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Abstract
This paper examines media coverage of one local authority housing estate in Dublin
city with a difficult past. Fatima Mansions was built in the late 1940s and enjoyed an
unremarkable history up until the 1970s. A heroin problem developed in the estate in
the 1980s and contributed to its negative media construction. Beginning at the end of
the 1990s and continuing to the present, a regeneration project worked hard to
dislodge earlier interpretations of the estate. A qualitative analysis of different media
spaces that represented this change process shows how the media tuned into it and
that earlier negative meaning-making in the late 1990s was later displaced by visual
imagery, audio recordings and textual accounts with a more positive valence. The
paper argues that media representations of social problems may not be authoritative
and media agenda-setting is more provisional and open-ended than is commonly
assumed.
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Introduction
The present study is concerned with how one social housing estate in Dublin city with
a long and difficult past successfully mobilised itself and different media spaces as
part of a wider redevelopment project to debunk earlier meaning-making in relation to
the estate. Like other housing estates with a difficult past, factors such as high levels
of crime and drug activity blighted the estate for a long time. In spite of these
difficulties, Fatima had certain assets — a critical mass of residents and workers
willing to challenge how the estate was perceived within and well beyond its
boundaries and to bring others on board in realising this — that set it apart from other
troubled estates. Fatima Mansions, then, represents a particularly interesting case
study of media representations of local authority housing because of the important
role its own constituents played in seeking to manage its image and reputation in
concert with the media and disrupt its earlier “spoiled identity” (Goffman, 1990) as a
housing estate replete with anti-social behaviour problems.

Our longitudinal analysis shows how this followed a pattern consisting of
negative media claims about the estate, the estate’s reaction, and a reassessment in the
media of the estate as a place to live. As well as illuminating how the media
represents public housing in the specifically Irish context, this paper — by examining
the variable media agenda-setting capacities of Fatima constituents — also contributes
to broader debates about “institutional manoeuvring” (Ball and Lilly 1982) and
claims-making in terms of media coverage of social problems. It also casts light on
the relationship between institutional centres (Gamson 2001) — media professionals
and state officials — and institutional peripheries — people who live in local authority



housing estates — in constituting and making sense of social realities. This case study
challenges the assumption that media organisations are necessarily aligned with
powerful groups in society and suggests — against the media “selection bias” and
agenda-setting literature — that less powerful but resourced social groups can turn
media messages on their head and find a receptive audience in media spaces. At the
same time, there are good reasons for expecting that the Fatima Mansions story would
have attracted media attention — the novelty of the transformation from a sink estate to
a sustainable community, the difficult history and notoriety of the estate, physical
proximity to some media outlets, and the emerging formal organisational and public
relations ability and resources of its residents and local community development
workers.

This paper takes the following structure. We begin by providing some
historical context to the study first by focusing on the evolution of Fatima Mansions
as a problem estate and the disparate organisations and strategies that emerged in
response to this and, second, by looking at how Fatima’s relationship to media and the
media’s relationship to Fatima has changed over time. Following this we present the
theoretical scheme guiding the analysis focusing on media construction and framing
of social problems. We then present the data, methods and hypotheses. This is
followed by a presentation of the major findings. Finally, we discuss the results of the
study and assess its implications for media standing and institutional manoeuvring
particularly on the part of local constituents. We demonstrate the lessons community
organisations can take away from this study in terms of strategies for exerting
influence over media coverage and the take-home message for media organisations
seeking to re-frame dominant representations of social issues and work against well-
documented selection biases in media coverage.

Historical Profile of Fatima Mansions

Of the range of local authority housing estates in Ireland, Fatima Mansions is
one of the oldest (Fahey, 1999). Built in 1949-51, it enjoyed a relatively settled period
in the 1960-1970s and then in the 1980s, fell victim to a heroin problem that
contributed significantly to the creation of its spoiled identity. Physically, it differed
from other housing estates in occupying a comparatively small geographical area and
consisting of a relatively small number of housing units — 320 distributed across 14
blocks each with four levels, and arranged in an introverted layout with limited
connections to the surrounding community.

In the 1950s and 1960s Fatima Mansions housed a stable and sustainable
community. Moving to the estate was seen as a way of bettering one’s life from the
earlier deteriorating tenement dwellings of the inner-city urban poor. Dublin
Corporation worked hard to maintain the physical environment of the estate, carrying
out repairs of its dwellings, and develop working relations with its tenants. The 1970s
were different. Deindustrialisation of that part of the inner-city had resulted in many
stable families losing employment. The social fabric of Fatima Mansions began to
wear thin. During this time the estate began to experience signs of community decline
signalled by the onset of anti-social behaviour problems and the disengagement of the
corporation. These problems intensified in the 1980s particularly in relation to drugs
and provided the impetus for an organised campaign to purge the estate of its drug-
related activities. A Dublin Corporation-led regeneration programme in the 1980s ran
aground because of its perceived lack of connection to and engagement with local
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Institutional Environment and Neighbourhood Assets

Compared to 1998 one would expect that there would be more mentions in
media coverage of neighbourhood assets such as community spirit and resident
resourcefulness and of its civic organisational life. Consistent with our predictions we
found that after 1998 references to these were more common. For example, in 1999
5% of articles contained references to neighbourhood assets and institutional
environment compared to 57% of articles in 2004. These comments of an estate
resident in a 2004 article about the estate’s regeneration represent this framing:

“l hope the community spirit stays. You can’t get spirit like it anywhere else.
It has been a long battle to get here but we are here now, and there are
opportunities for the young people. What more could you want?”” (Irish Times,
9 August 2004).

Although Today with Pat Kenny tended to remind listeners of the estate’s
“spoiled identity” via mentions of drug activity, joy-riding, and so forth, it also made
reference to neighbourhood assets such as strong social ties among residents and
resident resourcefulness in dealing with overcrowded housing conditions, and the
institutional environment impinging upon the estate such as changing relations
between the estate and state services such as Dublin Corporation that helped create a
new political context for revitalising the estate in the 1990s.

Public Policy Efforts

In 1998 we expected to see fewer mentions of public policy efforts to
revitalise Fatima Mansions as a place to live compared to later years. Modest support
for this hypothesis was found in our data. 40% of articles in 1999 contained references
to public policy efforts such as estate regeneration plans compared to 27% in 2003.
From this year on there was a continuous increase in mentions of this with a peak in
2006 in which 56% of articles mentioned this issue.

This excerpt from a 1999 article on estate child-care service provision well
illustrates this framing:

As the childcare nightmare continues to torment parents, communities across
the country are looking at ways of addressing the need for affordable, quality
provision for themselves. Last Friday, The Little People’s Palace was
officially opened at Fatima Mansions in Dublin. One of 25 pilot day-care
projects funded through the Department of Justice, Equality and Law
Reform’s equal opportunities childcare programme, the day-care centre
evolved out of a créche set up three years ago by five women living in Fatima
Mansions (Irish Times, 11 May 1999).

Today with Pat Kenny made mention of public policy efforts to revitalise the
estate via references to planned “regeneration” and “change”. Earlier public policy
efforts to revitalise the estate were also mentioned and residents pointed to their lack
of success — citing their lack of meaningful engagement with the community — in
bringing about needed change. Special attention was given to how under the planned
regeneration a new era of relations with three key state institutions — Dublin City
Council, gardai, and the Department of Education — was been realised. One informant
contrasted earlier failed “refurbishment” efforts with planned “regeneration” plans.



Discussion

This paper has examined the media trajectory of one Dublin social housing
estate with a spoiled identity against the backdrop of the regeneration of the estate,
first mooted in the late 1990s and that came to fruition in the current decade. So
“successful” has this regeneration become that the estate is now routinely held up as
an exemplar of the possibilities of estate regeneration plans and as a referent for
talking about recent social policy changes in local authority housing®. Whereas before
Fatima Mansions was a synonym for heroin use, it is now a poster-child for what have
come to be known in planning and urban development discourse as “sustainable
communities”. We have been specifically concerned with identifying and explaining
the shifting agenda-setting patterns with reference to Fatima Mansions. Our empirical
evidence came from a number of sources including an analysis of print media
coverage over a ten-year period, a content examination of radio and television
programmes about the estate’s regeneration, and the published material of the resident
organisation behind the regeneration — Fatima Groups United.

From the start the presence of a cadre of residents and local community
workers willing and committed to the project of regenerating the estate was crucial to
the changes it experienced. With this cadre in place it worked hard to develop its own
leadership, build allies with and links to community power nodes, leverage resources
from other community groups, and communicate its efforts to wider publics. In short,
residents became more professional and sophisticated in their claims-making. All of
this is made clear in Fatima United Groups’ canonical document Dream Dare Do in
which the estate sets out the lessons it learned via its attempts to bring about positive
social and economic change from the early 1990s onwards. Early on in this document,
FGU makes clear the importance of evidence-based research in underwriting its
change efforts and in garnering media attention for it: *11 Acres, 10 Steps would have
remained only a dust-collecting curiosity if we hadn’t done two key things: firstly we
designed and produced it to the highest of standards so that it would have to be taken
seriously and secondly, we launched it to huge national and local media fanfare so
that it became the central reference for all the partners’ (Donohue and Dorman, 2006,
p. 16). The report goes on to argue that successful regeneration turns on a
community’s ability to relate in an effective way to internal and external audiences
and to exercise strategic control over how it is represented in media spaces: ‘When we
embarked on this regeneration journey, Fatima was in the news for all the wrong
reasons — drugs, crime, joy riding. And despite the fact that many quality services and
initiatives were happening, we couldn’t get a positive story on Fatima. We knew we
needed allies...we set out deliberately to portray a very different, more accurate image
of Fatima and its residents...we made sure that the regeneration work was ‘sold’ to
the media at key moments and for key reasons’ (Donohue and Dorman, 2006, p. 21).

The findings of this research indicating the important role of media spaces in
challenging the difficult reputation of local authority estates are both in line with and
contrary to some previous research. As part of their study of housing revitalisation in
Bell Farm in York, England, Cole and Smith carried out an analysis of local print
media reportage over a twenty-year period and — consistent with reportage about

8See, for example, Brendan Kenny’s article in the Irish Times under the title
‘Making golden age of regeneration a reality’ (Irish Times, 28 November 2007, p. 18).
See also case study of Fatima Mansions in Treadwell Shine and Norris 2006.



Fatima Mansions prior to 1999 — found a strong focus on anti-social behaviour and
the private troubles of individual residents. Journalists tended to follow the ‘if it
bleeds it leads’ formulation with respect to what they wrote about and consequently
paid little attention to news with a positive valence. The word ‘notorious’” was the
most widely used journalistic idiom in relation to Bell Farm, contrasting with the
focus on more technical issues such as planning in coverage of other less problematic
estates. Not surprisingly, most Bell Farm residents felt that media coverage was less
than accurate in its portrayal of the estate. Newly arrived residents who took up
residence around the time of the estate’s revitalisation, by contrast with long-term
settled residents, were less likely to feel that media representations were inaccurate,
pointing to the possibilities of revitalisation efforts in overturning long-standing
difficult reputations especially when this also involves building relations with media
journalists (Cole and Smith 1996).

Hastings and Dean found that dislodging the difficult reputation of local
authority estates involves more than bricks and mortar strategies and even when it
does include efforts to disrupt spoiled identities via media impression management
this does not necessarily bring about changes in public opinion vis-a-vis estates with
problematic pasts. Put another way, the media’s ability to fix the meaning and social
construction of local authority estates is not as authoritative as is often assumed. Their
study lends support to the point that estate revitalisation should not be understood as a
“single thing” and should involve what they call a “holistic approach” encompassing
physical, economic and social elements. Compared to the Fatima Mansions case, their
research leads one to think that the media may well be less influential in shaping
public opinion about local authority estates than one might expect and that difficult
reputations are more resilient than is commonly assumed. In one of their case studies,
estate revitalisation involved the adoption of an explicit communications strategy,
media training, and the appointment of a media relations officer but negative media
reportage continued. Even positive reports can turn out to be false positives — to the
extent that they involve further highlighting of the problematic prior histories of
estates.

In this study we have argued that media spaces can play an important role in
shaping meaning-making around local authority housing estates. Admittedly, the
extent to which changes in media framing influence public opinion is difficult to
gauge and clearly there is a danger in assuming that one is in concert with the other.
Previous research (Hastings and Dean 2003) urges us to be cautious about treating
changes in media reportage as a register of wider public attitudinal shifts and
overstating the media’s capacity to displace earlier difficult reputations. At the same
time, it appears that overcoming the social distance between cultural elites such as
journalists via on-site physical interaction with residents and estate revitalisation
efforts goes a long way in terms of challenging problematic pasts. Clearly, the
residents of Fatima Mansions succeeded in this by inviting RTE to actually come to
the estate and to broadcast its programme from it with an angle sympathetic to
residents’ needs and interests.
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Conclusion

Different media spaces offer variable possibilities for residents’ agenda-
setting. Of the media spaces examined in this paper, radio and television gave a
stronger hearing to the residents of Fatima Mansions and partnered with them in
producing their coverage of the estate’s evolution from a sink estate to a sustainable
community. Newspapers, by contrast, appear more constrained in providing a space
for resident voices to be amplified. We found strong similarity in trends in relation to
coverage of Fatima Mansions across three media despite differences between them in
terms of time constraints — radio and television programmes are more subject to time
limitations than newspapers — and temporal organisation — newspapers are published
on a daily basis — television and radio documentaries are not produced on a daily
cycle — and tend to be more receptive to tuning into newly emerging issues and topics
(McCombs and Shaw 1972).

Because we looked at national radio and television coverage only at one
particular point in time, we are not well placed to draw conclusions about changes
with respect to radio and television coverage. At the same time, both were in step with
the long-term shift towards the more positive reportage that we found in Irish Times
coverage. With respect to none of the media spaces, however, can we make claims
about an effect exerted upon public opinion. Clearly, there is no simple or
straightforward relationship between coverage in media spaces of this or that issue
and views of the wider population and we are wary of attributing changes in media
representations as the “cause” of public opinion shifts — it may well be that changed
representations are a consequence of public opinion changes or, more likely, that there
are reciprocal influences between the two. At any rate it is difficult to see the
relationship as spurious — given that most people do not have first-hand experience of



living in local authority estates like Fatima Mansions and, consequently, tend to rely
on media outlets as their key — or maybe only — source of information about them.

One important lesson we take away from this study, though, is that media
coverage of local authority estates does not always follow the pattern that our earlier
examination of media agenda-setting research leads one to expect. Prior research
would lead us to think that media spaces would be much less subject to influence from
non-elites, that there would be a strong value incongruence between audiences and
media outlets, that they would be unlikely to report positive news stories about
disadvantaged social groups, and that they would be more likely to rely upon
established news sources even if they did. Against this pattern we found that media
spaces were surprisingly receptive to non-elite views and opinions and saw them as
co-producers of their relatively benign coverage. We conclude that media coverage of
social problems such as those associated with local authority housing estates may well
be less authoritative than previously understood.

As well as showing some evidence of resident agenda-setting in a specific
Dublin housing estate we also specify the conditions under which it is possible.
Underwriting estate revitalisation through empirical research, building a strong
resident organisation, developing residents’ communicative competencies, forging
alliances with important community power nodes and the presence of a favourable
political opportunity structure, are all important conditions under which rarely heard
and sometimes disengaged social groups like local authority residents can mobilise
and exert power and strength in agenda-setting processes and institutional politics —
our put more simply, engage with the outside world — that shape what issues people
deem salient and how they think about them.
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