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6 Companies Control 90% of What You Read, Watch and Hear. Here’s Why You Should Care. 

Ever-mounting media consolidation has narrowed the perspectives the public is privy to. Ownership and 
funding of these corporations are riddled with conflicts of interest and Big Tech companies are outright 
censoring and demonetizing independent outlets. 

By Rebecca Strong 

 
“We can have democracy in this country, or we can have great wealth concentrated in the hands of a 
few, but we can’t have both.” — Supreme Court Justice Louis D. Brandeis 

In a recent Twitter survey I conducted, nearly 90% of people rated their trust in mainstream media as 
either “very low” or “low.” And is it any surprise? Ever-mounting media consolidation has narrowed the 
perspectives the public is privy to, ownership and funding of these corporations are riddled with conflicts 
of interest, crucial stories keep suspiciously getting buried and big tech companies are outright censoring 
and demonetizing independent outlets trying to break through the noise. 

The media is supposed to function as a power check — and a means of arming us with vital information 
for shaping the society we want to live in. It’s never been a more important industry. And it’s never been 
more at risk. In this series, I’ll tackle each factor threatening the media’s ability to serve our democracy 
— with input from journalists, media critics, professors and other experts. 

On a crisp November day in 2014, as I hustled through Boston’s Downtown Crossing at rush hour, I got a 
call that would change the course of my career: I was offered my first full-time journalism job, as a tech 
and startups reporter for a local online outlet called BostInno. 

When I look back on that moment and recall the dizzying rush of excitement that set in, I see an 
idealistic young woman who has yet to understand the way the media machine really works. I wish I 
could somehow temper her expectations. I wish I could protect her from the crushing disappointment 
that comes with realizing this industry she’s chosen isn’t what she naively thinks it is. 

Not too long before I was hired, BostInno had been acquired by American City Business Journals, the 
largest publisher of metropolitan business newsweeklies in the U.S. In my early conversations with 
colleagues, it was apparent they were still adjusting to post-acquisition life. 

Sure, there were perks that came with being acquired — but the pressure to hit lofty traffic goals meant 
writers now had to prioritize certain clickbaity stories over others. Moreover, I distinctly remember a 
fixation on quantity. 

https://childrenshealthdefense.org/authors/rebecca-strong/
https://twitter.com/_bexstrong/status/1501684295013908480
https://www.bizjournals.com/washington/inno/stories/news/2012/11/16/so-weve-been-acquired-by-the-american-city.html
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Writers were expected to churn out at least three or four stories a day in an effort to reach as wide an 
audience as possible, which frustratingly, meant we often didn’t have time to cover complex topics in 
the depth required. Our experience, as it turns out, is not exactly a unique one. 

In a recent survey I conducted, 60% of journalists said they’d worked for a publication that got bought 
by a larger company while they were there — and 40% of that group admitted to witnessing negative 
changes in their job expectations or work environment after the acquisition. 

If you examine the history of countless media mergers and acquisitions over the last several decades, 
you’ll come to an unsettling discovery: local, independent outlets are dying out in droves. The result? 
The vast majority of the news you digest is tailored to serve the interests of corporations and their 
leaders, rather than citizens. 

It may go without saying, but the media plays an almost nauseatingly prominent role in our everyday 
lives, especially here in the United States. In fact, Americans spend an average of 12 and a half hours per 
day consuming news via the television, Internet, newspapers, magazines and radio. 

The media molds our society in a myriad of ways. It tells us which world events deserve our attention. It 
has the power to affect what we buy. In shaping our opinions on everything from immigration, 
healthcare, education and the environment to individual political candidates, it can also have significant 
sway when it comes to elections. 

Studies have shown that media coverage sometimes has a strong impact on criminal court decisions, 
particularly for violent crimes. And by influencing consumers and investors, our current 24-hour real-
time news cycle can impact our economic climate, driving the market values of certain industries and 
companies (this is known as “the CNN effect”). 

But have you ever noticed that so much of what you’re reading, seeing and hearing has started to sound 
— well, exactly the same? You’re not imagining things. There’s even a name for this phenomenon: “the 
illusion of choice.” We’re presented with what feels like an endless array of options for where to get our 
news. 

But in reality, the information from most of those sources trickles down from the same few 
conglomerates. Year after year, economic power has become increasingly concentrated across 
numerous industries — including tech, healthcare, banking, airlines and pharmaceuticals. 

In fact, mergers reached a record high of $5.8 trillion in 2021. If you ever took Economics 101, you’re 
probably well aware that monopolies are great for the providers and bad for consumers — by 
eliminating competition, they give corporations in control no incentive to improve, innovate, or 
otherwise meet our needs, desires, and expectations. 

So, how did we get here? During the 1940s, the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) adopted a 
number of rules to limit ownership of multiple local radio stations and television stations, as well as 
multiple national broadcast networks. 

Then in the ‘70s, the FCC banned one company from owning both a newspaper and TV or radio station 
in the same market. But during the ‘80s, major deregulatory moves made by Congress and the FCC 
under then-president Ronald Reagan’s administration increased the number of TV stations any single 
entity could own, triggering a wave of media mergers. 

The real kiss of death to local news happened in 1996 when President Bill Clinton signed the 
Telecommunications Act, which allowed large corporations already dominating the media market to 
further expand their control via acquisitions and mergers. 

Only 3% of Congress voted against this bill, including then-House of Representatives member Bernie 
Sanders. In the years following, more and more small outlets and stations either got gobbled up by the 
big guys or outright failed because they simply couldn’t compete with them. 

Then, in 2017, the FCC reversed a regulation that opened the floodgates on consolidation even further. 
That regulation had prevented one company from owning multiple television stations in markets that 

https://www.statista.com/statistics/278544/time-spent-with-media-in-the-us/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/278544/time-spent-with-media-in-the-us/
https://www.aeaweb.org/conference/2011/retrieve.php?pdfid=104
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/review-of-international-studies/article/abs/cnn-effect-can-the-news-media-drive-foreign-policy/82861CF3D16F66F2BB51A8591E6470EF
https://www.economicliberties.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/IllusionofChoice_Print.pdf
https://www.economicliberties.us/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/IllusionofChoice_Print.pdf
https://www.economicliberties.us/our-work/merger-frenzy/
https://www.everycrsreport.com/reports/R43936.html
https://www.repository.law.indiana.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1400&context=fclj
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40709586
https://www.crf-usa.org/bill-of-rights-in-action/bria-23-1-d-media-mergers-and-the-public-interest.html
http://thomas.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/z?c104:s.652.enr:
https://truthout.org/articles/democracy-in-peril-twenty-years-of-media-consolidation-under-the-telecommunications-act/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/16/business/media/fcc-local-tv.html
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didn’t have at least eight independent stations and prevented one company from owning both a 
newspaper and broadcast station or TV and radio station in the same market. 

Finally, in 2021, the Supreme Court overturned an appeals ruling asking the FCC to study the potential 
impact on female and minority ownership in the media industry before loosening restrictions on 
ownership. At the time, Justice Brett Kavanaugh — who wrote the ruling — claimed that not only was 
there zero evidence that relaxing these rules would cause any harm, but that consolidation could benefit 
consumers. 

As for the consequences of all this deregulation — whereas 50 companies dominated the media 
landscape in 1983, that dwindled to nine companies by the 1990s. It got worse from there. 

Today, just six conglomerates — Comcast, Disney, AT&T, Sony, Fox and Paramount Global (formerly 
known as ViacomCBS) — control 90% of what you watch, read, or listen to. To put this into perspective: 
that means about 232 media executives have the power to decide what information 277 million 
Americans are able to access. In 2021, the “big six” banked a total of more than $478 billion in revenue. 
That’s more than both Finland’s and Ukraine’s GDP combined. 

The issue extends to print media and radio giants, too: iHeartMedia owns 863 radio stations nationwide, 
while Gannett owns more than 100 daily U.S. newspapers and nearly 1,000 weeklies. 

As the pool controlling the media keeps shrinking, so does the breadth of the information reported. 
Hence why today’s thousands of news outlets often churn out embarrassingly duplicative content. 

One glaring issue with these sweeping regulatory changes is that they passed with little publicity, 
meaning citizens had little to no opportunity to push back. In fact, a 2003 Pew Research study found 
that a whopping 72% of Americans heard absolutely nothing at all about changing rules for media 
ownership. But when asked how they felt about relaxing the rules for how many media outlets 
corporations can own, far more Americans said they thought it would have a negative impact than a 
positive one. 

According to Jeff Cohen, founder of Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting (FAIR) and RootsAction and 
author of “Cable News Confidential: My Misadventures in Corporate Media,” the Telecommunications 
Act progressed largely under the radar. 

“The public didn’t vote on it, or know about it,” he told me in an interview. “Conglomeration and the 
shrinkage of media diversity happened because of backroom legislation and rule-making, out of sight of 
the public.” 

In fact, when a consumer group tried to buy ad space on CNN to criticize the Telecommunications Bill, 
Cohen says CNN wouldn’t sell them the time. It’s not all that surprising when you consider how powerful 
Big Media lobbyists are: An OpenSecrets report shows that NCTA – The Internet & Television Association 
(which represents more than 90% of the U.S. cable market) spent more than $14 million trying to 
influence government policy in 2021, while Comcast shelled out $13.38 million, putting them both in the 
top 15 spenders for lobbying. 

Not only were Americans kept mostly in the dark about these regulatory moves, but information about 
their implications may have been intentionally hidden. In 2006, former FCC attorney Adam Candeub 
claimed the FCC allegedly buried a federal study proving more concentration of media ownership would 
hurt local news coverage. 

Senior managers ordered staff to destroy “every last piece” of the report, according to Candeub. Still, 
other research has since revealed the same worrisome findings: a 2019 study showed that stations 
newly acquired by Sinclair increased their focus on national politics by around 25% — at the expense of 
covering local politics. 

Nowadays, there are entire cities and towns across the country with no local coverage. According to a 
2018 study, more than 2,000 U.S. counties (63.6%) have no daily newspaper, while 1,449 counties (46%) 

https://www.reuters.com/article/us-usa-court-fcc/u-s-supreme-court-permits-fcc-to-loosen-media-ownership-rules-idUSKBN2BO5S4
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-04-01/supreme-court-rules-fcc-can-relax-media-ownership-rules
https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2021-04-01/supreme-court-rules-fcc-can-relax-media-ownership-rules
https://www.businessinsider.com/these-6-corporations-control-90-of-the-media-in-america-2012-6
https://www.fool.com/investing/stock-market/market-sectors/communication/media-stocks/big-6/
https://dailyinfographic.com/the-illusion-of-choice-infographic
https://www.statista.com/statistics/603256/iheartmedia-radio-stations/
https://www.slfp.com/what-newspapers-are-owned-by-gannett/
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/futureofmedia/index-us-mainstream-media-ownership
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2003/02/27/new-federal-rules-for-media-ownership/
https://www.pewresearch.org/journalism/2003/02/27/new-federal-rules-for-media-ownership/
https://jeffcohen.org/
https://fair.org/
https://rootsaction.org/
https://jeffcohen.org/CNC.html
https://www.opensecrets.org/federal-lobbying/top-spenders
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/fcc-report-says-media-con_b_29452
https://www.gsb.stanford.edu/faculty-research/publications/local-news-national-politics
https://www.usnewsdeserts.com/reports/expanding-news-desert/
https://www.poynter.org/business-work/2018/about-1300-u-s-communities-have-totally-lost-news-coverage-unc-news-desert-study-finds/
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only have one. Meanwhile, 171 counties — totaling 3.2 million residents — have zero newspapers 
whatsoever. 

These areas are known as “news deserts,” and studies have shown they have fewer candidates running 
for mayor, lower voter turnout and more government corruption. When citizens are left with a colossal 
information gap, they’re forced to turn to social media to get their news. 

One of the media giants responsible for this trend is Sinclair Broadcast Group, which now owns or 
operates 185 television stations across 620 channels in 86 U.S. markets. In the above compilation video, 
the anchors parroting the same exact script about the dangers of “fake news” all worked for Sinclair-
owned stations. 

While expressing concerns about the negative effects of media consolidation in a 2017 interview with 
Democracy Now!, former FCC Commissioner Michael Copps called Sinclair the “most dangerous 
company out there that people have never heard of” due not only to the scope of its control but also its 
well-known ideological agenda. 

In his book “The New Media Monopoly,” the late author Ben Bagdikian asserts that today’s big six have 
amassed more communications power than was ever wielded by any dictatorship in history. Worse yet, 
he notes that close-knit hierarchies like these find ways to “cooperate” to keep expanding their power. 

“They jointly invest in the same ventures, and they even go through motions that, in effect, lend each 
other money and swap properties when it is mutually advantageous,” Bagdikian writes. 

Christopher Terry, an assistant professor of media law at the University of Minnesota, started his career 
in the radio industry as a producer for Hearst and ClearChannel in the mid-’90s — during the height of 
this consolidation frenzy. 

“I saw what it did for the stations that I worked for, and I didn’t like it,” he told me in an interview. 

Terry had been working for a conservative talk station in Milwaukee when it was acquired by 
ClearChannel, triggering drastic staff cuts. 

“Prior to consolidation, we were a legitimate source with a fully operational newsroom,” he explained. 
“I didn’t necessarily agree with our politics all the time, but I liked that it was focused on the things 
people need information about, and it had local ties. It was an operation that was contributing to the 
public good.” 

Experts like Terry and Cohen will tell you there are numerous reasons why media consolidation is bad 
for our democracy. In the documentary “Is The Press Really Free?” sociology professor and former 
Project Censored director Dr. Peter Phillips points out that as a direct result of the staff cuts caused by 
consolidation, reporters often become increasingly dependent on PR people for stories. 

He calls this a form of structural censorship — when a large portion of the news has been pre-written by 
a PR professional who works for a public or private bureaucracy, that means the stories are spun to 
meet the needs of corporations or the government in advance. 

Nolan Higdon, a media studies and history lecturer and author of “The Anatomy of Fake News,” also 
notes that this concentration of power has meant fewer checks and balances — without the pressure 
that comes with competition, conglomerates aren’t likely to be challenged for their questionable 
practices. 

Higdon told me: 

“When most of the news is controlled by six corporations, and Internet traffic is controlled by five or six 
companies that privilege those companies under the auspices of fighting ‘fake news,’ you can lie with 
impunity. And worse, because we’re a fragmented audience, if I’m being lied to every single day by The 
Washington Post, I’m not going to turn on Fox or read The Wall Street Journal to hear I’m being lied to. 
I’m going to be in my little information bubble.” 

https://www.cjr.org/local_news/american-news-deserts-donuts-local.php
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1078087419838058#articleShareContainer
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1078087419838058#articleShareContainer
https://www.colorado.edu/today/2021/10/20/media-consolidation-takes-toll-local-news-doesnt-necessarily-bias-coverage
https://sbgi.net/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dAlOc3ilwpA
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_New_Media_Monopoly.html?id=p_VqW4UMcDMC&source=kp_book_description
https://experts.umn.edu/en/persons/christopher-r-terry
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UKoDqErD_A8&t=47s
https://education.ucsc.edu/people/lecturers.php?uid=nhigdon
https://books.google.com/books/about/The_Anatomy_of_Fake_News.html?id=DfnnDwAAQBAJ
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As these media corporations continue to expand their power, they rake in ever-growing profits — which 
then translates to more political influence. Not only do owners of media giants contribute money 
directly to campaigns, but their outlets control the discourse around them. And the larger the 
conglomerate, the more easily and effectively they can lobby to kill regulations and pass laws that 
further their domination. 

But this consolidation of power extends beyond just monopolies and mergers galore — compounding 
the issue are shared board members. All media corporations have a board of directors, which is 
responsible for making decisions that support the interests of stakeholders. 

When someone sits on the board at multiple companies, that creates an “interlock.” Scroll through The 
New York Times board of directors, for example, and you’ll find a certain member is also on the board 
for McDonald’s and Nike and is chairman of Ariel Investments. Up until last year, a Disney chairwoman 
happened to be on the board for private equity giant The Carlyle Group. 

A 2021 study published in Mass Communication & Society (MCS) revealed that publicly traded American 
newspaper companies were interlocked by 1,276 connections to 530 organizations. The data showed 
that about 36% of these connections were to other media organizations, 20% to advertisers, 16% to 
financial institutions, 12% to tech firms and 2% to government and political entities. 

More specifically, a 2012 list compiled by FAIR revealed the following interlocks: 

• CBS/Viacom: Amazon, Pfizer, CVS, Dell, Cardinal Health and Verizon 

• Fox/News Corp: Rothschild Investment Corporation, Phillip Morris, British Airways and New York 
Stock Exchange 

• ABC/Disney: Boeing, City National Bank, FedEx and HCA Healthcare 

• NBC: Anheuser-Busch, Morgan Chase & Co., Coca-Cola and Chase Manhattan 

• CNN/TimeWarner: Citigroup, American Express, Fannie Mae, Colgate-Palmolive, Hilton Hotels, 
PepsiCo, Sears and Pfizer 

• The New York Times Co: Johnson & Johnson, Ford, Texaco, Alcoa, Avon, Campbell Soup, 
Metropolitan Life and Starwood Hotels & Resorts 

(And those are just a few examples of the more than 300 crossovers FAIR discovered.) 

Some say it would be naive not to suspect that interlocking directorates don’t cause a major conflict of 
interest — allowing news content to potentially be shaped by profit-driven motives. As former Walt 
Disney chief executive Michael Eisner put it in an infamous leaked internal memo: 

“We have no obligation to make history. We have no obligation to make art. We have no obligation to 
make a statement. To make money is our only objective.” 

As it turns out, there’s evidence to legitimize this concern. In a 2021 MCS study, more than 30% of 
editors reported experiencing some form of pressure on the newsroom from their parent company or its 
board of directors. And 29% said they knew reporters had “self-censored” due to such interference. 

Pressured editors admitted to taking a more relaxed approach in reporting practices when interlocked 
individuals or organizations were the topics of news coverage. They also admitted to lowering their 
expectations for balance in coverage of board members. 

Higdon noted that it can be especially problematic when media board members also happen to sit on 
the boards of defense companies — because such an interlock can lead to an increasing push for pro-
war narratives. (As of 2011, before U.S. troops withdrew from Iraq, Raytheon interlocked with The New 
York Times, and Lockheed Martin interlocked with The Washington Post). 

The Intercept’s recent video of a White House Press briefing on the Ukraine-Russia conflict illustrates 
this perfectly. In the video, members of the media are shown repeatedly asking questions framed 
around why President Biden isn’t providing Ukraine with more military support. 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2021/09/08/tracking-media-owners-political-donations/5719743001/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2021/09/08/tracking-media-owners-political-donations/5719743001/
https://www.nytco.com/board-of-directors/
https://www.nytco.com/board-of-directors/
https://thewaltdisneycompany.com/leaders/susan-e-arnold-2/
https://www.carlyle.com/corporate-overview/operating-executives-advisors/susan-e-arnold
https://www.academia.edu/45060122/Interlocking_among_American_Newspaper_Organizations_Revisited_Pressure_from_the_Top_and_Its_Influence_on_Newsroom_and_Content_View_supplementary_material
https://fair.org/interlocking-directorates/
https://www.academia.edu/562868/Corporate_Governance_of_Media_Companies
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/michael-eisner-monster-inc-81475.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/michael-eisner-monster-inc-81475.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/people/profiles/michael-eisner-monster-inc-81475.html
https://www.workers.org/2010/world/gaza_1118/
https://www.workers.org/2010/world/gaza_1118/
https://theintercept.com/2022/03/15/ukraine-russia-war-sovereignty-negotiations/
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If you know what questions they’re asking, you can pretty much guess what angle their story will be 
taking. And in this case, every journalist is laser-focused on what needs to happen to escalate this into 
U.S. war involvement with Russia. The Intercept’s Ryan Grim is quite literally the only member of the 
media asking what the U.S. is doing to encourage negotiations for peace. 

What makes all this particularly troublesome is the lack of transparency. 

A 2021 MCS study found that interlocks between newspapers and other companies were only disclosed 
to readers about half of the time, and never appeared in articles published by certain conglomerates, 
like Gannett and Digital First. 

The Society of Professional Journalists, along with most respectable media organizations, has a code of 
ethics. That includes avoiding conflicts of interest whenever possible and revealing them when they’re 
unavoidable. Sometimes, when a writer initially neglects to do this and they’re called out for it, they’ll 
update the article after publication. 

For instance, a 2016 Business Insider article singing Jeff Bezos’ praises for “revitalizing” The Washington 
Post now includes an important addition: “Jeff Bezos is an investor in Business Insider through his 
personal investment company Bezos Expeditions. An earlier version of this article failed to disclose this 
in an editorial error.” (While we’re on the subject of transparency — a disclosure: I write for Insider.) 

But that particular case seems to be an exception to the rule. According to Higdon, the outlets at large 
don’t typically disclose conflicts of interest in the way writers are expected to. 

“When you hear that the title of a channel is ‘Russia Today,’ it’s very clear that the Russian government 
is funding it,” Higdon explained. “It’s right in your face. But when I turn on CNN, I don’t know who’s 
funding that network. I have to do some digging to figure it out.” 

In a 2003 Columbia Journalism Review (CJR) report, author Aaron Moore expressed concerns that 
independent reporting could be undermined when a board member is linked to other businesses that its 
newsrooms cover. According to Higdon, most journalists adamantly claim no one tells what to write and 
what not to write. But whether they know it or not, he says many may engage in a form of self-
censorship: skipping certain stories in order to avoid getting fired. 

In a 2000 Pew Research and CJR survey of more than 300 journalists at local and national outlets, 41% 
admitted to either purposely avoiding newsworthy stories, “softening the tone” of stories to benefit the 
interests of their news organizations, or both. Half of investigative journalists said newsworthy stories 
often or sometimes go unreported because they could hurt the financial interests of their organization, 
and 61% stated they believe corporate owners exert at least a fair amount of influence on decisions 
about which stories to cover. 

Here’s how this form of self-censorship works. Say you work for ABC, but you want to pursue an 
investigative report on the labor practices of Disney — which owns ABC. 

“You know you’re risking your job at ABC, so you may stay away from it,” explained Higdon. “Also, there 
are organizational studies on the ways that they institutionalize these policies. So, it’s not that ABC says, 
‘you can’t report on that story about Disney.’ It’s that once you pitch the story on Disney or collect initial 
interviews, the editor says something like, ‘yeah, we don’t think that story is interesting enough. We’d 
rather have you cover this instead.’” 

While some intervention from media owners is direct, most of it is subtle and subconscious, according 
to Bagdikian — like when writers learn to conform to their owner’s ideologies in order to ensure they 
aren’t overlooked for a raise or a promotion. 

“Corporations have multimillion-dollar budgets to dissect and attack news reports they dislike,” writes 
Bagdikian. “But with each passing year, they have yet another power: They are not only hostile to 
independent journalists. They are their employers.” 

Case in point: A 1991 FAIR investigation revealed that General Electric (GE) — which owned NBC from 
1986 to 2009 — designed, manufactured, or supplied parts for essentially every major weapon system 

https://www.academia.edu/45060122/Interlocking_among_American_Newspaper_Organizations_Revisited_Pressure_from_the_Top_and_Its_Influence_on_Newsroom_and_Content_View_supplementary_material
https://www.spj.org/ethicscode.asp
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-the-washington-post-changed-after-jeff-bezos-acquisition-2016-5
https://www.businessinsider.com/how-the-washington-post-changed-after-jeff-bezos-acquisition-2016-5
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2000/04/30/self-censorship-how-often-and-why/
https://fair.org/extra/the-military-industrial-media-complex/
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the U.S. military used during the Gulf War. In other words, as the authors stated, when NBC brought on 
correspondents and consultants to praise the performance of U.S. missiles, bombers and spy satellites, 
they were applauding products made by the corporation cutting their paychecks. 

During the time that GE owned NBC, there was plenty of evidence that the news outlet was 
underplaying big stories about its parent company — particularly around GE plants dumping hazardous 
chemicals into the Hudson River, and safety issues in GE-designed nuclear power plants. 

In their book “Unreliable Sources: A Guide to Detecting Bias in News Media,” Martin Lee and Norton 
Solomon detailed how GE insisted that an NBC program remove any references to GE in reports on 
substandard products. NBC also seemed to shy away from exposing GE’s poor environmental record and 
banned televised commercials urging a boycott of GE products. 

NBC also remained mysteriously silent on the bombshell story that GE didn’t pay federal taxes in 2010. 
Apparently, the network thought the addition of “OMG” and “muffin top” to the Oxford English 
Dictionary was more of a newsworthy priority at the time. 

Vermont senator Bernie Sanders has been an early and frequent critic of media consolidation. Like 
Sanders, Victor Pickard — a professor of media policy and political economy at the University of 
Pennsylvania’s Annenberg School for Communication and author of “Democracy Without Journalism?: 
Confronting the Misinformation Society,” argues that as a result of this consolidation, we may miss out 
on pivotal issues because we’re only exposed to topics that serve those corporations in control. 

Pickard told me in an interview: 

“There are a number of important issues that are given too little attention in our mainstream news 
media. Oftentimes this isn’t a direct consequence of corporate censorship but instead what might be 
called ‘market censorship.’ These issues do not attract the eyeballs that advertisers covet or generate 
the revenues that owners and investors privilege above all else. Consequently, issues like climate 
change, mass incarceration and other structural inequalities do not get nearly as much coverage as, say, 
the latest celebrity scandal.” 

Cohen adds that for all the discussion of systemic racism, there’s very little exploration or analysis of the 
actual system in place fueling the exploitation — especially when the finger of blame might point to 
powerful corporate forces. 

Cohen said: 

“That’s why coverage of racial injustice is so often victims, without victimizers. Not surprisingly, 
victimizers are often powerful sponsors of the news — banks, big pharma and healthcare and oil and gas 
corporations. If Sanders had not run for president twice, how often do you think class inequality would 
have been in the news? 

“Or CEO compensation compared to the average worker? Or the fact that roughly 70 or 80 million 
people in our country were uninsured or underinsured even when Obamacare was at its peak 
performance? Or the wealth of big pharma execs while people can’t afford medicines?” 

The mission of Project Censored, a media watchdog nonprofit founded at Sonoma State University in 
1976, is to shed a much-needed spotlight on these underreported issues. Since 1993, the organization 
has published an annual book of the top stories that were ignored or misrepresented that year titled 
“Censored: The News That Didn’t Make the News.” 

The 2021 edition includes the following: 

• YouTube inexplicably demonetized independent news sources or removed entire videos or channels 
without any explanation as to how/why they violated community guidelines. 

• A study showed that corporate media consistently sidelined independent health experts during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, instead featuring mostly government appointees as guests. 

https://fair.org/extra/the-military-industrial-media-complex/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/lifestyle/style/on-nbc-the-missing-story-about-parent-company-general-electric/2011/03/29/AFpRYJyB_story.html
https://www.amazon.com/Unreliable-Sources-Guide-Detecting-Media/dp/0818405619
https://www.imediaethics.org/nbc-news-criticized-for-not-reporting-on-general-electrics-2010-tax-filings/
https://www.businessinsider.com/jon-stewart-ge-tax-bill-nbc-2010-2011-3
https://www.asc.upenn.edu/people/faculty/victor-pickard-phd
https://www.amazon.com/Democracy-without-Journalism-Confronting-Misinformation/dp/019094675X
https://www.amazon.com/Democracy-without-Journalism-Confronting-Misinformation/dp/019094675X
https://www.projectcensored.org/
https://www.sonoma.edu/
https://www.projectcensored.org/top-25-censored-stories-of-all-time/
https://www.projectcensored.org/top-25-censored-stories-of-all-time/
https://www.projectcensored.org/17-new-wave-of-independent-news-sources-demonetized-by-google-owned-youtube/
https://www.projectcensored.org/13-corporate-media-sideline-health-experts-during-pandemic/
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• A report revealed journalists investigating financial crimes are being threatened by global political 
and business elites. 

• A study found that more than 1.1 million seniors on Medicare could die prematurely over the next 
decade simply because of the astronomical costs of prescription medications. This would make 
unaffordable drugs a leading cause of death in the U.S., ahead of diabetes, influenza, pneumonia 
and kidney disease by 2030. 

• A report alleged that Google hired an outside firm to collect personal data on its employees — a 
surveillance effort that was aimed at preventing them from unionizing. 

• Dangerous newly proposed domestic terrorism laws could be used to “repress legitimate political 
protest and to target activists and religious or ethnic minorities.” 

• An investigation is uncovering mounting evidence that Black men are being specifically targeted by 
police dogs. 

If none of these stories ring a bell, maybe it’s time to ask yourself why the corporate media didn’t deem 
them worthy of coverage. Mainstream outlets will often cite time constraints as an excuse for why 
they’re failing to tackle crucial stories. 

But is it possible that maybe their silence is by design? After all, in 2021, they apparently had ample time 
to report on the murder investigation for a travel blogger, gossip about Melania Trump and a maskless 
Rudy Giuliani leaving a New Year’s Eve party. (And don’t get me started on the Oscars #SlapGate.) 

In 2017, Senator Sanders wrote that the more important the issue is to the working class masses, the 
less interesting it is to corporate media. But if we aren’t leveraging the press to put pressure on the legal 
system, how can it ever fulfill its potential for driving positive change? 

That’s the question Mickey Huff — director of Project Censored, president of the Media Freedom 
Foundation, and co-author of “United States of Distraction: Media Manipulation in Post-Truth America 
(and what we can do about it)” — asked me toward the end of our interview. “How do we get people 
informed? And to understand the problems? That’s why journalism matters. It does matter what they 
do and don’t report.” 

Reversing the aggressive media consolidation would require undoing decades of legislation that 
loosened restrictions on ownership. That probably won’t happen in the immediate future. So, as 
journalist and media commentator Jim Fallows wrote in 2005: “The remaining hope is to acknowledge 
the existence of this disorder and use that knowledge to offset or limit its most damaging effects.” 

As with any problem, recognizing that it exists is the first step to handling it. And all hope is not lost, 
because remember: you get to choose where you get your information. Across the board, experts 
recommend deliberately seeking out independent, nonprofit news channels. 

Just a few of these organizations that don’t accept corporate backing or funding from advertising include 
Democracy Now!, FAIR, ProPublica, Media Roots, The Lever, MintPress News, Truthout, The 
Conversation, The Nation, The Intercept, The Grayzone, Citizen Truth and Common Dreams. 

“It’s not healthy to be so cynical about it that you give up,” added Huff. “And turning off corporate 
media is only one step. But I would argue that once you’re media literate, you need to watch it to 
understand why everyone else is walking around like a zombie repeating the same thing.” 

As Jim Morrison once said, “whoever controls the media controls the mind.” Taking that into 
consideration, it’s high time to ask yourself: who are you granting the power to control your mind? And 
given that any profit-making company’s ultimate goal is to make money, how might their motives mean 
keeping you distracted or in the dark? 

[…to be continued.] 

Originally published on Rebecca Strong’s Down The Rabbit Hole Substack page. 

https://www.projectcensored.org/2-journalists-investigating-financial-crimes-threatened-by-global-elites/
https://www.projectcensored.org/1-prescription-drug-costs-set-to-become-a-leading-cause-of-death-for-elderly-americans/
https://www.projectcensored.org/7-googles-union-busting-methods-revealed/
https://www.projectcensored.org/20-proposed-domestic-terrorism-legislation-imperils-civil-liberties/
https://www.projectcensored.org/9-police-use-dogs-as-instruments-of-violence-targeting-people-of-color/
https://www.projectcensored.org/9-police-use-dogs-as-instruments-of-violence-targeting-people-of-color/
https://www.cnn.com/2021/12/30/us/top-100-digital-stories-2021-cec/index.html
https://inthesetimes.com/features/bernie-sanders-corporate-media-threatens-our-democracy.html
https://www.projectcensored.org/aboutmff/
https://www.projectcensored.org/aboutmff/
https://www.amazon.com/United-States-Distraction-Manipulation-Post-Truth/dp/0872867676
https://www.amazon.com/United-States-Distraction-Manipulation-Post-Truth/dp/0872867676
https://prospect.org/features/waging-media-battle/
https://www.projectcensored.org/independent-news-links/
https://www.democracynow.org/
https://fair.org/
https://propublica.org/
https://mediaroots.org/
https://www.levernews.com/
https://www.mintpressnews.com/
https://truthout.org/
https://theconversation.com/
https://theconversation.com/
https://www.thenation.com/
https://theintercept.com/
https://thegrayzone.com/
https://citizentruth.org/
https://www.commondreams.org/
https://rebeccastrong.substack.com/p/big-media-big-conflicts-of-interest
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The views and opinions expressed in this article are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect 
the views of Children's Health Defense. 

Rebecca Strong 

Rebecca Strong is a freelance health, wellness and lifestyle writer based in Boston. 
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