
1   Laying the Foundations: Policies, Practices and a Public Monopoly

The early political context for broadcast journalism

The arrival of television in Britain, formally inaugurated by the BBC on 2 November 1936 and covering only the London area, was barely noticed. Sir John Reith, the BBC’s ‘founding father’ himself, regarded it as an unnecessary distraction from the real business of radio, and was anyway becoming engulfed – as was the rest of the country – in the rumours of impending constitutional crisis surrounding the King’s relationship with Mrs Wallace, which culminated in his abdication the following month. Those who had been raised on the disciplines and practice of radio broadcasting were both unschooled in the practice of translating entertainment or information into vision and, more importantly, highly distrustful of the medium. For those who ran the BBC, radio was conducive to the thoughtful and the serious; television was only good for pantomime. In the words of Grace Wyndham Goldie, who was to become one of the great pioneers of early BBC television journalism, ‘they associated vision with the movies and the music hall and were afraid that the high purposes of the Corporation would be trivialised by the influence of those concerned with what could be transmitted in visual terms’.1 The thesis which Neil Postman came to personify in the 1980s was pre-empted by a good 50 years, even before television had entered most people’s consciousness.

As Wyndham Goldie also pointed out, however, BBC television’s journalistic legacy from radio was fundamentally important because it inherited ‘two essential freedoms, achieved by few other television services as they developed around the world’:2 freedom from government intervention (although only the most ardent purist would say there was no government influence); and freedom from influence by commercial interests. Both these freedoms were not just the cornerstone for television journalism on the BBC but for the commercial television service that followed.

This legacy, while partly down to the tenacity of Reith and his determination to keep the meddlesome hands of politicians away from any direct interference, was also attributable to the committees which had been set up during the 1920s and 1930s to make recommendations for the future of broadcasting. This was no accident: these committees reflected the mood of the moment and the psyche of a nation that was not naturally inclined to hand over institutional control of a major organ of public influence to the State but was also somewhat distrustful of the wholly commercialized, commodified approach that personified American radio. The Sykes Committee was set up by the Post Office in 1923 to solve the funding problem of the British Broadcasting Company in the wake of widespread evasion of the tax on wireless sets, but understood clearly that ‘broadcasting holds social and political possibilities as great as any technical attainment of our generation’. It therefore concluded – in words which would have resonated throughout Western Europe – that ‘the control of such a potential power over the public opinion and the life of the nation ought to remain within the State and the operation of so important a national service ought not to be allowed to become an unrestricted commercial monopoly’.3

However, Sykes was also quick to point out the distinction of control remaining ‘within the State’ rather than broadcasting being managed by the State, which it firmly opposed. The reasons were twofold, and not only confined to fear of government censorship; there was a secondary concern simply about making news too boring: ‘If a Government Department had to select the news, speeches, lectures, etc. to be broadcast, it would be constantly open to suspicion that it was using its unique opportunities to advance the interests of the political party in power; and, in the endeavour to avoid anything in the slightest degree controversial, it would probably succeed in making its service intolerably dull.’4

Ironically, concern about the impact of State intervention on news was superfluous given that discretion for news broadcasting on radio had been entirely circumscribed by the newspaper owners’ terror of losing newspaper sales. The BBC was only allowed to broadcast news from ‘certain approved News Agencies’ and even then not until 7 p.m. so as not to interfere with the sale of evening newspapers – a restriction justified by Sykes on the grounds that newspapers spend heavily on news collection and distribution, and ‘urge with justice that it would not be in the public interest that the broadcasting system ... should be allowed to publish news otherwise than from authoritative and responsible sources of information’.5 In 1923, then, the nascent radio service was not trusted to treat news with the same respect for journalistic values as those virtuously embodied by an authoritative press.

Less than three years later, the Crawford Committee reported its conclusions on what should happen when the British Broadcasting Company’s licence to broadcast expired at the end of 1926. Crawford, like Sykes, rejected a Staterun institution in favour of a new corporation whose ‘status and duties should correspond with those of a public service’. Crawford, however, seemed to move towards a greater flexibility about the BBC and news. The new organization should not be providing material ‘as it pleases’, said the committee, but then added – with what might be interpreted as astonishing foresight – that newspapers will adapt ‘perhaps depending more upon narrative and criticism than upon the mere schedule of facts’. Moreover, it said, broadcasting could even have a promotional impact, heightening interest in news and therefore improving circulation figures.6 And while it was tentative on the subject of whether ‘controversial matter’ could be safely entrusted to the new Corporation, on balance it was prepared to accept that ‘if the material be of high quality, not too lengthy or insistent, and distributed with scrupulous fairness, licensees will desire a moderate amount of controversy’.7

The first test of independent journalism – the general strike

In fact, even before its inauguration as a public body, the BBC had an opportunity both to engage in unfettered news dissemination and to test political commitment to the principle of independence. On 3 May 1926, the unions called a general strike in support of the coal miners. Not only did this pitch workers against the government in a major political confrontation, it also took newspapers off the street because of the involvement of the print unions. Apart from the government-sponsored British Gazette – printed in Paris, flown to Britain daily and known to be essentially a government propaganda tool – the only source of news for a nation on the brink of industrial paralysis was the wireless and the BBC. Reith asked for and was given authority from the postmaster general to broadcast news at any time, and instituted bulletins every three hours from ten in the morning using material from Reuters. It was a difficult balancing act, given that influential cabinet voices – including the Chancellor of the Exchequer Winston Churchill – were arguing vociferously that the government should use its emergency powers to commandeer the BBC. Asa Briggs draws a distinction between the ‘constitutional’ position of the BBC – the government had legal authority to take it over – and the ‘diplomatic’ position held by a majority in the cabinet that ‘it would be wiser to leave the BBC a measure of independence or at least of “semi-independence”’.8

In order to dissuade the Prime Minister from a wholesale takeover, Reith decided to commit his argument to paper. Two days into the strike, on 5 May, Reith penned what his biographer overenthusiastically called ‘a classic statement of the case for broadcasting to be independent of government’:


The BBC has secured and holds the goodwill and affection of the people. It has been trusted to do the right thing at all times. Its influence is widespread. It is a national institution and a national asset ... This is not a time for dope, even if the people could be doped. The hostile would be made more hostile from resentment. As to suppression, from the panic of ignorance comes far greater danger than from the knowledge of facts.9



It was, in fact, a rationale which owed more to political survival than any grand vision of democratic intent: a source of information which was neither run by the government nor identified with it – but which behind the scenes had close links to it – was just what Prime Minister Baldwin and the like-minded members of his cabinet wanted. Thus, BBC coverage of the general strike was the first example of engagement in the delicate realpolitik of an independence that has always been conscious of – and sometimes constrained by – the BBC’s relationship with the State. This has not, as we shall see, prejudiced its ability to conduct vigorous and independent journalism that can deeply antagonize governments, but it has – at some times more than others – involved an awareness of the political environment that can spill over into undue caution and voluntary self-censorship. As the BBC evolved into a self-sufficient journalistic institution – and as its values and constitution increasingly served as a model for other countries searching for a viable compromise between market and State in the evolution of broadcasting – this notion of ‘constrained independence’ is perhaps a more useful concept than Briggs’ description of ‘semi-independence’.

Since it had no journalistic resources of its own, the BBC took its news of the strike from two sources: the Admiralty office of the Deputy Chief Civil Commissioner, who acted as the link between government and Reith during the strike, and Reuters. According to Briggs, ‘One or two BBC employees actually went out collecting news,’ but bulletins were essentially rewritten second-hand affairs which tried to encapsulate the essence of what was happening around the country. Reith was keen to impress on listeners the BBC’s sense of its own responsibility, himself telling listeners in the 10 o’clock bulletin of 4 May: ‘The BBC fully realizes the gravity of its responsibility to all sections of the public, and will do its best to discharge it in the most impartial spirit that circumstances permit ... We would ask the public to take as serious a view as we do ourselves of the necessity of plain objective news being audible to everybody.’ The limits to that impartiality were manifested in examples of inaccurate reporting that have an uncanny echo of complaints made against television broadcasters in Britain during the bitter miners’ strike of 1986: accounts of engine drivers and firemen returning to work in Oxford, for example, or the strike breaking down in Salisbury.10

It is therefore fair to conclude with Briggs that ‘BBC news assisted the government against the strikers’ not through blatant propaganda but, first, through selective presentation of news reporting and, second, through its ability to dispel any ugly rumours which might have fanned the flames of revolution (e.g. stories about the murder of police officers or riots at Hyde Park Corner). Some accused the BBC of producing news bulletins which were ‘doped’ and called it the BFC – the British Falsehood Corporation. It was not the last time the acronym was to be parodied in accusations of deliberate bias. In response to these general observations of partiality, Reith acknowledged openly in the Radio Times that the BBC had lacked ‘complete liberty of action’ during the strike but did not believe that any government ‘would have allowed the broadcasting authority under its control greater freedom than was enjoyed by the BBC during the crisis’.11 Given the nascent condition of broadcasting, he was certainly right. This was an organization searching for a new journalistic culture within the constraints of what was deemed acceptable by an establishment used to controlling information in a crisis. The BBC, in Briggs’s words, ‘reinforced authority’ in a way which it found very hard to shake off – arguably even until the arrival of a new era and an iconoclastic director general in the 1960s.

But Reith had achieved two things for the future of broadcast journalism, with repercussions that arguably extended well beyond the confines of the United Kingdom as the BBC’s influence began to be felt internationally. First, he had ensured that the then very vulnerable concept of ‘impartiality’ – however compromised it had been in practice – had at least not been uprooted and cast aside; it remained a legitimate aspiration for the broadcast medium (albeit currently limited to radio) and for broadcasting institutions. Second, he had ensured that broadcasting was now recognized as a potent force in national life. When it came to the BBC’s next test of journalistic integrity, in the run-up to the Second World War, the second of those was rather more visible than the first.

‘Constrained independence’ consolidated

In the meantime, BBC progress towards a self-sufficient independent journalism moved slowly against the joint suspicions of government and press. With the beginning of the new corporation in 1927, the BBC was given permission not only to subscribe to news agencies but to undertake its own reporting. A year later, in March 1928, the ban on reporting matters of controversy was withdrawn on an experimental basis in the light of the ‘loyal and punctilious manner’ in which the BBC had conformed to its obligations.12 This gradual loosening of the apron strings was assisted by the new constitutional system that established a ten-year Royal Charter and independent ‘governors’, thus ensuring that the new British Broadcasting Corporation was dominated neither by the commercial marketplace nor by the State. As Reith wrote in the first BBC Handbook: ‘The Royal Academy and the Bank of England function under Royal Charter. So does the BBC. It is no Department of State’.13 Reith’s cautious approach to controversy had not only paid dividends in terms of a secure future for the corporation; it had also established important ground-rules for a journalistic independence which made overt government interference quite awkward. The ‘experiment’ on covering controversy continued over the next 12 years, during which time it was understood (and explicitly stated in Parliament) that it was up to the independent BBC Governors to monitor and interpret the relevant material.14

Lack of direct intervention did not, however, mean lack of accommodation at sensitive times. The time limit on its Royal Charter meant that, as each ten-year expiry date neared, the BBC was subject to government review. An early example of the potential impact on BBC journalism of these delicate negotiations came in 1935, when the BBC Governors approved a proposal to broadcast talks from a renowned communist, Harry Pollitt, and a renowned fascist, Sir Oswald Mosley. The government disapproved and, while not prepared to intervene directly, did indicate that the strategy was unwise given the Charter’s imminent expiry at the end of 1936. In the event, Pollitt and Mosley were discreetly dropped without any public suggestion of interference, and the BBC retained its reputation for independence. This sensitivity to negotiations around Charter renewal presaged similar examples of journalistic caution in the decades to come. As Seaton says: ‘This cautious self-protection was shrewd, and may have been the only strategy available. However, it made the BBC vulnerable to bullying ... the most important constraint came to be the Corporation’s anxiety to pre-empt the threats.’15 This sensitivity of a publicly funded broadcaster to government thinking – which later became more memorably known as the ‘pre-emptive cringe’ – again resonated in other countries seeking to emulate the BBC model.

In the event, the 1936 Ullswater Report into the BBC’s future was an almost unconditional endorsement of the BBC’s achievements. No doubt aware of the propaganda techniques already being employed in Italy and Germany, it reiterated the need to safeguard a powerful medium of political expression. But it went further than its predecessors by arguing for more freedom in the broadcasting of news and for a ‘strong and impartial editorial staff’. There was specific recognition of the importance of broadcasting in tackling controversial matters in ways that were relevant and covered different perspectives: ‘If broadcasting is to present a reflection of its time, it must include matters which are in dispute. If it is to hold public interest, it must express living thought. If it is to educate public opinion, it must look upon the questions of the hour from many angles’.16 This recognition was automatically extended to the television service, which had been entrusted to the BBC on the recommendation of another government report headed by Lord Selsdon a year earlier. At the same time, the balance of power between press and broadcasting had shifted significantly, and in November 1937 the BBC told the press agencies that it was terminating their agreement. Thus, from its modest beginnings on 2 November 1936, the BBC’s television service started with both a clear mandate for reporting and with its institutional independence now cemented – albeit with qualifications – by the trust earned by Reith.

Early BBC news culture and the Dimbleby effect

By 1931, roughly half the UK population were reckoned to be listeners to radio but the 1931 BBC Year Book was still saying that ‘the supply of news is mainly the task of the Press’.17 Despite the cataclysmic political changes unfolding throughout Europe during the 1930s, therefore, the BBC’s approach to news was sparing, with a concentration on quality and presentation; when there was insufficient news deemed to be worth broadcasting, the announcer said simply that ‘there is no news tonight’. Although the definition of ‘quality news’ was never made explicit, the BBC’s news values were very distinct from the popular press: the dress sense of 1930s film stars or footballers’ wives did not feature in bulletin running lists.

Two other factors beyond the self-defined ‘broadsheet’ nature of the institution dictated how broadcast journalism developed within the BBC and applied equally to the culture of television journalism as it evolved – somewhat later – in other countries: an acute sense that audiences were more heterogeneous and variegated than the self-selected readerships of newspapers; and an awareness that the immediacy of the broadcast medium might demand a greater sensibility to the impact of stories on listeners. Scannell and Cardiff record a letter sent as early as 1923 from the BBC to the Broadcasting Editor of Reuters reminding him of the subtle differences between reading news from a newspaper and hearing it through a wireless, which might make the impact of crimes or disasters more shocking: ‘we think it is a good policy as far as possible to eliminate from bulletins all crimes and tragedies that have no national or international importance. The hanging of a criminal, the burning of a child, or the assaulting of a woman are not news items suitable to a broadcast service.’18

When a tiny news section was created in 1927, its head described the object of the BBC news service as being specifically ‘to avoid the errors into which journalists, as such, seem inevitably to fall’, defining those errors in terms that became very familiar to critics of early twenty-first century journalism: sensationalism, inaccuracy, partiality and overstatement. The BBC was there, he said, to ‘present news of all that is happening in the world in a clear, impartial and succinct language’.19 Anticipating the day that the BBC would be able to ditch the agencies and take full editorial responsibility, the news section commissioned a report on how the news service might be established. The 11-page document noted in particular that the radio audience was drawn from all sections of the population, and that a news service designed to appeal to the mass population could not ignore human interest stories. Thus, at the very beginning, was introduced a conundrum with which latter-day broadcasters are still grappling: how do you reconcile authority, impartiality and lack of sensationalism with journalism that engages the audience?

The first radio bulletin emanating entirely from the news section went out on 10 February 1930. It became an independent department in 1934 and recruited its first two professional journalists – a home news editor and a foreign news editor – from the broadsheet press, along with two subeditors. President Roosevelt’s inaugural speech was broadcast live in 1933 and there were the beginnings of independent reporting both at home and abroad – with the emphasis on accuracy and impartiality, and, of course, with appropriate deference to authority. The BBC was not there to probe but to relay. On the other hand, its journalism was also evolving in reaction to the needs of unfolding diplomatic dramas in Europe and in recognition of the liveness and immediacy of the broadcast experience. It was a delicate balance to maintain the authority of the institution and avoid the popular vulgarity of sensationalism while at the same time attempting to convey real-time vividness. The most important exponent of this new brand of live journalism that fused these conflicting editorial values was a 23-year-old journalist called Richard Dimbleby.

Having first been refused a job in the BBC News Department in 1936, Dimbleby wrote again outlining his vision for broadcast journalism. BBC news, he said, could be enlivened without compromising authority. BBC reporters could be available to cover unexpected (today we would say ‘breaking’) stories: fires, strikes, civil commotion, railway or pit accidents, or any other major catastrophes could be covered by a reporter sent from Broadcasting House who could broadcast an eyewitness account and secure interviews from people on the spot. ‘News could be presented in a gripping manner, and, at the same time, remain authentic.’20 The idea of exploiting the broadcast medium to combine immediacy and authenticity may seem ludicrously self-evident today, but at the time it was revolutionary. It was also expensive and cumbersome in terms of equipment, and therefore difficult to implement. Dimbleby got his job, and first marked the arrival of dramatic on-the-spot reporting when on 30 November 1936 he rushed to the scene of the huge fire that destroyed the Crystal Palace in south London and described the scenes of conflagration to radio listeners from a public phone box.

Nevertheless, developing an independent news culture was a slow process. While tension was building towards a crisis in the European capitals of Prague, Munich, Berlin and Vienna – and while Americans were being treated to the brilliant on-the-spot reportage of journalists like William Shirer and Ed Murrow from the heart of Europe – the BBC’s News Department was still fledgling and overly dependent on the agencies. The years of delicate negotiation to avoid upsetting the press barons, and the diversion of resources into plays, talks, arts and music rather than journalism, were taking its toll. Moreover, the agencies were not delivering: Reuters’ main clients were the popular press, which cared more about the domestic and the sensational than such foreign niceties as the annexation of the Sudetenland or the fall of the French cabinet. And even when the problem was recognized, the bureaucratic wheels of the BBC moved slowly. When eventually the decision was taken to hire more journalists, Dimbleby famously found himself on the Franco-Spanish border to witness the last stages of the Spanish Civil War and produce the kind of broadcast journalism to which the United States had become accustomed. In the words of Scannell and Cardiff, Dimbleby ‘returned to London, deeply shaken by the experience, to the congratulations of his colleagues and – unprecedented tribute – a commendation for his work from the Board of Governors’.21

Pre-war self-censorship

Those months of pre-war diplomacy saw another, more blatant example of BBC self-censorship. In a country that still collectively remembered the terrible horrors of the Great War which had ended barely 20 years earlier, almost anything was preferable to another conflict. Moreover, there was considerable unease over the harsh restrictions on Germany imposed by the Treaty of Versailles and the dire economic consequences. So as Hitler inexorably continued his rearmament and annexation policies during the course of 1938, the British government sought ever more ingenious ways of avoiding a confrontation. The National government, under Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain, vigorously pursued this policy of appeasement with the support of most of the country, most Members of Parliament and most of the establishment including newspaper editors, senior civil servants, academics and members of the royal family.

There were, however, some vocal and influential dissenters. Anthony Eden resigned from the government as Foreign Secretary in protest in February 1938, but the most vociferous opponent was Winston Churchill. The crisis over Czechoslovakia came to a head in September 1938 when the leaders of Germany, Italy, France and Britain met in Munich in an attempt to avoid war. Chamberlain’s return to Britain, having conceded the Sudetenland to Hitler in return for very little except the avoidance of war, was recorded by cinema newsreels as being unremittingly triumphant. Very few expressions of doubt or foreboding were heard, let alone any outright opposition. This is scarcely surprising since, as former ITN Editor Stewart Purvis discovered from the newsreel archives, contrary voices had effectively been silenced: the American-owned British Paramount News received instructions from its head office to delete interviews with two prominent critics of appeasement.22 A newsreel interview with anti-appeasement MP Harold Nicholson, on the day Chamberlain set off to Munich, was never screened. The public and journalistic reactions to Chamberlain’s Munich enterprise was, Purvis argues, the result of deliberate news management: ‘With a persistence which Tony Blair and Alastair Campbell would admire, Chamberlain and the Home Secretary Sir Samuel Hoare worked their contacts amongst proprietors, editors and even correspondents.’

Within such a triumphalist atmosphere of cheering crowds on Chamberlain’s return from Munich, the BBC would always have found it difficult to air contrary views. This was a time of genuine public celebration, even if the voices of caution had been airbrushed from the media. As with the Falklands War in 1982 and the Iraq War in 2003, the absence of any concerted oppositional voices within Parliament made it more difficult for the BBC to provide critical voices with the airtime that a neutral and impartial journalistic approach might have demanded. According to Purvis, Richard Dimbleby’s commentary on Chamberlain’s return just about stayed within acceptable boundaries of objective journalism, but BBC bulletins that evening contained just one counterpoint to the national rejoicing (from Liberal leader Sir Archibald Sinclair). Beyond that, while not adding its own voice to the hyperbole of other media, the BBC made no attempt to temper the jubilation with a more sober or analytical perspective.

An internal report written some time later shed some interesting light on the thinking process within the BBC: ‘There was no censorship by the Government of the BBC news bulletins or broadcast material, though the Corporation naturally kept in close touch with the appropriate departments and the bulletins fell in line with Government policy’.23 In other words, this was compliant journalism by osmosis rather than direct intervention – the BBC as national institution with its roots in the heart of the establishment, rather than an organization in the vanguard of critical journalism. Intriguingly, however, this closeness to government did prompt some serious disquiet within the corporation that it had not properly executed its responsibility to the general public. John Coatman, having moved from head of the News Department to Director of BBC North, wrote a long memorandum on 5 October in which he bemoaned the BBC’s inability to give British people the essential information it needed to understand the crisis. In the past, he said:


We have not played the part which our duty to the people of this country called upon us to play. We have, in fact, taken part in a conspiracy of silence ... The position of this country is infinitely more dangerous than it has ever been in modern times, and the past few weeks have invested the BBC with a new importance, given it a more vital role in the national life, and have, therefore, laid a new responsibility on us who are its servants. This responsibility is to let the people of this country know, as far as the sources available to us allow, just what is happening.24



Coatman was at great pains to point out that no one was to blame, that the BBC did not conspire willingly or knowingly, and that in view of the short history of the corporation and its ‘peculiar relationship to the Government’, this was not surprising. It was not an unfair analysis, and his recognition that the BBC now had to acknowledge its duty to the people – to its licence payers – perhaps marked a turning point in BBC journalism.

Its problem was how to change recognition into implementation, given that it had become so absorbed into the machinery of State. In the words of Scannell and Cardiff, ‘The continuous routine contact that had built up over the years between senior personnel in Broadcasting House, Whitehall and Westminster meant that they all abided by the same rules and code of conduct.’25 But it was clear that, by the outbreak of the Second World War, there was at least sufficient self-reflection within the BBC for it to recognize its own potential as well its own failings. It would be some time before it could
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Appendix 1   Methodology for News Study

Sampling

The sampling method was a sophisticated process designed to cover an even spread of years over the period, to avoid election years (which would have distorted the level of political news) and to ensure a representative sample of bulletins within each year. The study therefore analysed bulletins every five years starting in 1975 until 1999, and within each year selected five periods of five weeks to cover the months of February, April, June, September and November. One of the weaknesses of many news content analyses is that results are distorted by a major story that dominates the sampling period. In order to avoid that, one weekday was randomly selected within each five-week period, thus ensuring that each day of the week was selected once only.

Our final selection therefore consisted of a random 25 days of analysis in each year, offering a genuinely representative picture of a year’s news output. The bulletins that were included in the analysis were all the evening bulletins on terrestrial television: the BBC ‘Six O’clock News’ and ‘Nine O’clock News’; ITN’s ‘Early Evening News’ and ‘News at Ten’ (subsequently ‘The Early Evening News’ and ‘The Nightly News’); ‘Channel 4 News’; and ‘5 News’. A more ambitious project would include breakfast news, lunchtime bulletins and a selection of news output on the 24-hour news channels to get a more complete picture of TV news availability and long-term trends, but the evening bulletins are – in audience and impact terms – unquestionably the ones that matter. Even at the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, with fragmented audiences and the proliferation of online news sources, it is the evening bulletins that still command the highest audiences and the largest TV news budgets.

Coding

Each story was coded for content and format, with a coding frame which was refined into 31 discrete story categories. It is this process that defines the social scientific nature of content analysis and makes it most vulnerable to criticism: the classification of a story involves an element of subjective judgement, which itself can say more about the nature of news than the quantified data that results (sociologists will recognize here the long-standing tension between positivism and phenomenology as an approach to understanding social reality). Although there are always plenty of opportunities for differential interpretation in a content analysis, consistency can be ensured by minimizing coder variations. In this case, coding was undertaken by a single individual and grey areas were discussed with project directors so that all coding decisions were consistent. It is the longitudinal nature of this kind of content analysis that gives it its intellectual rigour, and we were therefore confident that the changes recorded over time were real.

For reporting and analysis purposes, the 31 categories were then consolidated into a simple division of broadsheet, tabloid and foreign, a fairly simplistic approach and necessarily a blunt instrument for assessing trends. Once again, however, it is change over time that most concerns us, and these consolidated terms are useful descriptors for analysing longitudinal shifts in news output. The categories were allocated according to Table A1.1. A separate category for foreign news was used out of recognition that most foreign stories were neither obviously ‘broadsheet’ nor ‘tabloid’ in tone or content, and also presented a useful indicator of whether television news bulletins were becoming more insular and less international in flavour.


A1.1 News study categories



	Broadsheet

	Tabloid




	Politics/economic policy

	Crime




	Business/industry/finance

	Consumer




	Social affairs

	Tragedy




	Legal

	Weather (general)




	Foreign relations/diplomacy

	Sport




	European Union issues

	Royalty




	Unrest/civil disturbance

	Showbiz/entertainment




	War

	Human interest/animal stories




	Northern Ireland

	Humour/quirky stories




	Health

	Expeditions/adventure




	Education

	Other




	Employment/industrial relations

	 




	Environment/ecology/planning

	 




	Natural disasters

	 




	Science/technology

	 




	Transport

	 




	Religion

	 




	Culture/media/arts

	 




	Moral/ethical issues

	 




	Military/national security

	 








Appendix 2   Detailed Breakdown of Story Types on UK News Bulletins 1975–99

(Figures in the following tables are the proportion of total sampled minutes devoted to each category.)


A2.1 Political affairs



	 

	1975

	1980

	1985

	1990

	1995

	1999




	 

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%




	BBC Six p.m.

	25.6

	15.2

	14.1

	32.6

	20.8

	14.6




	BBC Nine p.m.

	31.6

	22.1

	19.0

	32.8

	22.1

	15.3




	ITN Early Eve

	22.2

	17.9

	16.2

	31.3

	19.7

	17.4




	ITN Ten p.m.

	30.2

	24.7

	18.9

	30.0

	19.9

	16.3




	C4 News

	 

	 

	17.6

	33.3

	25.4

	15.8




	C5 News

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	5.8








A2.2 Social policy



	 

	1975

	1980

	1985

	1990

	1995

	1999




	 

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%




	BBC Six p.m.

	5.3

	13.8

	11.7

	7.9

	17.2

	15.1




	BBC Nine p.m.

	5.4

	12.3

	7.2

	3.3

	10.8

	9.9




	ITN Early Eve

	2.4

	9.4

	6.7

	8.4

	10.1

	9.7




	ITN Ten p.m.

	2.1

	10.0

	8.3

	10.6

	8.3

	7.0




	C4 News

	 

	 

	11.9

	7.8

	8.2

	15.5




	C5 News

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	13.5








A2.3 Sport



	 

	1975

	1980

	1985

	1990

	1995

	1999




	 

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%




	BBC Six p.m.

	3.9

	7.7

	4.7

	3.0

	3.3

	8.7




	BBC Nine p.m.

	5.9

	9.5

	3.9

	1.9

	3.0

	3.8




	ITN Early Eve

	4.3

	9.9

	7.9

	5.0

	4.6

	7.5




	ITN Ten p.m.

	7.5

	9.2

	7.1

	4.2

	5.0

	12.8




	C4 News

	 

	 

	2.4

	0.3

	0.6

	1.6




	C5 News

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	13.8








A2.4 Crime



	 

	1975

	1980

	1985

	1990

	1995

	1999




	 

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%




	BBC Six p.m.

	6.3

	6.5

	5.6

	2.1

	6.0

	6.8




	BBC Nine p.m.

	3.9

	6.2

	5.4

	1.2

	3.6

	5.2




	ITN Early Eve

	7.1

	6.9

	7.4

	6.4

	10.0

	4.4




	ITN Ten p.m.

	6.6

	6.8

	5.3

	3.2

	7.8

	8.0




	C4 News

	 

	 

	2.6

	3.2

	2.0

	5.5




	C5 News

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	11.3








A2.5 Light stories



	 

	1975

	1980

	1985

	1990

	1995

	1999




	 

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%

	%
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