INTERNATIONAL: TONY BLAIR

Government image crisis: don‘t blame the BBC

Coverage of the British government and Prime Minister Tony Blair in Bec and ITv evening news 1-7/2003

he row between the government and

I the BBC has only just begun. It is not
only the result of Andrew Gilligan’s

claim that the government communications
director, Alistair Campbell, had personally
interfered with a secret services dossier on
Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. Accor-
ding to an article by BBC chairman Gavyn
Davies in the DAILY TELEGRAPH, “BBC
News was under constant attack from poli-
ticians”, during the Iraq war, “for running
a news agenda which they believed was
opposed to the government’s case for war”.

Media content analysis of early and late
TV evening news on BBC and ITv revealed
little evidence for an alleged BBC bias. The
MEDIA TENOR analysis took into account all
statements by or about the government and
its representatives, including Prime Minis-
ter Tony Blair. In 2003, the image of the
government and Prime Minister has been
unfavourable in BBC and ITv news alike.
All four monitored news programmes
featured a higher share of negative state-
ments than positive mentions with regard
to the government and Tony Blair. Between
January and July, the Labour government
received less criticism in BBC‘s Six and
TeN O’ CLock NEws (14.3 per cent) than
from ITv’s EVENING NEWS and NEWS AT
TeN (16.6 per cent). The analysis shows
that, during the Iraq war in March, BBC
news programmes were slightly more criti-
cal than ITv evening news about Tony Blair
and the Labour government.

However, ITv coverage of the government
during the war was negative as well. More-
over, after the war had finished in April, the
government’s image turned favourable on
BBC whereas it remained negative on ITv.
In June and July the row over the remarks
by Andrew Gilligan that Downing Street’s
director of communication had influenced
the content of a secret services dossier on
Iraq led to a very negative coverage of the
Prime Minister and his government on both
channels.

TV news critical about

government‘s record
It is wrong to assume that only the war in
Iraq or the row over “dodgy dossiers” is
behind the government’s negative news
image. TV news, on both BsC and ITv
criticised the government not only on war-
related issues, but also in key domestic
policy areas. In five policy domains the
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Government is criticised on all networks
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Different views led to the same result
Evaluation of the government in Bsc and ITv TV news 1-7/03

5%

Positive

B[B|C

0%

-56%

-10%

-15%

20% Negative

01/03

02/03 03/03 04/03 05/03 06/03  07/03

Source: Meia TENOR
01.01. - 31.07.2003

Basis: 5.070 statements on or by
the government in four British news

No Bsc specific anti-war agenda
Rating of the government on political issues January-July 2003

Domestic policy

I B
|1y
Immigration

B

Defence policies

Domestic security

Warlconflicts
Foreign affairs

Social policies
Health
Education

Suitability/ ability to govern 36%
-50% -40% -30% -20% -10% 0% 10% 20%

Balance of positive and negative statements in %

Source: Meia TENOR
01.01. - 31.07.2003

Basis: 5.070 statements on or by
the government in four British news

MEeDIEN TENOR Forschungsbericht Nr. 135 — 15. August 2003




INTERNATIONAL: TONY BLAIR

its news and source selection a rather posi-
tive image of the government’s health and
social policy, while ITv viewers could per-
ceive a very unfavourable coverage of these
two issues in relation to the government. In
this context, it is necessary to point out that
both issues were of minor importance in a
war dominated news agenda. Therefore, the
overall rating of the government in the eve-
ning news on ITv and BBC was very similar.
This indicates that, compared to ITV news,
the BBC's more critical stance towards the
government on Iraq was out-balanced by
more favourable coverage of other policy
issues.

government was presented with a majority
of positve news: BBC news featured a balan-
ce of positive statements by and about the
government with regard to domestic securi-
ty, social policies, health policy and foreign
affairs. ITv news coverage predominantly
criticised the government on all policy issu-
es except its defence policy.

The difference between BBC and ITv in
evaluating the government"s record concer-
ning the Iraq war was minimal. A slightly
more critical coverage of the government (a
balance of 3%) on the war in Iraq can hardly
be characterised as a BBC specific anti-war
agenda, especially as government foreign
affairs received even more critical coverage
on ITv. The evaluation of the government by
the newsdiffered on several political issues,
as for example the BBC attributed through

Blair’s image crisis
The Prime Minister’s image on both
networks is not quite as identical as his

Similar evaluation of Blair on Bec and ITv ...
Evaluation of Tony Blair in British TV news Jan.-July 2003
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government’s. He was presented with a
majority of negative statements on BBC
(16.3 per cent) and ITv (20.2 per cent), but
he also generated a higher share of positive
news than his own government (11 per cent
BBc and 10.6 per cent ITv). The image of
Blair and his government in TV news corre-
sponds to their respective images measured
in opinion polls of satisfaction ratings”
(e.g. Mori), in which Blair continuously
gains better results than his government
as a whole. Blair’s ratings in opinion polls
on the satisfaction with his record as Prime
Minister follow in most months the trend
given in the media and in particular TV
news. In 2003, major changes in the share
of positive and negative TV news concer-
ning the Prime Minister led to similar chan-
ges in opinion polls. After two months of
very critical media coverage, Blair’s ratings
in opinion polls have plummeted from the
heights of the after-war surveys in April.

A comparison of his image on BBC and
ITv shows that the news programmes do
not entirely follow the same news agenda.
Unlike their coverage of the government,
ITv news presented the Prime Minister
much more critically than BBC news. The
only issues on which Blair was presented
more negatively in BBC news than on ITv
were the Iraq war and foreign affairs. On all
other political issues Tony Blair’s coverage
was more unfavourable on ITv than on BBC.
In the policy areas of immigration, health,
eduaction and Europe the BBC featured a
majority of positive statements by or about
the Prime Minister, whereas ITv news pro-
grammes were rather critical about Blair on
these issues. However, all monitored news
programmes concurred in their negative
presentation of Blair’s “ability to govern’
as well as his personality.

In addition to a different take on political
issues, ITv news personalised the coverage
of the Prime Minister more than BBC news.
On ITv more than a quarter of all statements
(25.3 per cent) by or about Tony Blair refer-
red to his personal characteristics or actions.
BBC news on the other hand focused less
on the Prime Minister’s personality over-
all (11.3 per cent), but still dedicated an
increasing share of its news coverage to
Blair’s personal issues between May and
July. It is this personalisation in addition
to the Prime Minister’s record on political
issues that is currently damaging his media
image. Seemingly endless discussions in
the press about the “government’s media

]

73




INTERNATIONAL: TONY BLAIR

machine” and power to influence and pres-
surise the media culminated in the ,Kelly
affair’. While Blair’s confidence, eloquence
and persuasiveness as well as leadership
qualities have not gone unnoticed by the
news media, his credibility has taken a
severe blow. More than fifty times did
BBC and ITv news question Blair’s honesty
and credibility. Blair himself has already
acknowledged that he has lost public trust
and admitted that it will be a difficult task to
regain it. In addition to his character flaws
TV news cameras started to observe that the
Prime Minister simply does not look that
good anymore. Just as Blair has become the
longest continuously-serving Labour pre-
mier, the press and TV news sources started
to describe Blair’s physical appearance as
tired, older and worn out. Blair’s undisput-
ed strengths through the lense of TV news
are defence policy and foreign affairs. His
speech in front of the joint houses of the
U.S. Congress was hailed a success.
According to Timothy Garton Ash in THE
GUARDIAN, Blair’s speech presented him
to the U.S. audience as “the best president
they will never have”, but even in U.S. TV
news this was side-lined by news on dome-
stic criticism of the government’s claims
about Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction
and the Kelly affair. For the same reason
German news reported equally negatively
about the British premier. Consequently,
one of the main assets of Tony Blair, his
international reputation and standing among
foreign heads of state, is no longer reflected
by foreign media coverage. He will have to
face his domestic problems if he is going to
turn around his media image.

Will the government‘s image crisis have
an effect on the next election?
As the Conservatives have overtaken
Labour in June and July according to
Internet pollster YOUGOV’s voting intention
tracker, the most important question is if
Blair’s current image crisis will have an
effect in the next election. Obviously it is
still early days, but it is already possible
to say: not necessarily. Among the party
leaders in the U.K., Tony Blair comman-
ded more than 90 per cent of the news
coverage between January and July. Iain
Duncan Smith and Charles Kennedy only
accounted for a share of 7.7 and 2.1 per cent
respectively. Since May, lain Duncan Smith
can claim a more positive media image than
Tony Blair and at first glance this is reason
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Blairds personality in focus
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Losing public trust
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Domestic problems followed Blair abroad
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Critical news image = negative poll results
Evaluation of Tony Blair in TV news and polls 1-7/03
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No.10 dominates the news coverage

Coverage of party leaders in Bsc and ITv news 1-7/03
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Since May Blair has the worst image
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for optimism for the Conservative Party.
However, so far the Conservative party
leader has only gained a positive TV news
image in two months of 2003. His overall
image in TV news for the year is still
unfavourable, but most importantly, com-
pared to the Prime Minister he is hardly
visible on TV. Despite Blair’s cur-
rently dreadful media image, the
Prime Minister accounted for more
favourable TV news appearances or
mentions than the combined coverage
of Iain Duncan Smith and Charles Ken-
nedy.

In the past two years Charles Kennedy
achieved continuously a more favourab-
le media image than Tony Blair or lain
Duncan Smith, but he has an even lower
media profile than the Conservative party
leader in terms of TV news coverage of
his political views or actions. This explains
why the same YouGov poll (Political tra-
cker July) that slams Blair on his credibility
and government record, still concedes that
of the three party leaders Tony Blair “would
make the best Prime Minister”. The public
could not have perceived a potential suitabi-
lity of Iain Duncan Smith or Charles Kenne-
dy as Prime Minister from British TV news.

The public trusts in broadcast media
In spite of the Kelly affair, the public
continues to trust broadcast media more
than the press. As long as no other
candidate can build a positive image on
a broad coverage in TV news, Blair’s lea-
dership will remain unchallenged. After the
last comparable government image crisis in
TV news, during the fuel protest, polls sug-
gested a similar shift in public opinion as
today. Neither William Hague nor Charles
Kennedy could at the time increase their
presence or improve their image in TV
news. The result was a Labour landslide
victory less than a year later. mk

BMiBasis

Media: Bac Six 0iCLock News, Bsc Ten 0iCLock
NEws, ITv EARLY EVENING NEws, ITv NEwS AT TEN,
Nac NiGHTLY NEws, ABC WORLD NEWS TONIGHT,
Css EveniNg NEws, HeuTE, ZDF HEUTE JOURNAL,
TAGESSCHAU, ARD TAGESTHEMEN, RTL AKTUELL,
Sarl 18:30, Pro Sieen Nachrichten

Period: 01.01. - 31.07.2003

Polls: YouGov, Mor, lcm

Analysis: All statements on or by the British
government and Tony Blair in British TV news.
All news reports focusing on Tony Blair in U.S.
and German TV news.
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