. 
Tessa:
In terms then of people’s awareness, is it that they don’t really understand anymore what's editorial content versus sponsored content, or that it’s not just their eyeballs that are being sold, that it’s their clicks, it’s their data, it’s their content and so that really changes the equation on that relationship between the user and the producer, the media company or the media provider. We are looking at some really big shifts here in that relationship. What are some of the things that you are finding with youth, how are they using this media and what does some of your research reveal?
Guna:
One of maybe most obvious things is that they are not anymore almost using those media, who are asking - traditional media. They are spending all of their time using their smartphones and they are very intensively using different kinds of platforms, different kind of social media and mostly YouTube. Actually, they're spending a lot of time in YouTube which means that in terms of media literacy we have a lot of new challenges, really a lot of new challenges. 
Tessa:
Talk to me about that, I think that’s a really important point, I don’t think most people realize that YouTube truly is the center of the universe these days when it comes to young people. I know your research showed that YouTube was one of the highest usage platforms by youth. What do we need to look at from a media literacy standpoint with YouTube?
Guna:
At first, what is really different from traditional media that almost everyone who is using from young generation that YouTube as an audience member wants to be a content creator as well. Those who are in the age of nine, 10, 11, 12 years old, actually they try to be content providers.
Tessa:
That’s a very young age. 
Guna:
Yes, it is very young age. They try to do that and for sure from media literacy perspective, it is very necessary now to think not only about how to use, how to analyze, how to emulate such content but how to create content also. 
Tessa:
Absolutely, but I think there's another interesting dimension of this from a business standpoint. That’s in the traditional world, the offline world. We have laws about child labor, we have laws about how children’s time can be monetized and used and yet it doesn’t seem like we have any of these kinds of regulations when it comes to YouTube or when it comes to using some of these social media platforms and becoming a content creator. 
I know I've seen stories about very young content creators. I'm talking about elementary school children who are content creators. I believe that there's also been coverage about how if a content creator lets up in terms of creating content, that they get penalized very heavily by losing audience because they're no longer actively producing every day and putting out a lot of content. What about that from a business standpoint, I mean is there any accountability?
Guna:
Actually, I think that if you're talking about youth and YouTube usage, I would focus on that really lack of any regulations there. 
Tessa:
Yes. 

Guna:
Which means that those who are, the young content creators, they are dealing there by their own rules, led by their own rules, but still there are that business behind of that. It is very, very seldom that somebody who is parent for that generation can help them to explain how it works. 
Tessa:
Yes, so the young people are really on their own. 
Guna:
Yes. 

Tessa:
They are on their own, there is no one sitting on their shoulder to help guide them through the content, to really filter and help them identify the values, the lifestyles, the points of view that are represented to them. Then at the same time there is really no one there to help them as content creators and as people who are feeding the platform. Again, we’ve got a very different relationship here and yet it seems like there have been very few questions raised about that. 
Guna:
I would tell that for us as media literacy specialists, as media literacy experts, it is a completely new field as well. Because we used to work with that kind of things, how to analyze content, and what to do with content, but how to create content, it’s quite seldom taught. Maybe it was taught in some kind of lessons about how to create movies etcetera but it something completely different. 
Tessa:
I hear you because first of all the cost of production has gone down so much. I know in the early days of media literacy like ‘80s ‘90s, even their early odds, that to produce media in a classroom, for example, was a tremendous undertaking. The cameras were huge, they were expensive, the editing equipment was expensive, it was a really difficult undertaking for a teacher to be able to help their students learn to construct. 
Now, definitely I think media literacy and I know certainly from the center standpoint, the way we’ve always taught media literacy, that production is always an element of media literacy and that it should be taught. I think the pure logistics of teaching it were so cumbersome that people just couldn’t tackle it. Whereas now, we are looking at a totally different situation and everybody is on their phone and they're taking pictures and they're communicating with each other, they're producing all the time. Definitely there needs to be pedagogy around this. How do we do it, what lessons are there to be learnt and how do we really help our young people navigate this new environment as creators? 
I know that for example, Henry Jenkins work I think on participation and the changed nature of the new media and how that affects construction and production has been really useful. Are there some other aspects of the research that you’ve been doing that you feel like you particularly like to highlight in this regard?
Guna:
Yes, maybe I would like to talk about how independent they are in the media usage and in the digital environment usage. As I told and what is very obvious and say are having tools, mobile device now which means that they are constantly in contact with information. With some kind of information, what can be useful but what can be quite challenging for them as well. They don’t have anybody next to them who could answer those questions, what it means. They have their peers and they have their own, and when we are looking at those data, we were asking them, “If you would like to help your parents to know more about internet and about those digital platforms to make them help to you.” That answer was “Yes.”
Tessa:
Interesting. 
Guna:
Yes, of course not all of them answered it since they wanted, but it was a half from those who were in the age nine till 11, who told “Yes we would be happy,” which means that they need some kind of help and assistance. 
Tessa:
Absolutely. 
Guna:
When they were asked if you believe that your parents can help to you, they don’t rely on it, and no it comes who can help them?
Tessa:
Yes, and I remember looking at your study and also seeing question about whether the students, young people were getting help at school in regards to for example misinformation, disinformation. What were your findings there and what do you think the implications of that are? Do they want help at school?
Guna:
Mostly they're telling that everything, what they need they are finding by themselves in the internet or in the YouTube and actually that it is quite seldom that school can help them. We were asking about them, what they found would be the most important thing they would need like teachings at school, and mostly they said it is related to their data and how to use them and what is going to happen with their data. Another thing is security, ability for sure they were not using that word, but we can understand that what they want, they want to feel more safe at the internet. 
Tessa:
Interesting. I know you and I have been co-teaching a class at the University of Latvia of freshmen and I remember pretty vividly we asked students “Have you had a media literacy class before?” Of course, what was the answer?
Guna:
Nobody yes. 
Tessa:
Yes, and this isn’t typical because I had told you already that at the University of California, California State University at North Ridge, we asked the same question and actually when students started learning more about media literacy, their perception about whether they had learned any media literacy actually went down because they realized they hadn’t. I think this is a global phenomenon, that the students, the young people are not getting this instruction. 
But interesting that they did understand about the data and the implications, and the safety issues that might correspond with that. I find that really intriguing that that awareness is starting to penetrate, that’s also interesting. Now, what about the media companies, if there is this concern, even on the part of their young users, then what can be done? Is there something they should do, could do? What about their responsibility?
Guna:
For sure media industries should think about it and as I told at the very beginning, it is important for them at first to understand what that media literacy means and that it is very important to think, how to introduce their employees. What media literacy means, how to introduce journalists to what media literacy means? Actually I would tell that nowadays it is very, very important, and it is very important to those media who were going as a traditional media, because that situation in traditional media business is quite difficult nowadays. 
If we are talking specifically about Latvia’s situation, then first thing what is necessary to understand is that Latvia is very small country. What it means in terms of media business it means that media business has a very small potential for getting money from that audience, and that audience in Latvia is less than two million of inhabitants. Not all of our inhabitants, not all of our audience members are speaking Latvian, which means that it is even less when we are thinking about media who are produced in Latvia.
Tessa:
Those are huge implications then for a country that has a fairly small population, in terms of their ability to even have local media then. 
Guna:
Yes, it’s quite a serious challenge I would tell and actually I would tell that nowadays nobody knows how traditional media in Latvia and in similar countries will survive. 
Tessa:
Yes and actually I was in a meeting in Washington DC, I guess it was about a year, maybe a year and a quarter ago, there was discussion about how media development work to encourage the emergence of media in democracies, and especially in emerging democracies. That it was becoming very difficult to encourage this because the business models weren’t viable. They’d be small independent media companies or journalists, they can't compete against the social media platforms. They can aggregate people from all over the world and sell to the advertisers. Are you seeing any potential solutions emerge in terms of alternatives to the big media platforms in the way that that advertising model works?
Guna:
I'm quite skeptical, and I think nobody knows answer to this question because that one quite important characteristic of this moment is unpredictability. It is not possible to predict what will happen. That’s a reason why it is so difficult to think for media owners, for media business, for those who are managers of media business. How to plan future, how to do long term planning, how to plan their cashflow at least for one year, and these are basics for a business and it is not possible, because you can't know what kind of new technologies, new applications, new kind of service will arrive, as a competition. For example, if a lot of media started to use Facebook as their satellite let’s say, they were investing money for working on that Facebook profiles, but partly that Facebook profiles were eating their audience. 
Tessa:
Exactly. 
Guna:
That’s a problem and you can't predict it, because all of those situations is quite recent and you don’t know what will happen tomorrow, and it is very difficult for those who are nowadays in media business.
Tessa:
It’s like trying to outrun an avalanche. 
Guna:
Yes, it is and I would tell that I can see one another quite challenging situation and it is related to journalists and what is happening with them, and how are they going earn their salary? Because of that kind of quite critical situation in media business, a lot of journalists are losing their possibility to earn money and what they are starting to do, they are starting to work as public relation specialists or they are starting to work for those who are having some kind of Facebook profiles for say like corporate businesses and needs. Which means that nowadays there are a lot of media professionals like journalists who are at the same time working in opposite sides. 
Tessa:
Yes, as [0:28:07 inaudible], exactly. Again, from a media literacy standpoint, our population, our citizens have to be all the more aware of this changing landscape and what it really means for us as everyday users of media and the quality, the quantity, the type of information that we are really getting access to. 
Guna:
I would tell that that kind of knowledge about what is media landscape and how media are earning their money and what is their situation. That kind of information is very important part from media literacy nowadays. 
Tessa:
That’s an excellent point Guna, and I really want to thank you for your time today, we’ve had a terrific conversation, the time has flown, and I’ll look forward to working with you and hearing more from you in the future. Thanks for joining us. 
Guna:
Thank you for inviting. 
Tessa:
Okay. 
[END OF TRANSCRIPT]
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