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THE RESEARCH TEAM

This report is part of an international research project, which is funded by the National 
Association for Media Literacy Education (NAMLE), based in the USA. The Australian 
Project, Adult Media Literacy in Australia, is led by Dr. Tanya Notley (Institute for 
Culture and Society, Western Sydney University). Team members include Professor 
Sora Park (News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra) and Professor 
Michael Dezuanni (Digital Media Research Centre, Queensland University of 
Technology). Read more about the project at https://namle.net/international-research-
initiative/.

Sora Park is the Associate Dean of Research for the Faculty of Arts and Design and 
Professor of Communication at the University of Canberra. Her research focuses 
on digital media users, media markets and media policy. She is the lead author of the 
Digital News Report: Australia 2021.

Jee Young Lee is a Lecturer at the Faculty of Arts and Design and a member of the 
News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra. Her research focuses on 
digital inclusion practices and policies, particularly for emerging digitally excluded 
social groups in developed communities, and the growing digital media consumption in 
emerging markets. 

Susan Atkinson is a senior strategic communication consultant and a Research 
Associate at the News & Media Research Centre, University of Canberra. Her 
research focus is on the use of social media in crisis communication, and particularly on 
understanding community information needs and the use of images and infographics to 
increase community responses and resilience.

Jing Su is a doctoral student at the News and Media Research Centre, University of 
Canberra. She works as a Research Associate at the N&MRC and as a Higher Degree 
by Research Trainee at the Faculty of Arts & Design. 
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EXECUTIVE 
SUMMARY

This report complements a national survey that was conducted in 2020, with more 
than 3000 adult Australians about their media literacy needs and abilities (Notley, et 
al., 2021). We acknowledge that there are hard to reach groups that online surveys 
cannot fully represent. To address this, between January and July 2021, we carried 
out a series of interviews and focus group discussions with 22 participants across 17 
organisations that serve communities with specific media literacy needs. The aim was 
to better understand the diversity of media literacy needs among Australians. We 
focused on four target groups: people who live in aged care facilities; people living with 
a disability; culturally and linguistically diverse (CALD) people (hereinafter ‘multicultural 
communities’ and ‘CALD’ are used interchangeably throughout the report); and 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people.

The interviews and focus group discussions revealed that there are considerable 
differences within the target groups in terms of how media are used and the role they play 
in their lives. Common elements also emerged. For example, participants agreed that 
connecting with others, gaining independence, getting access to critical services and 
participating in society as a citizen were important outcomes of media use and media 
literacy for these groups. 

The study highlights broader challenges related to media use and media literacy. These 
include inadequate access to devices and the internet, insufficient trusted sources of 
information (particularly among multicultural communities), a lack of understanding 
of these groups within the broader public, and attitudinal barriers to using media and 
technology.

Participants emphasised that the key to providing adequate media literacy programs is 
to acknowledge the diverse needs of people within the target groups, and to develop 
a ground-up approach. Media use is usually coupled with other social activities and 
services, and this means that media literacy education should be embedded as part of 
and within other services. 

In many cases media literacy education was delivered by social service organisations in 
an ad hoc manner. Front-line workers would often find that their clients need to acquire 
a certain level of media literacy to access social services. However, staff rarely receive 
training or education to deliver media literacy education as this is not seen as a key part 
of their role. 

The findings suggest that more in-depth and comprehensive research is needed to fully 
understand the diverse media literacy needs of all segments of the society and to develop 
media literacy programs for all citizens. 

Media literacy is important to 
every citizen. It is the ability to 

critically engage with media 
in all aspects of life and it is 

essential for full participation in 
society. However, media literacy 
abilities are unevenly distributed 
across the population, and little 

is known about the challenges 
facing those who may be 

vulnerable to disproportionate 
barriers when trying to access 

and use media
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KEY FINDINGS

Not much is known about the diverse media literacy needs of different segments of the population, 
especially about those who are socially disadvantaged. Our findings suggest that media literacy needs 
among groups that experience disadvantage vary vastly within each group. More research is needed 
to better understand the needs of different groups. 

Those who already experience a disadvantage in society are usually those who need media literacy 
education the most. And the value-add of acquiring and improving media literacy is greater for 
groups that experience disadvantage, as it can be used to overcome other societal barriers. At a 
national level, media literacy needs of groups that experience disadvantage should be addressed as  
a priority. 

Improving the general public’s understanding of diversity in society is an important element 
of media literacy education. Media literacy for groups that experience disadvantage cannot be 
addressed in isolation. They are affected by perceptions and attitudes, and the relationships between 
disadvantaged groups and the rest of the population. The research shows that media literacy 
education must be embedded in people’s everyday context. For groups that experience disadvantage, 
embedding media literacy with social or community services can be an effective model of delivery, as 
this leverages existing intermediary models of service and education.

Many social service organisations are already providing ad hoc media literacy support to their end-
users. There is an urgent need among front-line workers to be trained in delivering targeted media 
literacy education to the communities they serve. 
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Despite the rapid growth in media technology uptake and 
use over the past 10 years, media literacy education in 
Australia has been offered in ad hoc and disparate ways. For 
school-aged children the Australian Curriculum includes 
opportunities for media literacy education, particularly 
through the mandatory F-10 Media Arts Curriculum. 
However, research highlights that the quality and delivery 
of media literacy is inconsistent (Notley & Dezuanni, 2019; 
Corser, Dezuanni, & Notley, 2021). For the adult population 
no national policy, strategy or targeted funding exists. Where 
there is support, the main focus has been on mitigating 
online abuses and scams, or on developing a defined set 
of technical skills rather than critical or creative media 
capabilities (Notley et al., 2021). 

In 2019, the Australian Competition and Consumer 
Commission (ACCC) conducted an inquiry into how digital 
platforms impact media content creators, advertisers and 
consumers. In its final report, the ACCC recommended that 
media literacy programs should be developed for adults, and 
the Australian Curriculum should be reviewed to assess how 
media literacy was being taught in schools.

To address these gaps, our team conducted a national 
survey (N=3,150) from October to November 2020 on 
adult media literacy (see Notley et al., 2021 for details). 
The survey focused on understanding what Australians 
think media literacy should do for them, for their families 
and for Australian society. However, we recognise that 
online surveys have limitations in representing all groups 
in society, particularly those that already have embedded 
socioeconomic disadvantage. Research on digital exclusion 
tells us that media use is inseparable from economic, social, 
cultural and commercial activities of individuals (Helsper 
et al, 2017; Park, 2017). Since technology use cannot be 
separated from an individual’s life course, we cannot address 
problems of media literacy without considering its relation 
to other social dimensions. From an individual’s viewpoint, 
media literacy is not a static accomplishment but rather an 
evolving set of abilities that develop over time in line with 
the changes in media and media technology. 

In this report, we strategically chose four groups that 
experience disadvantage in society who we hypothesised, 
based on other research, may have particular or unique 
media literacy needs when compared to the general 
population. The study was intended to complement the 
national survey and to address some of the limits. The four 
groups included in this report are: (1) people who live in 
aged care facilities; (2) culturally and linguistically diverse 
(CALD) people (multicultural communities); (3) people 

living with a disability; and (4) Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people. As an exploratory study, we conducted 
focus groups and interviews with organisations that provide 
social services to one or more of these groups. 

This report defines media literacy as the ability to critically 
engage with media in all aspects of life. It is a form of lifelong 
literacy that is essential for full participation in society 
(Australian Media Literacy Alliance, n.d). Media technology 
is rapidly evolving, and the skills and knowledge people 
learn during their school education needs to be constantly 
updated. The upskilling occurs in various ways and formal 
education is often not the main source of support. Less than 
10% of Australians said their main source of support was 
educational institutions (Notley, et al, 2021). 

The role of public institutions such as libraries can be critical 
in providing continuous lifelong education for citizens. Also 
important are informal networks and intermediaries (Diaz et 
al., 2009; Powell, et al., 2010; Park, 2014). Close family and 
friends are likely to have a significant impact and our survey 
confirms that this is where most people have received media 
literacy support from (Notley et al., 2021). When adopting 
new technologies, people are often influenced by others 
around them. Close kinship is one of the most important 
factors that influence an individual’s decision to use new 
technologies (Goolsbee & Klenow, 2002). However, there 
are very few empirical studies on how intermediaries and 
informal networks can effectively deliver media literacy 
programs. More importantly, very little is known about 
those who serve as media literacy intermediaries, their 
attitudes, needs and perspectives about their impact and 
influence (Dezuanni et al., 2019). To investigate the role 
of intermediaries, we focused on whether and how social 
service organisations deliver media literacy education and 
what they perceive of as media literacy needs of their  
end-users. 

INTRODUCTION
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THE STUDY DESIGN

Following the implementation of the national survey, we set out to investigate the role of social 
infrastructures in supporting media literacy for groups that experience disadvantage. We carried out a 
series of focus group discussions with organisations that serve communities with special media literacy 
needs, with the aim of better understanding the diversity of needs among adult Australians. 

In the interview and focus group phase, we focused on specific media literacy needs and experiences 
of four groups: senior citizens who live in aged care facilities, those living with disabilities, culturally 
and linguistically diverse people, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. We included media 
literacy or digital literacy education and training program providers, particularly those who have worked 
with any of these groups. In the national survey, we found that typically low income, low education, older 
people, those living with disabilities and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people generally have 
lower confidence in their media ability. People from multicultural communities, on the other hand, were 
more diverse and, in many cases, had higher media engagement and media ability. However, there was 
a large variation within this group and the survey had limits in reaching a range of different types of 
multicultural communities such as new migrants, refugees and those who have multiple disadvantages.

RECRUITMENT PROCESS 

We reached out to 137 organisations across every 
state and territory in Australia. A total of 284 emails 
were sent including 164 to organisations and their 
branches, and 120 follow-up emails. Then we followed 
up with 80 phone calls to encourage participation. A 
door-to-door recruitment strategy was adopted in 
the ACT, where a team member visited organisations 
to recruit participants. We had positive responses 
from 19 organisations but not all of them were able 
to attend a focus group session. As there are very 
few organisations that explicitly deliver media literacy 
education or services in Australia, we were inclusive 
in our recruitment and included any organisation 
that deliver social services to one or more of the 
four groups. This approach may have seen many 
organisations feel less qualified to speak on the topic of 
media literacy, and partly explain the low response rate.

PARTICIPANTS

In total, 22 participants from 17 organisations attended 
the focus group discussions. Those who preferred 
individual interviews were able to take part this way. 
Most of the focus groups/interviews were conducted 
from 13 January to 23 February 2021. We conducted 
an additional interview on 16 July 2021. While we 
reached out to all states and territories, the final sample 
consisted of participants from NSW, the ACT, VIC, 
WA and QLD. Participants ranged from community 
coordinators, chief executive officers, project 
coordinators, advocates and volunteers, to former 
policy officers and media practitioners. Most of the 
participants were affiliated with more than one targeted 
group: 11 in aged care, 13 in disability, 8 in multicultural 
communities and 5 in Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people related organisations.
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INTERVIEW METHOD

A total of 11 focus groups (9 online and 2 face-to-face) 
with 22 participants were conducted. All focus groups 
followed the interview protocol, but the moderator 
allowed as much free-flowing discussion as possible. 
See Appendix 1 for a detailed interview protocol.

ANALYSIS

Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed using 
an automated transcription software. All interview 
transcripts were reviewed and edited for accuracy by 
the research team. 

In accordance with the sociocultural approach in media 
studies research, the aim of the interviews was to 
uncover people’s understandings and identify dominant 
and contested themes in participants’ views about the 
community they serve as service providers, carers or 
advocates and how they make sense of media literacy 
in their work. 

We sought to identify commonalities and differences 
amongst the four different groups, noting that most of 
the participants were providing services to more than 
one group. We used a thematic textual analysis method 
to identify themes, commonalities and differences in 
the data.

In the report, we anonymised the participants and refer 
to them as P1 to P22. 



MEDIA LITERACY IN AUSTRALIA: A QUALITATIVE STUDY10   \

UNDERSTANDING 
MEDIA LITERACY

Media Literacy vs Digital Literacy
There was a shared understanding about the two 
distinct types of literacy — digital vs media — among the 
participants. Media literacy usually refers to the critical 
thinking applied to digital and non-digital media. When 
participants used the term ‘media literacy’, it was usually in 
relation to television, social media and news. In contrast, 
participants referred to ‘digital literacy’ as ‘digital skills’, such 
as knowing how to use different devices.

I’d say digital literacy and digital media literacy are 
two different things. When we’re doing digital literacy 
with people ... it encompasses so much more than 
what I would consider to be media literacy. When we 
go through media literacy, we show them how to get 
their social media and how to get their news. Whereas 
with digital literacy, we phrase that differently. That 
encompasses everything ... like, how to open up their 
laptop and how to turn on the tablet (P4).

Digital literacy is not necessarily the information 
bit. It means that you can use your phone to play a 
game and do your banking. Media is for sharing the 
information (P8). 

Being able to find messages that suit the audience 
you’re in. Like finding the local radio station, finding 
Hindi news, finding whatever it is. SBS Chinese is 
being rereleased as SBS Chinese soon. Knowing 
the media landscape, and what messages are best 
catered to you. That applies to new media as well, like 
YouTube, etc. The same applies to all media (P1).

The differentiation was mainly between accessing the 
technology, and understanding or using that content via 
the device. While participants articulated the differences 
between media and digital literacies, in practice, the two 
were often used interchangeably, or one as the subset of  
the other. 

For some people in the community that we work with, 
they would absolutely think that digital literacy is 
part of media literacy. I think most of the people that 
we tend to work with as an organisation wouldn’t 
necessarily make a distinction (P2).

What Does It Mean to Be Digitally Literate?
To most of the participants, digital literacy meant that users 
were able to ‘pick up a device and make sense of it pretty 
quickly’ (P4) and understand the lexicon of the device, 
such as recognising what the icons mean and that blue text 
indicates a link (P21). 

Participants agreed that their clients are challenged by 
the rapidly changing media environment. They noted that 
technologies evolve quickly, and it is hard to keep up with the 
rapid pace of change. 

Digital literacy [is] being able to use different 
platforms, technologies, and apps, as well as 
different hardware in a very rapidly evolving age of 
modernisation of media platforms. You barely get to 
understand one and for example, we’ve all figured  
out WhatsApp, but now many of us are moving to 
Signal (P6).

While digital literacy was mentioned in the context of 
technology, participants emphasised that it was not 
only about technical skills. A degree of confidence was 
also regarded as important. Participants observed that 
overcoming fear was the first step to learning. 

I think to be digitally literate, you’re not scared of the 
digital world. As someone who is not that literate, I 
think fear plays a really big role (P4).

Especially among elderly people, the lack of confidence is 
seen to be a critical barrier to their learning.

They’re scared of it. Because they can’t keep up with it. 
It definitely affects people’s confidence a lot (P21).

Many don’t even see digital as something that’s of 
interest to them, [because] they’ve never really been 
introduced to it through workplaces. We look at what 
will motivate them to actually want to get online, and 
then there’s also the huge barrier of fear ... [making 
them realise that they won’t] come to any risk by 
doing it. [In] the early stages, [we work on] gaining 
confidence (P22). 

The COVID-19 pandemic has raised the awareness of 
the need for digital literacy. Participants experienced how 
important it was for their clients to have digital literacy in the 
context of health information. 
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Digital literacy is a current focus of ours in the COVID 
context, and also digital access barriers that are 
not digital literacy. We did a lot of consultation and 
research last year on COVID experiences of carers. 
As well as digital literacy and digital access being 
a key part of that, related was the information and 
communication provision around COVID and the 
ongoing situation (P19).

Especially with COVID, there is a big divide between 
connecting to anything: connecting to community; 
connecting to services; connecting to everything in 
the world. It is all now digital. People are not getting 
their bill sent out in the post anymore. Everything has 
gone into the digital world, and especially for aged 
care, and I would imagine disability. There’s a massive 
digital divide. There is a big gap (P21). 

The pandemic confirmed the importance of being able to 
access technology and critical health and safety information. 

It’s multi-pronged because you need access to 
[technology and ability to] be able to access the 
messages and the advice that you need. The media 
plays such an important role. Just look at the COVID 
pandemic, and how much the media has played a role 
in getting out that information (P1).

What Does It Mean to Be Media Literate?
When discussing media literacy specifically, participants 
often mentioned social media as an important element. 
Participants said many of their clients were receiving their 
information from social media platforms such as YouTube. 
However, having access to content didn’t always mean 
they were able to fully utilise the information. Participants 
emphasised the need for the ability to identify reliable 
sources and to critically assess the content. 

It has algorithms that just direct certain things to you. 
A person can be media literate, but maybe not media 
savvy. Do you know where to get news from different 
sources so you can see both sides of the picture (P4).

I would have thought it was just how people interact 
with different formats of media, whether it be print, 
electronic, online, television, or radio. I just took the 
term media as quite broad and it’s about using the 
different available ways of accessing media, including 

your Facebook, your Twitter, your Insta, your 
Snapchats ... all of those sorts of things (P1).

Many participants had a hierarchical concept of media 
literacy. As a first step, they said you must be able to access 
and use the technology. 

Access to the digital device is fundamental. A 75-year-
old volunteer I worked with is at home and she couldn’t 
go into the Microsoft Teams meeting because she 
had an old PC. On top of that, it’s actually having 
the digital literacy to use the device. So, it’s still the 
knowledge side of things which is why we made a little 
manual. We spend around one or two hours with them 
and I would love to give them more. Some people need 
more (P21).

After gaining access, a media literate person can critically 
analyse the credibility and accuracy of information, and this 
aspect is becoming increasingly critical. 

Good media literacy [means that you can] distil 
information and also be able to differentiate between 
what is high quality, low quality and glean good 
understanding (P16). 

Another important element of media literacy that 
participants agreed on was the ability to verify the credibility 
of information, as there is a diverse range of information 
online, and multiple voices that can be accessed.

High media literacy is being able to differentiate 
between what is propaganda and what is real. What 
is opinion and sometimes paid opinion? Having 
healthy scepticism without becoming a conspiracy 
theorist where nothing is credible. Being able to draw 
conclusions that are reasonable, based on what’s 
presented, and to identify what are more credible 
sources. No matter whether you think ABC is the only 
source of truth, you don’t want to fall into an ABC echo 
chamber either. Part of media literacy is being able to 
weigh multiple voices and views and determine what is 
the most accurate or the most likely (P16).

I think media literacy is about how I consume 
information. Also, being sure that people are able to 
filter the information that they get. Making sure that 
it is right. And not just someone’s opinion, it’s actually 
factual (P2).
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DEFINING  
MEDIA LITERACY

Media literacy includes the ability to critically engage with all forms of 
communication media and media technology that are used to communicate, 
entertain, inform and persuade. Media includes both traditional mediums 
such as television, radio and print media and new mediums such as social 
media and mobile apps. As media literacy in contemporary society often has a 
focus on digital media, media literacy and digital literacy are sometimes used 
interchangeably. However, it is useful to differentiate between media literacy and 
digital literacy, with the former being a broader concept. 

Media literacy goes beyond the development of technical skills and promotes 
engagement with social, cultural, political and economic perspectives, values 
and ideas, including a critique of how these are created, circulated, used and 
consumed via media. A person who is ‘critical’ from a media literacy perspective 
typically reflects on their own and others’ engagement with media. Rather than 
simply using media, a critical media user is usually curious about how media are 
made and seeks to understand the different ways media influence people and 
society (Notley, et al., 2021).

I guess it’s about people’s ability to access information 
and feel like they’re represented by it. They need to 
have critical communication within their sphere, so 
that it’s not just content going out, but it’s engagement 
coming back as well. It’s very much about processing 
the information and being able to act on it rather than 
just passively receiving it (P15).

While most participants understood there was a difference 
between the terms ‘media’ and ‘digital’ literacy, they often 
used them interchangeably. As a result, throughout this 
report we use the term ‘media literacy’ as an overarching 
concept that includes ‘digital literacy’.
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THE ROLE OF 
MEDIA LITERACY

Access to Critical Services and Resources 
Participants frequently highlighted the critical role of 
media literacy in knowing what information and resources 
are available, and how to access them. For those who 
are receiving social services or welfare, this is one of the 
most important uses of media and media technologies. 
Participants emphasised the important role of media literacy 
in not only accessing but utilising the information they need.

We’ve also got children and young people who may be 
living in a home where there’s family violence. When 
we recognise it, we can go to other caregivers, like 
teachers and organisations and mention that there 
is family violence or abuse in the house. We can’t 
give them pamphlets and leaflets because they don’t 
want to carry anything that others might see, like 
the perpetrators. We help them to access information 
online like what is family violence, why is it against the 
law, what is elder abuse. They can get phone numbers 
for police stations, hospitals, social work organisations 
in their neighbourhood. We need to be able to give 
them resources [that are online] (P6). 

Those who are already disadvantaged in society are those 
who need media literacy the most. These groups are more 
likely to access social or government services that are crucial 
to their daily lives.

If you think about who is accessing government 
services, whether it’s Centrelink or Medicare. Those 
people are more likely to have issues with their health 
and accessing services online. You will find that it is the 
more vulnerable groups (P22).

Sometimes, access to trusted sources and information 
cannot be readily obtained via mainstream media due to 
language or cultural barriers. P3 spoke about women in 
multicultural communities, which reveals the importance of 
being able to use media effectively and within the context of 
people’s lives. 

I do more work with women. And I found that the 
women were more receptive to media, as in digital 
technology, than in leaflets and books. So, we’re 
trying to use that now as a platform and we’re getting 
them to apply for funding. There’s a lot of funding for 
capacity building from the [state government]. So, 
through that, if they can get some laptops and tablets 
then we can start to work with them (P3). 

Connection to Society and Independence
We asked participants why media literacy was important 
in their service delivery and to their clients. One of the 
key reasons was to enable their clients to connect to other 
people and society at large. Digital technology has made 
this more critical. P4 equates media literacy to being able 
to connect socially. This sentiment was shared by P1 who 
emphasised the growing uses of social media among 
Indigenous communities to connect with others.

It’s really hard to socially connect without being 
digitally literate (P4). 

Social media is so big in Indigenous communities. Like, 
Snapchat is so big. Instagram is massive. Facebook is 
massive. This shows that need for connection (P1).

Media is vital in enabling connection to society and 
community among people from multicultural background. 
Participants working with multicultural communities  
reported that this was especially necessary when they were 
first settling in Australia, as they established new contacts 
and networks. 

A lot of it is about that connection, as well as their 
community’s connection to their country essentially. 
We did a report looking at what the issues are 
[among] migrants and refugees. A lot of issues arose 
[during their] resettlement experience and creating 
that connection into their communities that they’ve 
transferred into. It’s very difficult if you’re not 
connected digitally these days to actually understand 
what’s going on and be able to see what’s in your area 
and be able to access the services online as well (P22). 

Media literacy, when linked to benefits, such as education, 
employment, health or being able to access services, 
becomes more impactful.

It is more around using your digital skills for [the] 
benefit of education or employment and being able to 
then access services as well (P22). 

Participants noted that being media literate means 
improving life opportunities. For example, older people can 
access trustworthy information and news, and feel they can 
securely go shopping and connect with family online, and 
without assistance. They can also engage with entertainment 
and information media in their mother tongue and use online 
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translation services. Gaining independence is an important 
function of media literacy. Participants expressed concerns 
about parents from multicultural backgrounds who rely 
on their children to use digital technologies, which places 
significant responsibility on their children (P4). This reliance 
on children affects the parents’ confidence in providing 
support to their children regarding issues such as online 
safety (P21). 

For those who receive social welfare, keeping up with 
the information provided on online platforms is often a 
challenge. Those with low media literacy levels struggle 
with the rapid pace of change and the sheer volume of 
information. In order to reach a basic level of functioning in 
society, those who have a disability are more likely to have 
additional challenges to overcome that may also impact 
on their ability to access, use and create media. However, 
media literacy is even more important for those who already 
experience disadvantage as it is critical to overcoming 
exclusion and disadvantage.

In terms of government interaction — it is [the] speed 
of the change of information. The shift is constant. It is 
almost daily — quite literally. There is new information 
that is quite fundamental to people’s lives. And it’s the 
pace, as well as the access. A lot of stuff they put out 
is in plain English, but they put out 47 different fact 
sheets (P12). 

We had one of the women who is part of the migrant 
women’s art group. I think she’s in her mid-70s. And 
when we shifted the program to using Microsoft team, 
she really struggled, and we had to help her login 
every time (P15).

Participation in Society
Media literacy supports people to actively participate in 
society through media and media technology. This ability to 
participate largely depends on how effectively people can 
use media in various areas of their lives. 

Information gathering to be able to understand 
what’s happening in community, to connect with the 
community — for health, for social aspects, for safety, 
for everything (P12). 

People only like to engage with media, if they can see 
themselves, or if they feel part of it. They do need to 
feel included, and they do need to be visible. And the 
more you can bring people on the margins into the 
general community, and everyone gets to know and 
understand what sort of track they’re walking, then it’s 
easy for everyone to accommodate it (P1).

It’s such a media saturated culture. It’s important to be 

able to engage with that culture, because that is how 
a lot of people form their beliefs or communicate with 
other people or share things they want to do. It has an 
impact on your ability to be able to connect with other 
parts of society (P15).

Participants defined ‘participating in society’ as the ability to 
exercise civil and political rights. Media literacy was regarded 
as a pre-condition for this since most of these kinds of 
activities are mediated through digital technology and media.

It is important to be able to participate in society by 
expressing your views, but equally important is to 
be represented adequately in the media. The sense of 
being visible and included in the society is all part of 
being a member of society, and this is often mediated 
through the media (P9).

Understanding processes, being able to contribute and 
have a civic voice. If you actually understand, deeply 
understand the issues and understand how to influence 
and how you can participate in broader community 
decision making (P14).

It’s just if you’re going to be a part of any modern 
society, you have to have your narrative be told, and 
be able to participate with that narrative on a macro 
level (P1).

In addition to accessing media technology and finding 
relevant content, being able to participate demands an 
additional skillset, which is the ability to critically engage 
with the content. However, those who are already socially 
disadvantaged often also lack the support to develop  
those skills. 

[What] we’re talking about is not just being able to get 
to the website, but to be able to see the information, 
understand it. And for that information to have the 
intended effect on you that it was intended to have, 
when it was written or filled, or whatever ... The 
technical assistance to overcome accessibility hurdles 
is pervasive. Now, device uptake in these communities 
has been relatively healthy. [However] the ‘access 
literacy’ problems have not improved. People have 
assistive technology, they have devices, they have the 
tech, [but] they’re not engaging with it, they’re not 
sharing the information, they’re not commenting on 
things, they’re not getting involved in discussions that 
is the actual engagement (P3). 

When the lack of support is coupled with a lack of targeted 
government communication, it causes a critical divide 
in society. P3 highlighted the need for more targeted 
government communication strategies so that different 
groups can receive public information in their language and 
preferred channel of communication. 
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We’re still seeing the issues of information distribution 
... large scale government operations with the money 
to do this correctly, are still experiencing issues 
actually getting the information through to the 
targeted end user in a meaningful way. And I don’t 
think that the majority of things contributing to that 
problem are technical in nature, and they won’t be 
solved through technical solutions (P3).

Digital Safety and Resilience
Participants reiterated the increasing awareness of online 
safety among their clients. However, their confidence in 
technically handling these issues was considerably low. This 
was particularly the case among parents from multicultural 
communities who rely heavily on their children with digital 
technologies. P4 emphasised the importance of media 
literacy for these groups to be able to keep their children 
safe online. 

 The one thing that I am doing ... is I’m teaching 
parents how to make their devices child proof and child 
friendly and keep them safe on devices. It’s like safety 
literacy, digital safety, there we go (P4).

Dealing with online risks such as negative content is a critical 
aspect of media literacy. It is particularly challenging for 
those living with disabilities.

A majority of people with psychosocial disabilities 
tend to avoid Facebook and platforms like Facebook, 
etc. Because it really does make them feel dreadfully 
unwell (P18).

Those who have higher levels of digital literacy and resilience 
can better mitigate the impact of online risks and recover 
quicker from challenges (Barlett, 2015). In this regard, 
media literacy is vital to building confidence to deal with 
challenging online content and the capacity to stay safe.

Critical Engagement with Media 
Media literacy is critical to increasing awareness of the 
influence of media and understanding how media messages 
shape our culture and society. This is particularly relevant to 
groups that experience disadvantage, such as Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander, people from multicultural communities, 
people living with disabilities and older Australians.

If we’re just talking about Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander affairs ... There’s levels of literacy and 
understanding that come from [information] directly 
relating to you.… But if it’s not policies that impact 
you, it takes a lot more work to get that higher level of 

literacy around understanding the issues as it’s been 
portrayed by the media (P16).

The challenge is that it’s probably the interactions 
they have with their non-Indigenous fellow citizens 
about their interpreting the same media. A blackfella 
will read the same media and come to a very different 
conclusion or will have their own political lens. They 
are seeing which bits are [legitimate] and which bits 
are opinion; which bits are really formed, and which 
voices are Aboriginal voices that are being quoted, or 
misquoted (P16).

This is the biggest issue that faces communities of 
disability and also CALD communities of which the 
deaf-blind communities [are] both. Because we have 
such a concentration of sign language users, media 
literacy to me is not only being able to access the 
particular medium in which this is presented, but to 
be able to access the kind of semantic intent and the 
purpose of that media for you to actually achieve 
its goal — if its goal is to communicate a piece of 
information. It’s not just about “does my Braille display 
allow me to access his website?” But “is it written in a 
way and with language that actually allows somebody 
from my particular set of circumstances to penetrate 
and get to the meaning, and allow that piece of media 
to achieve its goal?” (P3). 

P16 argued that this is particularly relevant to young 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people, who are highly 
connected and engaged in politics. Media literacy is linked to 
the awareness of current affairs and political engagement. 

Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander youth are 
very highly connected. Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people are far more politically savvy and 
aware, because they’re living in a colonised society 
where everything is political for them. They might 
have very strong views and are not all one voice or one 
view stating the obvious, but they just, by the nature of 
the situation that they are [in are] a lot more attuned 
to [what’s going on]. You know how society works 
because they have to be out of necessity. And I think 
that translates to higher media literacy [and] higher 
political savviness, or awareness or engagement ... My 
observation is Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people across the board [and] regardless of the 
geography are, by necessity, a lot [more] aware and 
have a high literacy about the things as they relate to 
them (P16). 

Media literacy is also important in enabling community 
members to support each other. Building a ‘safe zone’ within 
the community can help filter fake news or misinformation, 
and share information that has been validated by trusted 
sources.



MEDIA LITERACY IN AUSTRALIA: A QUALITATIVE STUDY16   \

I think there’s actually a really high level of critical 
engagement amongst [the] Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander population, and what makes me 
say that is where the message comes from is really 
important. And, whether that person is trusted in the 
community or that organisation … And I think there’s a 
very high degree of like discernment in choosing which 
things to engage with and referencing (P15). 

The use of media, especially online media, can also lead 
to spaces where members of the community support each 
other. It also reinforces the social bond among those who are 
in need of social or cultural support. 

Like when we did the online NAIDOC last year, we 
had a really high engagement, and it was really, 
positive. Like everyone would just get on and watch 
these videos and be like, Uncle Johnny, that’s amazing, 
wow ... [There’s] this, like, real sense of people actively 
building each other up. [In] my sort of experiences 
that’s a very deliberate thing amongst [the] Aboriginal 
Torres Strait Islander community in Canberra. When 
someone in that community has done something cool, 
everyone is like, yeah, this is cool. It’s a high level of 
support (P15). 

I guess probably a lot of the same things within the 
migrant women art group as well. Like the group has 
a WhatsApp group. Someone will be like, “here’s a 
picture of my painting that I painted”. And everyone’s 
like, “wow, it’s amazing”. It’s ultra-supportive. All these 
cool things happening, like, “I just wanted to let y’all 
know about it”. “Oh, wow, that’s great thanks” (P15). 

P15’s additional accounts of shaping a ‘safe zone’ within the 
community highlight the importance of social support for 
disadvantaged members of the society. 

But then within that closed group, I guess there’s like a 
gatekeeping thing that happens, who’s in and who’s out 
because it has to be a safe space inside the group. And 
maybe that’s part of why mainstream media is less 
successful as well, because it doesn’t do gatekeeping to 
keep spaces safe for people (P15). 
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CHALLENGES IN SUPPORTING 
MEDIA LITERACY EDUCATION 

Diversity within the Groups
Participants emphasised the diversity within the communities 
they were serving. Not only are there vast differences in 
clients’ media literacy levels, but in their needs and uses of 
media in general. This means addressing different levels 
of understanding of media and media literacy among the 
groups is a challenge for educators as the can’t use a one-
size-fits-all approach. 

Diversity within diversity is such a big, big thing. 
Recently, I was after some information on the My Aged 
Care platform for LGBTI, older persons, and there 
were no translations at all, it’s just in English (P8). 

I’ve been working with just the communities that have 
come into our social areas to join our community 
centre. Some of them would say, you’ve got the 
difference between a frail elderly and just a normal 
elderly and like, you’ve got quite different [needs] ... 
Some of the veterans would have some disabilities and 
they’re all very varied (P4).

It is not only the diversity in media literacy levels but the 
heterogeneity in their sociodemographic characteristics that 
poses a challenge when delivering educational programs to 
the community, including media literacy programs. 

That’s really challenging because [it is] difficult to 
support someone on their device when it’s in another 
language. They needed [support] in Arabic, for 
instance, and I’m using an interpreter over the phone 
to support me to use a device [so] that I can [help] (P4). 

Multiple Layers of Barriers
Most survey participants worked in organisations serving 
a diverse range of groups that experience disadvantage. 
While they target distinct groups such as multicultural 
communities or Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people, the individuals they support often belong to more 
than one group. Many clients often experience multiple 
disadvantages, which can have a compounding effect. 
For example, older women, who are from a multicultural 
background and have a disability, are further disadvantaged 
in their media access and usage.

Generally, [disadvantaged groups] are on lower 
incomes. That has a knock-on effect as well with ability 

to afford data, and also then not picking up the skills 
through employment. [They have] multiple layers of 
disadvantage (P22).

The women are three steps behind … older women 
... especially in migrant communities, homeless and 
[receiving the pension]. Women for one reason or 
another are always behind. When it comes to you 
know, breakup of a relationship, they’ve lost the house, 
they’ve taken breaks for bringing up their children, 
so their superannuation is less. And with migrant 
women, can you imagine how way behind we are as a 
group? (P6). 

The basic requirement of support and providing accessibility 
is compounded by the need for tailored media literacy 
education. The organisations providing media literacy often 
do not have the necessary resources. 

Particularly with Auslan users, so particularly sign 
language users, but also with people with a hearing 
impairment, their base level of knowledge is just not 
there ... one of the challenges and language is a huge 
thing. And it’s that assumption, that people assuming 
they’re coming from the same baseline (P14).

[The challenge] is the fact that English is not the first 
language of people who are born deaf, whether it’s 
deaf blind, or deaf or even hard of hearing. English 
was quite often the second or third language for them 
(P7).

Media literacy … assume a baseline, and they don’t 
take into account people’s psychosocial disability, their 
cognitive disability, their visual impairment, their 
hearing impairment (P18).

People who experience a multitude of disadvantages have 
greater media literacy needs. In the national survey (Notley, 
et al., 2021), we found that Australian adults with lower 
levels of education are far more likely to have lower media 
literacy. Our interview participants confirmed that lower 
levels of education and literacy were part of the challenge 
in supporting clients in their use of media. The need for 
culturally appropriate media and the importance of having 
adequate support were highlighted as well as the importance 
of media literacy initiatives are delivered in appropriate 
media formats. 
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When we think about that … the statistics say that in 
Australia 10% [of the population] has low literacy. 
That’s quite a high number. So that’s quite a terrible 
statistic that we’re dealing with all the time (P3). 

With COVID, and people with disabilities, we have to 
communicate with our clients through the telephone, 
or ask them to do ZOOM and [they] just can’t do it. 
Not that you’re having a disability or condition ... 
The majority of them, if not all of them, actually said 
no. I just can’t. And so have we’ve gotten around 
it. Our clients who are making a submission to the 
Commission [NDIS Safety and Quality Commission], 
and they can’t type [or] they have low literacy or they 
don’t even have a computer. We’ve got voice recorders 
now. So we will go out and actually just speak with 
them. And we have guiding questions so that they can 
say it in their own language (P18).

For First Nations peoples that is the best way because 
they’re having a yarn and telling a story. They don’t 
have to use written language, which just isn’t part 
of the culture. And it becomes a far more trauma-
informed practice as well as culturally appropriate to 
do it in that way (P18). 

A massive barrier for some migrant groups as well is 
that they can’t read or write in their own language or 
it’s much more of a verbal communication, so you know 
that there is this huge barrier for that as well (P22).

Socioeconomic and Cultural Challenges
Many participants recognised that various social and cultural 
conditions often constrain digital technology use among 
people in groups that experience disadvantage. Low-income 
levels are also often a barrier to accessing technology.

It’s generally the people [who] have come to Australia 
... they’ve not had digital skills previously in their own 
countries, or they’re very low income, so they don’t 
have the affordability aspect which is a challenge for 
them (P22).

[To access NDIS] you have to have a computer or a 
smartphone to get onto the portal through the myGov 
app. People with disability struggle with that because 
a majority of people with disability live below the 
poverty line. They generally only have a smartphone, 
and maybe not a great one either, and can only access 
things through that (P18). 

A recurring issue that participants mentioned was that 
disadvantaged people often lack the resources to get 
access to media technology or devices. This may be due to 

affordability, and also the type of devices they have access 
to. Those who rely solely on mobile devices are limited in the 
services they can access. 

In some cases, larger families or certainly some 
clusters of families, [are] you know living together, 
and so there’s less of one person having a single device. 
It’s more likely, you have shared devices, and that gets 
used across the whole family or community as well. 
Although in one respect they’re digitally connected, [I] 
would still say they’ve got limited inclusion because 
there’s lots of things that you just can’t really do on a 
phone. I mean they’re obviously getting smarter all 
the time, but it’s the sort of usages [that] can be quite 
different. If you’re then able to pick up a laptop and be 
able to write and apply for jobs and write CVs, there’s 
a lot of other things that you can do (P22). 

Participants raised issues of limited capacity of mobile 
devices as well as the affordability of data. In many cases, 
low-income households only have one device for the entire 
family, which also constrains everyday uses.

I have a client who within their family group, they only 
have one smartphone. And that’s the only way that 
they can access their NDIS plan to see what they’ve got 
in the funding (P18).

Language barriers can also be a challenging issue when 
supporting people with multicultural backgrounds with 
technology use. Participants reported that some of the 
clients would rely on their children to access online services 
due to language barriers. 

They still rely on their children for everything. If I’m 
giving a device, even if I am giving it to Mum or Dad, 
then [I’m] relying on their children to translate (P21). 

I had a woman the other day, and she could read in 
English, but not terribly well. She couldn’t spell. But 
her son was all over it. As soon as he touched it, it’s 
like opening everything, changing everything ... how is 
she going to control what content [he is] getting access 
to? (P4). 

However, participants also observed that media literacy skills 
can mitigate the language barriers when people are able to 
use the online services. 

I feel like it’s less of a barrier. I think they’ve just got 
better digital literacy in their own language. And so 
converting it over is not as difficult. And the confidence 
maybe it’s like, oh, ‘I already know how to use 
everything in my language’ (P4). 

One of the difficulties participants mentioned was that 
there is a vast difference among people from multicultural 
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background in their media abilities. Some have no 
experience with computers or the internet, whereas others 
already come with a high level of media literacy. Their 
English proficiency is also diverse. 

Language barriers are not confined to multicultural 
communities but can occur in any circumstances where 
information is not provided in the person’s preferred form of 
communication, such as sign language.

Other challenges that we see a lot are linguistic ones, 
which is that either the information is not available 
in the person’s native language or their preferred 
language, in this case, Auslan. Or that the English that 
is provided is just impenetrable. You know, most of our 
community, the vast majority is bilingual by necessity. 
But often times the level of English that’s used is just 
far, far beyond what a lot of people can penetrate (P3).

Among migrant women, cultural differences were often 
a challenge in acquiring media literacy and using media 
technology. Attitudes towards, and habits of, using 
technology influenced the degree to which they prioritised 
media and media literacy. Some cultures discouraged 
women from using technology in general. 

About asking permission, it is so hard to get 
permission for this particular lady that was doing all 
the study. She asked her husband for permission, but it 
was denied (P21).

I think having control over your own destiny in 
general influences your digital literacy. It’s going to 
impact on all your education (P4).

The other thing that we found with CALD communities 
is the fact that a lot of women in migrant groups are 
not allowed to have or use a computer (P6). 

There was a shared sentiment among groups that 
experience disadvantage in the population of having lower 
expectations about their basic rights in contrast to those the 
general public takes for granted.

I think you have to factor in the potential for certain 
communities of people to not even conceptualise 
themselves necessarily as those who are deserving 
of information ... To view oneself as being rightfully 
in a position to ask for that is something that is not 
necessarily prevalent in a lot of the communities we’re 
talking about … To actually see themselves as a learner 
and as an information seeker and as someone who, 
regardless of what their needs for accessibility are, will 
be accommodated by the community around them in 
that quest for information (P3).

These views were shared by many participants working with 
people with disabilities and multicultural communities. They 

saw education to be vital in surmounting such  
attitudinal barriers.

The education piece is vitally important because as 
others said, historically, and culturally, many people 
in our communities don’t feel they do have the right to 
access this information. [There are] so many barriers 
in place that it is going to take some time to build up 
that confidence (P10). 

Trusted Sources of Information and Media 
Representation 
Providing trusted sources of information to people in 
multicultural communities who cannot or do not access 
mainstream media is a key challenge. For example, people 
in multicultural communities often get information from 
their families and relatives in their home countries. The 
information is not always relevant to the Australian context. 
Participants working with multicultural communities 
emphasised that ‘they are left behind because they’re not 
getting the right information’ (P8).

I used to work with a lot of asylum seekers. They 
wouldn’t have the right information, they wouldn’t 
be able to, they wouldn’t know where to access 
information. People needed support for that … 
Depending on your political system [where you were 
from], I think it has a lot of influence over your digital 
literacy as well. What you’re accessing and what you 
want to access (P21).

Groups that experience disadvantage tend to have low trust 
in mainstream media. They also have different sources of 
trusted information. 

When a faith leader or a community leader speaks to 
you about the right way of using a mask or why you 
need to use a mask, or why you need to social distance, 
then it’s far more easily accepted. That’s where the 
advantage of having good community connections 
is really important. Yes, we quickly turn to them and 
say we need your help, give them some training, and 
get them on board to go back and speak in their own 
language (P6).

When official information is not provided in a person’s 
preferred language, they tend to rely on their own 
community-based trusted sources. 

Because the Australian Government was not 
communicating with the ethnic communities in their 
own language, clients turned to the TVs from other 
countries … We also have to learn how to distinguish 
between what’s right, what’s wrong, what’s the right 
channel, what’s the wrong channel? (P8).
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I’ve been on a panel also for ACT Health, about how 
to get information out to call communities for COVID. 
And it’s a real issue as well, because they just don’t 
have access to media literacy. And if they do, they 
don’t know where to go. But if they do, they actually 
choose to get their information from their families 
back in their own country. So if you’ve got stuff like 
say, [from] India, they’re getting the information from 
India and it’s not actually the relevant Australian 
information (P21).

Many participants said the low trust in mainstream media or 
society generally among these groups reflects the fact they 
are either not represented, or are misrepresented, in the 
media. They cited people with disabilities as an example.

It’s always offensive to people in the disability 
community to see non-disabled people wanting to 
portray people with disabilities. It’s full-on offensive to 
us. You know, because they usually get it wrong for a 
start, and they usually go from the most blatant myths 
that are out there (P7).

I mean really, people only like to engage, engage with 
media, if they can see themselves, or if they feel part of 
it, you know. They do need to feel included and they do 
need to be visible (P1). 

Our community rarely gets the opportunity to have 
their voices heard (P3). 

A Tailored Approach to Delivering Media  
Literacy Programs
When it came to how organisations can facilitate effective 
intervention programs, all participants agreed that small scale 
programs that are tailored to meet the needs of specific 
individuals or groups are more effective, and perhaps the 
only way to reach out to disadvantaged communities. 
Rather than approaching media literacy as a separate service 
or program, most organisations were embedding media 
literacy support into their existing services, mainly due to the 
demand from their clients. 

INTERVENTION 
STRATEGIES

I suppose I would sit with them, if they had a device 
and work through it. [I would] actually sit with them 
as they navigate it, say, a website that was important 
in their life, and that they used all the time but had 
difficulty with. For example, when I was working in 
the older person space, navigating the My Aged Care 
website, so I would sit with the client, and we would go 
through [it]. It's building their confidence, basically, in 
that regard (P18). 

We have a lot of people who are carers who are older, 
and people who have a disability. Both of those groups 

Participants who work with Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people shared a similar view. The general public 
typically has a biased or negative view about Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander communities. In the mainstream media 
there is a lack of Indigenous narratives, and groups that 
experience disadvantage are often framed negatively. Many 
participants raised issues about limited public understanding 
of groups that experience disadvantage, such as those with 
multiple disabilities, multicultural backgrounds and seniors. 
This was linked to the lack of diversity and inclusion in the 
mainstream media. 

Because of the way media portrays Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people it’s often that deficit 
discourse. It’s high incarceration rates, low health, 
violence, domestic violence, alcohol, all of it, right? So, 
it’s really hard to shed all that stuff. It’s significantly 
weighted to the negative ... there’s a bias in how and 
what is focused on as well in media (P16). 

If I’m talking specifically about Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander affairs and issues, for the broader 
population to be able to identify what is opinion, 
and then to provide better weightings on what’s an 
informed opinion and what isn’t, or what’s influencing 
those opinions, that would be better (P16).
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really struggle with digital literacy. One of the things 
we invested some of our time in, was actually getting 
those people, visiting them sitting down with that app, 
working through what that looked like. We actually 
got a much larger uptake really quickly (P12).

Our government doesn't really support us to have that 
frontline capacity, and to be able to nurture people 
on the ground. And even in [the] bushfire space and 
working with those older people who have no digital 
literacy whatsoever, and work on preparedness and 
who knows how we're going to help them moving 
forward (P20). 

Many participants also agreed that educational programs 
are more effective if delivered by ‘someone who knows 
how to work with them [individuals]’ (P4) as ‘some people 
need more time to learn’ (P21), emphasising a demand-
based approach. This is consistent with previous research 
(Park, 2017; Park, 2014). One of the benefits of working with 
existing service providers is that they have established a 
trusting relationship with clients. Providing tailored support 
in a trusted setting is the key to an effective media literacy 
education program.

We know that people learn in different ways, people 
have trust in different types of organisations and 
different people, so being able to embed digital skills 
into a multitude of different community organisations 
works really well (P22).

Particularly among people in multicultural communities, 
there are deep levels of mistrust in the government or 
society in general, and it takes time to establish a connection 
with those groups. 

[In addition to] language barriers for CALD people, 
migrants may have real mistrust of government and 
[of any organisation] that seem[s] to be linked to 
government. That's why we like to work with partners 
that are already supporting those groups (P22).

Along those lines of understanding where good 
information comes from, people use relationships 
that they trust. People need to have good information 
available in the areas that they need it, from people 
that they actually have a relationship [with] and trust. 
And that's something we've found as an organisation. 
That's one of the reasons that people come here is 
because the organisation's been there a long time. It's 
had a frame around providing a range of inclusive 
information for a range of different groups of people. 
It's become a trusted source (P12).

Media Literacy of Frontline Workers
Those who work in organisations that service disadvantaged 
communities often provide a gateway to media and media 
technologies for these groups. They often deliver ad hoc 
media literacy programs when they identify a need and 
provide one-on-one support when needed. However, there 
are challenges in embedding media literacy support into 
existing support programs and services. 

Frontline workers encounter various technologies within 
their scope of routine work. As there are rarely customised 
training and development programs that focus on media 
or digital literacy, they are left to improvise when such a 
situation occurs. 

I think there's still some stuff around that capacity 
to determine value or relevance of information. And 
I find that even with staff … and with staff in other 
organisations [there] is a range of skill or capacity. 
So that sharing information is often more difficult 
through, sending links or social media, that kind of 
stuff, because the capacity to actually differentiate 
content [and] determining government information, is 
quite complex (P12). 

This sentiment was echoed by other participants who found 
that society is increasingly less supportive of people working 
closely with disadvantaged social groups to improve media 
literacy and digital skills. One participant emphasised that 
‘we need to invest in people on the ground again’ (P8).



RECOMMENDATIONS

This study examined the media literacy needs of those who are already experiencing disadvantage in society due to various 
reasons. Among the diverse range of groups that experience disadvantage in society, we focused on the needs of four 
groups: multicultural communities, people with disability, older people in aged-care, and Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander 
people. To complement a general adult population survey, this exploratory phase of the study aimed to provide more 
nuanced understandings of select groups who experience social disadvantage to inform further research. The aim was to 
explore any special needs in media literacy education and support. From the interviews and focus group discussions with staff 
and volunteers at organisations that serve these groups, we were able to identify both uniqueness and commonalities among 
those groups. The following recommendations are based on the findings. 

1 2 3Promote an overarching 
definition of ‘media literacy’ 
that reflects the ability to 
critically engage with media

Recognise the diversity 
within groups that experience 
disadvantage

Prioritise media literacy 
support for groups that 
experience disadvantage as 
part of a national strategy

As media literacy in contemporary 
society often focuses on digital 
media, media literacy and digital 
literacy are sometimes used 
interchangeably. However, it is 
useful to differentiate the two 
concepts. Media literacy is a 
broader concept that includes 
not only technical skills but also 
critical engagement with how 
social and cultural norms and 
values are created, circulated, and 
consumed via media. That said, 
the concept of media literacy is 
not well defined or understood 
among the general population. 
To deliver effective media literacy 
education programs, it is important 
to use a clear definition and 
promote it consistently across all 
types of programs and initiatives. 
We propose using the Australian 
Media Literacy Alliance’s definition 
of media literacy, which is the 
ability to critically engage with 
media in all aspects of life and 
a form of lifelong literacy that is 
essential for full participation  
in society.

One of the key findings is that not 
much is known about the media 
literacy of different segments of the 
population, especially among those 
who are socially disadvantaged. 
The study revealed that media 
literacy needs among groups that 
experience disadvantage varied 
greatly within each segment. More 
importantly, those who experience 
social disadvantage were more 
likely to experience multiple layers 
of disadvantage that could hinder 
media literacy. More research is 
needed to better understand the 
diverse media literacy experiences 
and needs of disadvantaged 
members of society. Furthermore, 
empirical research is needed to 
identify broader benefits that may 
be associated with improving media 
literacy among these groups. 

We found that those who already 
experience disadvantage in society 
are usually those who need media 
literacy education the most. And 
once gained, the value-add of 
acquiring and improving media 
literacy is greater for groups that 
experience disadvantage, as it can 
be used to overcome other societal 
barriers. However, this study 
revealed that cultural and social 
barriers often constrain the scope 
and awareness of information 
and resources that are available 
to disadvantaged groups. Media 
literacy is one of the key elements 
of increasing social inclusion and 
engagement of disadvantaged 
members of society. Therefore, 
media literacy support for those 
who already experience social 
disadvantages must be prioritised. 
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Media literacy education programs 
are effective when they take place 
within the daily contexts and 
practices of the users. Our research 
reveals that organisations that are 
already delivering social and welfare 
support to disadvantage groups 
are best placed to deliver media 
literacy education as part of their 
services. We know from previous 
research that intermediaries can 
effectively meet the needs of 
end-users in diverse circumstances 
(Park, 2014; Park, 2017). There 
are opportunities to seamlessly 
integrate media literacy into existing 
services so that media literacy 
programs can be tailored to meet 
the demands of specific groups. An 
intermediary framework could be 
an effective solution to providing 
media literacy support to groups 
that experience disadvantage. 
Through this framework, front-
line workers can also be trained to 
deliver media literacy education 
programs to different segments of 
the population. 

4 5Improve the general public’s 
understanding of diversity in 
society

Develop an intermediary 
framework to provide media 
literacy education to groups 
that experience disadvantage

Our research indicates that there is 
a lack of understanding among the 
general public towards those who 
experience disadvantage in society. 
People experiencing disadvantage 
are often misrepresented 
in mainstream media and 
disproportionately impacted by 
online bullying, hate speech and 
racism (eSafety Commissioner, 
2020). A core function of media 
literacy is to reflect on how 
different cultures and ideas are 
included and represented by media. 
Improving the understanding of 
diverse cultures should be a core 
element of media literacy programs 
designed for the general public. 
Media literacy for groups that 
experience disadvantage cannot be 
addressed separately from the rest 
of the population, as they affect 
each other through perceptions, 
attitudes and relationships. 
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APPENDIX

INTERVIEW GUIDELINES

Introduction (5 minutes) 

Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. 

As outlined in the information sheet, this research aims to understand specific media literacy needs of different groups, 
including senior citizens who live in aged care facilities, those living with disabilities, CALD groups, Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander people and those who are delivering media literacy education to adults. This research also aims to test out 
the relevance or suitability of the nationally proposed media literacy capabilities. We are particularly interested in your 
experiences and knowledge in working with these groups, which will contribute to a greater understanding of the role of 
media and media education in Australian society. 

This is an anonymous interview. All identifying information will be removed from the transcript and your name will not 
be recorded. 

The interview is expected to take about an hour.

I would like to start by asking each of you about yourself. 

• Can you briefly tell me about yourself?
• Tell me about your role and what it involves.

Section 1: Media literacy (5 minutes) 

Let’s begin the main discussion by talking about what media literacy means.

[Note that participants may be more familiar with digital literacy, digital inclusion. Media literacy scholars usually argue that 
media literacy includes digital literacy but places emphasis on the critical aspect, rather than the skills. It emphasises the ability to 
critically analyse, critique media and to use these critical skills in the production as well. The critical aspect is especially focused on 
analysing issues of power and (mis)representation.]

• What does the term media literacy mean to you?
• Does the use of ‘media’ change what it means to be literate?
• Is it important to provide people with media literacy education? Why? Why not?
• What skills or functions are required to be media literate?

Section 2: Individual needs based on vulnerability (30 minutes) 

The Australian Media Literacy Alliance defines media literacy as ‘the ability to critically engage with media in all aspects of life. 
It is a form of lifelong literacy that is essential for full participation in society’.

I would like to now talk more about the role of media literacy for different groups, such as those with disabilities.

(senior citizens who live in aged care facilities, CALD groups, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people) 

• What does media literacy mean to those groups?
• How important is it that these groups have media literacy?
• Do you think our society provides adequate support to these groups?

- What support do governments and agencies provide?
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• What are the needs and value of media literacy education to those groups?
- Are there special skills and functions these groups may need in particular?

- Why is it important to have those skills for these groups? How it is different from that of the general population?

Data consistently shows the media literacy of these groups is lower than that of the general population. For example, the 
Australian Digital Inclusion index shows digital access, affordability and use are all lower than the general population.

• Why do you think that is?
- Apart from disability, are there any particular social and cultural challenges that these groups encounter when it

comes to having a certain level of media literacy?

- What challenges do you think these groups may have in getting support for increasing their level of media literacy?

- What challenges have you encountered when providing support services to these groups?

- What challenges might society have in supporting media literacy education among these groups?

Section 3: Community needs and intervention (10 minutes) 

Now I would like to move on to community needs. 

• What is the public’s understanding of these groups, particularly with regards to the way they are included and
represented in the media?

• At the societal or community level, do you see a need for improvement in the representation of these groups in
the media?

- How can this be improved? Does media literacy education have a role?

• Are there special aspects of media literacy our community needs to improve to better understand these groups?

Section 4: Intervention (5 minutes) 

Lastly, I would like to talk about how to improve the media literacy of these groups. 

• What can media organisations, governments (local, state or federal) level, and the society (public) do in order to
improve media literacy of these group(s)?

Closing remarks 

Thank you so much for your time and valuable inputs. If you have additional comments you wish to make that you think of 
later, please feel free to email me and those comments will be included anonymously for our analysis.



SELECT REPORTS PUBLISHED BY THE NEWS & MEDIA RESEARCH CENTRE

More information at: www.canberra.edu.au/nmrc

This report was commissioned by the National Association for Media Literacy Education.

http://www.canberra.edu.au/nmrc


U
N

IVERSITY O
F C

AN
BERRA

M
ED

IA
 LITERAC

Y
 IN

 AU
STRA

LIA
: A

 Q
U

A
LITA

TIV
E STU

D
Y

News & Media Research Centre
Faculty of Arts & Design

UNIVERSITY OF CANBERRA 
CANBERRA ACT 2601 
AUSTRALIA
Australian Government Higher Education
Registered (CRICOS) Provider #00212K.
Information in this report was correct at time of printing.
Up-to-date information is available on the University’s 
website: canberra.edu.au/nmrc

Printed October 2021

canberra.edu.au/nmrc
@NewsMediaRC


	20211003 digital cover
	digital 20211003.pdf
	past report page digital



