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A. Background
Based on the needs assessment carried out among the SEENPM members in 2001-2002 already, there exist a need for greater exchange of expertise and information in the research area among the SEENPM member organizations, and it is expected that SEENPM centers will actively cooperate in this process.
Several research projects have already been implemented by the SEENPM centers, bringing to the fore various problems in media and training area. Due to dire financial straits academic researchers often lack access to the most recent developments in the theory and practice of mass communications in the region and beyond.
Lacking research expertise hampers regional approach to the issues. On the other side, in the fields where such expertise does exist, lack of systematic exchange of information makes it difficult to use already accumulated experience. This experience is often accumulated through trial and error efforts, which means that even negative experience might be of substantial use to other countries.
These problems have highlighted the need for the establishment of a forum for the exchange of expertise among researchers from the SEENPM member-countries.
B. SEENPM Researchers Network
A regional Researchers Network under the SEENPM auspices is proposed as an answer to the above-mentioned problems. By setting up this body the Network will further build its capacity to conduct independent research in the media field, and will stimulate research in the member-countries. The proposed Researchers’ Network will facilitate close cooperation and exchange of expertise with research centers outside the SEE, and will serve as a good tool for the promotion of the activities of the SEENPM as a whole.
The Researchers Network seems to be a challenge in itself, since a long list of problems emerge when approaching the issue from more instrumental point of view. Among these are:
- The scope of media related areas. Media studies are already a vast domain, including sociology, marketing, data-collecting, journalism practices, economic management, human resources management, etc. Spread between the concepts of media as an economy, media as communication environment, media as a political/societal instrument, etc. media research in itself breaks into fragmented pieces. There is already a clear distinction between print and electronic media expertise, to say nothing of specializing in issues like media law, journalism practicing, access to information, media advertising, marketing, media entertainment.) Narrowing the scope of interest will require careful evaluation and exchange of opinions.
- Uneven development of the SEENPM countries in media field results in different agendas within different countries. General common trends are easily defined, but details on the way of media development vary according to the independent local conditions.

- Linking expertise to experts is an issue in itself. Numbers of institutions, researchers and practicing journalists, plus a large amount of officials could claim on media expertise. (Faculties of Journalism and Mass Communication; scientific and semi-scientific media organizations, institutes and academies, NGOs, Media Councils, Parliamentary and Government Commissions and Sub-commissions on the media, etc.) Law schools graduate in Media Law, major newspapers and TVs organize research or analytical groups, to say nothing of the managerial expertise in terms of marketing, advertising, electronic distribution, etc. Within this format the very term “media studies” seems to need re-defining. 

- Foreseeing the future of the media requires quick adapting to new schemes, modern technology, qualification in various rapidly developing areas of knowledge. It might well happen that while evaluating, analyzing and researching media issues, research turns into historical analysis of the “yesterday” of the media. This will turn media research into an effort lagging behind modernization, and not helping it.

- Practical approaches. The Researchers Network could not claim to substitute the “Academy”, or to impose on media researchers topics and priorities. It could, however, help develop topics and priorities, adapt it to local needs and help organize information and expertise flows in the region to the benefit both of the media and the audience, of democratic development and increasing professionalism of the media. Practical approaches need stratification, selection of topics and areas, even finding some common denominator in terms of applicability in the SEE region. In terms of sustainability the Researchers Network could not count on a vast financial support in the foreseeable future. Which means that areas, topics and activities deserve careful evaluation. Theorizing on such structure ought not to neglect immediate and concrete objectives of the SEENPM as a network, including training, establishing of standards, professionalization of the media as such.

C. SEENPM Researchers Network Founding Conference
Establishing of the Network could not be a private and independent effort, nor could it follow a pre-set agenda or models. For this reason a Founding Conference is envisaged – to help create a “structure of efforts” and agree on scopes, on ways of cooperation, on applicability of various ideas in media research field that could be put forth. Innovative ideas would be more than welcome. Above all, there need to be a format of summing up accumulated experience, of expressing opinions on controversial issues, of outlining agreements and disagreements.

SEENPM countries will be represented at the Founding conference with one expert chosen by the local SEENPM centers. Representatives of all the local SEENPM member organizations will be invited as well, and it is expected that this format could prove beneficial to all of the centers involved and to shaping the idea itself.

At the Founding Conference each of the centers will be invited to present in short the past experience in research field (project results, conclusions, or evaluating of experience). At the conference representatives from different countries will be able to put forth ideas and priorities, and to discuss these priorities against the background of other positions shared. Above all, the primary topics for investigation and research will be defined. The persons invited will form the core of the Network itself (with no binding provisions, formalities of membership or institutionalizing is envisaged at this stage.)

The Founding Conference of the SEENPM Researchers Network aims at setting up the infrastructure of the Network. This tentative agenda identifies the main topics only. During the first day it is expected that SEENPM centers representatives and experts will make short presentations (10 min) on research needs and achievements in their countries, and evaluate these needs from the perspective of the center’s activities. After these presentations a discussion could cover major research trends and challenges in the region. The idea is to reach a common understanding on some list of research priorities to be covered by the efforts of the Researchers Network. Surely, the Network could not substitute the “Academia” (Research institutes and centers, Universities, etc.) The idea is to find out the topical areas where a research effort could bring profitable results – from the point of view of SEENPM centers needs, professional experience and not covered by the “Academia”. The Founding conference is expected to outline expertise needs, specific areas of expertise and (if necessary) topical fields that need elaboration from perspective of SEENPM goals.
The second day of the conference will elaborate on the objectives, strategy, structure and plans of the Researchers Network. Since there are objective limitations to the Network activities (financial, structural, etc.), these issues deserve careful evaluation. It is expected that the network activities would start with data-base collecting on regional research, hence the scope of data will be evaluated.

Tentative Topical Areas for Media Research

Media Legislation

Data Collecting and Documentation

Training Methodology (Curriculum development; cooperation with formal educational institutions; curricula and course materials)

Media Policy Initiatives (Press Complaints Commissions; Circulation Auditing Bureaus; affirmative actions, etc.)

Media Independence (Media role in democratic processes)

Professionalization of Reporting (Media standards)

Modern Media trends (Digital TV, etc.)

Journalists’ rights

International Cooperation and Experience-sharing

The above-listed topical areas came as a result of various consultations on the media research needs. Still, these areas are tentative - they are rather to stimulate defining areas for media research than to represent a final list. The final list of topics, the exact wording and arranging priorities is to be compiled and edited by the Researchers Network representatives.

It is expected that topical areas will reflect media development trends in the region, and the current research products’ needs. However, it is expected that these topical areas will also closely reflect SEENPM centers needs – Researchers Network aims at providing SEENPM and its members with relevant information and tools to improve centers’ activities (media policy initiatives, training, planning, etc.), and to help to increase the institutional capacity of the network members as a whole.
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