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1. Purpose of the Report 
 

As the BBC‟s Editorial Guidelines state, the reporting of conflicts, of which „Arab 

Spring‟ events are a subset, places a special responsibility on journalists. The BBC 

should be trusted by audiences internationally in times of crisis to provide accurate 

and impartial reporting but the task of gathering and analysing information and then 

conveying the news intelligibly is often extraordinarily difficult in the face of the „fog of 

war‟: inaccessible places and people, an absence of verifiable information, and 

attempts by multiple competing actors in the conflict to manage the news. („Actors‟ 

are individuals or organisations that have an active presence in reports. They can be 

mentioned by journalists, pictured, and/or quoted.) 

 

The purpose of this report is to provide evidence in the form of a content analysis of 

the BBC‟s reporting of events commonly known collectively as the „Arab Spring‟. The 

report, commissioned by the BBC Trust, is intended to aid the Trust‟s independent 

expert, Edward Mortimer, to come to a judgement concerning whether the BBC‟s 

reporting of this subject is accurate and impartial. It is informed by our experience of 

news media content analysis in many fields over two decades, and is designed to 

provide accurate and robust data on the content of the BBC‟s news coverage of 

these events in a defined period. 

 

The report is not Loughborough University Communication Research Centre‟s 

assessment of whether we believe that the BBC‟s reporting is impartial or not. 

Although the BBC is required to provide duly impartial journalism, it is by no means a 

universally accepted concept. It is a matter for debate how far news and current 

affairs can be impartially reported and, for some, whether impartial reporting is 

desirable. In this report we do not adopt a particular meaning of impartiality and then 

use it as a way of judging the BBC‟s coverage. This is a matter for Edward Mortimer 

to decide.  

 

The report also does not attempt to explain why the BBC‟s coverage of the subject is 

as it is. Content analysis permits us to describe accurately the coverage itself and 

subsequently to pose research questions but it does not furnish explanations. Both 

the production of news and the consumption and comprehension of it by audiences 
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are excluded from research into content. Evidence about content, of the kind 

provided in this report, can only act as circumstantial and suggestive evidence about 

the cause or consequences of news content.  To move beyond this would require the 

use of an additional set of research methods that would enable us to investigate 

journalistic practice and how political actors seek to manage the news.  

 

It is worth setting out two inherent difficulties facing journalism in reporting complex 

situations or circumstances since these both have implications for the nature and 

use of evidence such as that provided here.  Firstly, news seeks to be 

comprehensive, providing audiences with information about all that is important or 

salient to them, yet given limitations of time or space journalists are necessarily 

highly selective. Such selection involves professional judgements that cannot be 

judged or even inferred here.  Secondly, journalism of course tries to make the 

information it provides meaningful and comprehensible.  This necessarily involves 

the deployment of implicit or sometimes explicit contexts, allusions, or associations 

which might be regarded by some as controversial or influential in framing audience 

understanding of events reported.  Yet without any such context, however limited or 

inherent, meaningful communication is all but impossible. Some of this can be 

formally detected by research methodology, but such analysis can go no further than 

accurate though analytical description. 

 

A final caveat must be noted in any research of this kind.  In selecting a period of 

time to analyse, the researchers were guided by the requirements of the 

commissioning body.  Any period selected, however, tends to be construed by 

readers as symptomatic of a lengthier period or wider issue. Methodologists rely on 

sampling, for which rigorous rules and procedures exist, to use a limited analysis as 

a basis for generalisation.  Content analysis often precludes this procedure.  A 

purposive sampling technique was adopted in this research in order to capture as 

much reporting as possible over several weeks of coverage between December 

2010 and January 2012. A different sampling technique may well have yielded 

different results and thus our analysis must be considered as no more than an 

analysis of a particular period of time, inevitably coloured by the specific events that 

loomed largest within that period.  Broader inferences drawn from purposive 

sampling and a limited time-frame should be made with caution. 
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1.1 Defining Impartiality 

The BBC‟s Editorial Guidelines on impartiality set out that the BBC must be inclusive, 

consider the broad perspective and ensure the existence of a range of views is 

appropriately reflected. (The full Guidelines can be found at 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/guidelines/editorialguidelines/guidelines/) While the 

requirement for pluralism is relatively straightforward, the phrase „appropriately 

reflected‟ needs to be unpacked. The work of journalists is always more than a 

reflection of the views of actors although a key question is, of course, the accuracy of 

the representation of views. Journalists also engage in analysis and interrogation of 

views. This is especially important in times of conflict when competing actors may be 

attempting to manipulate news coverage. „Appropriateness‟ concerns not only 

accuracy but whether conflicting views are subject to scrutiny and to proportionality. 

Proportionality is a matter of achieving the right balance in the representation and 

scrutiny of competing views. The BBC seeks to give due weight and prominence to a 

wide range of significant views. The BBC‟s Editorial Guidelines make it clear that not 

all positions need to be reported and those that are reported need not be covered in 

equal proportions. It is crucial that those perspectives or opinions that are covered 

on a controversial story are not misrepresented and decisions to exclude a 

perspective must be carefully reached. This issue of „due weight‟ emerged as an 

important concern in the Trust‟s review of the BBC‟s coverage of science (with 

particular reference to climate change) and it is potentially of concern in the present 

review given the multiple and unevenly matched perspectives from which the Arab 

Spring may be viewed by participants and other interested parties. 

 

The challenges of giving due weight in conflict situations is enormous. Many 

contemporary conflicts are asymmetrical in that the opposing forces are greatly 

unequal. Journalists may be confronted with a highly professional news 

management operation, on one side, and the struggle to find spokesmen and 

women, on the other. Journalists may not be allowed access to conflict zones and 

may find it difficult to judge the reliability of sources. There is also the problem of how 

BBC journalists cover conflicts in which British forces are directly involved or where 

British interests are evident. Conflicts very rarely are between two parties. There are 

not only internal divisions and coalitions of forces but also outside interests. This is 
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clearly the case with the Arab revolts because of the strategic importance of the 

region. In Syria, for example, there is an internal conflict but also an external conflict 

between Western, Russian and Chinese interests that makes references to the 

views of „the international community‟ as a singular entity highly problematic. Thrown 

into this mix, and related to the rise of asymmetrical conflicts, is the fact that some of 

the actors involved may be proscribed by the UK‟s Home Office (for example, 

Hamas‟ al-Din al-Qassam Brigades) and their inclusion in coverage requires editorial 

approval, according to the BBC‟s Guidelines. The BBC Guidelines on impartiality do 

not insist that all actors be given equal prominence. 

 

As a consequence, the media analysis of conflict obviously presents its own 

challenges. We see our role as not to judge whether the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab 

Spring is impartial but to develop precise and robust measurements of the coverage 

and provide a detailed analysis of the significance of these measurements.  

 

1.2 Defining „Arab Spring‟ 

For the purposes of this content analysis we coded the coverage of conflict and the 

aftermath of conflict during the sample periods in the following states/authorities: 

Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Israel, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 

Palestinian Authority, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, UAE and Yemen. 

They are all members of the Arab League with the exception of Israel. 

 

It is important to include Israel as Israel has a significant Palestinian Arab population. 

Largely intra-Jewish Israeli conflict (for example, the „tent city‟ protests that began in 

Tel Aviv in July 2011) was not included in the sample.  

 

The sample does not include coverage of on-going conflicts occurring in Arab and 

other states and authorities (e.g. Israel and Palestinian Authority, Iran) that are 

conventionally not included in the Arab Spring unless mention is made of protests in 

the region. Ultimately, very few stories relating to the conflicts in Israel-Palestinian 

Authority, Iraq and Iran were coded as only a small number of stories made mention 

of the „Arab Spring‟. This may also have been a consequence of journalistic 

resources being diverted from those conflicts in order to cover the Arab Spring. 
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2. Method 
 

The method employed in this research is content analysis. We use it to provide data 

concerning the reporting of the Arab Spring by the BBC and other broadcasters. It is 

essential from the outset to be clear about what content analysis can and cannot do. 

 

2.1 Quantitative Content Analysis 

Quantitative content analysis is a technique that aims to provide systematic, 

statistical descriptions of the manifest content of the reporting. The aim of this 

approach is to count what is there rather than, for example, to analyse meanings that 

may be implicit in the coverage. An important stage in this method is deciding what 

to count. The coding schedule developed for this research was piloted and refined 

using a small sample of the coverage. A similar coding schedule was used across 

media (television, radio, Internet) and format (news and current affairs) in order to 

aid comparison. Inter-coder reliability checks were conducted and calculated in order 

to ensure consistency and reliability. The data collected was analysed using SPSS, a 

standard statistical computer package for social sciences. For the purposes of 

compiling tables and presenting an overview of the data pertinent to the research 

certain coding schedule categories are typically aggregated. This obviously entails 

the exercise of judgement on the part of researchers concerning the relative 

importance of certain data.  

 

Following discussions with the BBC Trust we have adopted a purposive sampling 

strategy for retrospective coverage in that we will analyse output around key events 

in the Arab Spring in order to collect as much data as possible. If we had chosen 

other weeks it is highly likely that we would have collected significantly less data. 

This reflects the highly episodic or spotlight, rather than sustained character, of news 

coverage. Research on network television coverage of the Arab Spring in the USA 

by the Pew Research Center, for example, notes how the events of the Arab Spring 

dominated foreign news coverage in late January and February 2011 but media 

attention then fell away sharply. 
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2.2 Pilot Study and Inter-coder Reliability 

An extensive coding schedule was developed and piloted on a sample of output 

across different Arab Spring protests. Coders were recruited from the School of 

Social, Political and Geographical Sciences at Loughborough University. Coders 

were either doctoral students or post-doctoral researchers. Many had extensive 

experience of conducting content analyses of media reporting either through working 

on commissioned projects for the Communication Research Centre at Loughborough 

(LCRC) or in their own research. Two of our coders were native Arabic speakers: 

Jordanian nationals both writing up their doctorates in the LCRC. Details of the 

research process can be found in the appendix. 

 

2.3 Unit of Analysis 

It is important to be clear what the units of analysis were. The content of the 

broadcast coverage is divided into „items‟. Different elements of these items were 

then coded according to a number of variables and values (length of report, themes 

of the report, actors in the report and so on). An item begins the moment a 

newsreader or presenter introduces the topic. In most cases, this will then lead into a 

filed report from a journalist or an interview. The item ends either when: a. the 

programme returns to the reader or presenter after the conclusion of the filed 

report/interview or b. another filed report, clearly authored by another journalist, 

follows on the end of the first report. If any subsequent report or interview is on the 

same subject matter as the one that preceded it, it is still treated as a separate item 

in our analysis. The headlines at the start of news programmes were added onto the 

specific news items to which they related (i.e. they were not treated as discrete items 

in their own right). A news bulletin may therefore contain several items about the 

same story. Such a way of dividing up coverage corresponds to journalistic practice 

of news production. 
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3. Sample Dates and Output for the Quantitative Content Analysis 
 

3.1 Sample Dates 

The sample consisted of 44 days of coverage. Twenty-eight of those days were 

chosen retrospectively to coincide with significant events in the Arab Spring. A 

number of timelines of the Arab Spring have been produced by both academics and 

journalists and these were consulted in producing the list below. Sixteen days were 

sampled prospectively. It was decided to sample the November 2011 week just as 

our research was beginning as the events of that week promised to be important. 

The December 2011 and January 2012 dates were chosen because they marked the 

anniversary of protests in Tunisia and in other Arab countries respectively and thus 

offered the prospect of at least reflection on the progress of the Arab Spring. The 

dates were agreed with the BBC Trust. 

 

 

Day/Month Days Events 

19-

20/12/2010 

2 Tunisia: protests following market trader‟s self-immolation and 

Wikileaks revelations 

14/1/2011 

 

 

 

25-

28/1/2011 

1 

 

 

 

4 

Tunisia:  Ben Ali flees  

Libya:  protests erupt and Muammar Gaddafi TV address 

Yemen: protests 

Egypt: Tahrir Square protests begin 

Lebanon: anti-Hezbollah protests 

Jordan: protests  

Palestinian Authority: Gaza protests  

10-

11/2/2011 

 

2 

 

Egypt: unrest and Hosni Mubarak‟s resignation  
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14-

16/2/2011 

 

   

25/2/2011 

3 

 

 

 
1 

Bahrain: protests 

Libya: violence  

 

„Day of Rage‟ across the region especially Egypt, Libya, 

Jordan and Yemen 

14-

18/3/2011 

5 Palestinian Authority: protests in Gaza/West Bank 

Yemen: protests 

Syria: mass killings 

Bahrain: martial law 

Libya: UN no fly zone 

13-

15/5/2011 

 

 

 

 

3 Egypt: protests 

Syria: protests 

Libya: bombing intensifies 

Lebanon: violence on borders involving Israelis 

30/7-

1/8/2011 

3 Syria:  protests in Hama 

Lebanon: killings on borders by Israelis 

Egypt: troops retake Tahrir Square 

Yemen: airstrikes and violence 

23-

24/8/2011 

2 Libya: fall of Tripoli 

20-

21/10/2011 

2 Libya: death of Muammar Gaddafi  
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22-

28/11/2011 

7 Run up to Egyptian elections 

16-

22/12/2011 

7 Anniversary of Tunisian protests 

24-

25/1/2012 

2 Anniversary of Egyptian and other protests 

 

 

3.2 Output Sample 

The output sample was agreed with the BBC Trust. We sought to sample BBC 

reporting of the Arab Spring from across media and platforms and from flagship 

news programmes such as Radio 4‟s Today to Radio 1‟s Newsbeat. We also 

included in the sample programmes from the BBC‟s commercial arm, BBC World. 

For the sixteen prospective days of the sample we included news programmes of 

competitor broadcasters (Sky News, Channel 4, ITV1, and Al Jazeera English). They 

were not included in the retrospective sample because of the difficulty of obtaining 

their output. Four editions each of Panorama and Analysis were also coded using a 

modified coding schedule. 

 

 

TV Channel/ Radio 

Station/Website 

Programme 

BBC1 Breakfast (Mon-Fri 07.00-08.00) 

BBC1 News at 6 

(Mon-Fri) 

BBC1 News at 10 

(Mon-Fri) 

BBC1 Weekend late evening news 

BBC 2  Newsnight 

BBC News Channel 17.00-18.00 

(Mon-Fri)  

BBC World (same as BBC Four World News Today 19.00-19.30  
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news at 19.00) 

BBC World The Hub with Nik Gowing 16.00-17.00 gmt or 

17.00-18.00 bst 

BBC World GMT with George Alagiah 12.00-13.00  

ITV1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) 

ITV1 weekend late evening news 

Channel 4  Channel 4 News 

(Mon-Fri) 

C4 weekend news 

Sky News Sky News 17.00-18.00 

(Mon-Fri) 

Al Jazeera English  Newshour 21.00-22.00 

 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-Fri) 

 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine Show 

28/1/11 - Egypt unrest 
18/3/11 - Libya no-fly zone 
1/8/11 - Syria 

 

Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 07.00-09.00) 

 

Radio 4 World at One and World 

This Weekend 

Mon-Fri plus Sun at 13.00 

Radio 4 6 O‟Clock News (Mon-Sun) 

 

Radio 4 The World Tonight 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 

(Mon-Fri) 

 

Radio 5 Live Drive 17.00-18.00 

(Mon-Fri) 
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bbc.co.uk/news Front page 17.00 

bbc.co.uk/news/world/middle_east Front page 16.30 

BBC1 Panorama Syria: Inside the Secret 

Revolution 26/9/11 

BBC1 Panorama Fighting Gaddafi 22/3/11 

BBC1 Panorama The Battle for Egypt 11/2/11 

BBC1  Panorama Britain, Gaddafi and the Torture 

Trail 25/10/11 

Radio 4  Analysis Libya‟s Islamic Capitalists 26/9/11 

Radio 4 Analysis Hague‟s Middle East 20/6/11 

Radio 4  Analysis Egypt‟s New Islamists 13/6/11 

Radio 4 Analysis Rethinking the Middle East 28/2/11 

 

 

We also coded 2 hours of „rolling news‟ on the day of Muammar Gaddafi‟s death that 

appeared on both BBC News and BBC World. 

 

It should be stressed that because of project timing and availability of programme 

output non-BBC output was coded only for 16 days (22-28 November 2011, 16-22 

December 2011, and 24-25 January 2012). When we compare BBC and non-BBC 

output it is, therefore, only for these 16 days in order to ensure a reasonable 

comparison is being offered (i.e. that the same events were available to be reported). 

This is a small sample especially when we are concerned only with reporting of Arab 

Spring countries and so due caution should be exercised when drawing conclusions 

or contemplating generalisations from this data. 

 

Decisions about what to include in the output sample were guided by the BBC Trust 

and were shaped by the time constraints of the project. The research was completed 

in just under 3 months from research design to report write-up.  We coded nearly 

500 hours of news and current affairs and over 2000 items relating specifically to the 

Arab Spring. 

 

 



14 

 

 

3.3 Is the sample „representative‟? 

Although the extent of the data collected compares very favourably to previous 

research in this area, whether conducted in the UK or internationally, it should be 

noted that the sample could not include all of the BBC national news output, not to 

mention all of the coverage of other national broadcasters. For this reason, as we 

noted in the introduction, caution must be used when contemplating the 

representativeness of these results and whether they may be used to generalise 

about the BBC or about other broadcasters. Also the news coverage was analysed 

for only a period of a few weeks (44 days in total) and so restraint ought to be 

applied when seeking to make generalisations over time.  

 

 

3.4 The Hawthorne Effect 

The BBC Trust announced publicly in July 2011 that it was to undertake an 

impartiality review with respect to the Corporation‟s coverage of the Arab Spring. 

While many days of the sample predated this, some of the sample is after this 

announcement. As such we must consider whether the performance of journalists 

and editors changed in light of their awareness that their coverage was potentially 

being scrutinised (although they did not know the precise sample days). Where such 

responses occur, it is known in discussion of research methodology as the 

Hawthorne Effect which dates back to a study of labour productivity at the 

Hawthorne factory of the Western Electric Company in the 1920s. In that study 

worker behaviour changed as much because of the effects of being observed as 

because of other changes in the working environment.  Precisely what that effect 

may have been, however, is obviously a matter that cannot be assessed by means 

of a content analysis alone. 
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4. Relative Prominence of the Arab Spring in BBC News 
 

The Arab Spring was one of the biggest international news stories of recent years 

and one that the BBC with its extensive network of foreign correspondents across 

the region was comparatively well placed to cover. This is the first impartiality review 

to include content analysis of BBC World, the commercial arm of the BBC. This 

permits insight into contrasting news provision of the region for domestic and 

international audiences. When making comparisons of prominence across BBC 

news programmes, however, we should be mindful that programmes have different 

lengths. For instance, there would have been more Arab Spring items had we coded 

the full three hours of the weekday Today programme.  

 

As Table 1 shows, the Arab Spring was covered right across the BBC from flagship 

news programmes such as Today (where we might expect substantial coverage) to 

the BBC One News at Six to Radio 1‟s Newsbeat. 

 
Table 1 Number of news items on the Arab Spring by BBC programme 

 Number of items Percent 

TV   

BBC World GMT with George Alagiah* 174 17.7 

BBC News Channel 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 173 17.6 

BBC World (from BBC Four) World News Today 19.00-
19.30 

141 14.3 

BBC World The Hub with Nik Gowing* 119 12.1 

BBC 1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) 99 10.1 

BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-Fri) 88 8.9 

BBC 2 Newsnight 71 7.2 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-Fri 7-8) 69 7.0 

World News/News Channel** 45 4.6 

BBC 1 Weekend late evening news 6 .6 

Total 985 100.0 

Radio   

Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 07.00-09.00) 234 25.5 

Radio 4 The World Tonight 213 23.3 

Radio 4 6 o‟clock News (Mon-Sun) 135 14.7 

Radio 4 World at One (Mon-Fri) plus WTW Sundays at 
1pm 

121 13.2 

Radio 5 Live 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 118 12.9 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 (Mon-Fri) 46 5.0 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-Fri) 44 4.8 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine programme 5 .5 

Total 916 100.0 

* A small number of GMT and The Hub programmes were unavailable for the first 
week of the prospective analysis and so do not form part of the coded sample. 
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**The World News/News Channel entry is for 2 hours of rolling news, broadcast on both channels,  
on the day of Muammar Gaddafi‟s death, 20 October 2011.  

The Arab Spring often featured prominently in news programmes either as the lead 

item or mentioned in the headlines of programmes (see Table 2). 

 
 

Table 2 Prominence of news items on the Arab Spring across all BBC programmes 

 
 Type 

Total BBC TV News BBC Radio News 

Lead item in a bulletin 232 183 415 

23.6% 20.0% 21.8% 

Other item in a news bulletin mentioned 
in the programme‟s initial headlines 

343 302 645 

34.8% 33.0% 33.9% 

Other location in a news bulletin 403 400 803 

40.9% 43.7% 42.2% 

First item in a non-news bulletin 1 9 10 

.1% 1.0% .5% 

Other item in a non-news item bulletin 6 22 28 

.6% 2.4% 1.5% 

Total 985 916 1901 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

 

The following tables look at prominence in further detail, for example by looking at 

TV and radio separately (Tables 3 and 4), and by analysing the amount of time 

devoted to the Arab Spring, by different programmes (Table 5) and in terms of the 

length of items (Tables 6 and 7).  They show that while the Today programme 

contained the most items of coverage, other news programmes chose to lead on the 

Arab Spring as a percentage of their coverage more often. This is probably to be 

explained by the daily news cycle and the fact that later news programmes were 

covering events that had happened earlier in the day or were still occurring and by 

the provision of greater background material on the flagship Today programme. 
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Table 3  The prominence of news items on the Arab Spring by BBC TV programme 

 

Location of Item 

Total 
Lead item in 

a bulletin 

Other item in a 
news bulletin 
mentioned in 

the 
programme‟s 

initial headlines 

Other 
location in a 

news 
bulletin 

First item in a 
non-news 

bulletin 

Other item 
in a non-

news item 
bulletin 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-
Fri 7-8) 

15 25 29   69 

21.7% 36.2% 42.0%   100.0% 

BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-
Fri) 

28 27 33   88 

31.8% 30.7% 37.5%   100.0% 

BBC 1 News at 10 
(Mon-Fri) 

34 33 31 1  99 

34.3% 33.3% 31.3% 1.0%  100.0% 

BBC 1 Weekend late 
evening news 

 2 4   6 

 33.3% 66.7%   100.0% 

BBC 2 Newsnight 19 36 10  6 71 

26.8% 50.7% 14.1%  8.5% 100.0% 

BBC News Channel 
17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 

42 58 73   173 

24.3% 33.5% 42.2%   100.0% 

BBC World (from BBC 
Four) World News 
Today 19.00-19.30 

39 49 53   141 

27.7% 34.8% 37.6%   100.0% 

BBC World The Hub 
with Nik Gowing 

23 31 65   119 

19.3% 26.1% 54.6%   100.0% 

BBC World GMT with 
George Alagiah 

30 74 70   174 

17.2% 42.5% 40.2% .  100.0% 

World News/News 
Channel* 

2 8 35   45 

4.4% 17.8% 77.8%   100.0% 

Total 232 343 403 1 6 985 

23.6% 34.8% 40.9% .1% .6% 100.0% 

*2 hour rolling news 20/10/2011 
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Table 4  The prominence of news items on the Arab Spring by BBC Radio programme 

 

Location of Item 

Total 
Lead item in a 

bulletin 

Other item in a 
news bulletin 
mentioned in 

the 
programme‟s 

initial headlines 

Other 
location in a 

news 
bulletin 

First item in 
a non-news 

bulletin 

Other item 
in a non-

news item 
bulletin 

Radio 1 Newsbeat 
(Mon-Fri) 

11 14 19   44 

25.0% 31.8% 43.2%   100.0% 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine 
programme 

2 3    5 

40.0% 60.0%    100.0% 

Radio 4 Today (Mon-
Sat 07.00-09.00) 

30 90 111 2 1 234 

12.8% 38.5% 47.4% .9% .4% 100.0% 

Radio 4 World at One 
(Mon-Fri) plus 
Sundays at 1pm 

21 56 40 1 3 121 

17.4% 46.3% 33.1% .8% 2.5% 100.0% 

Radio 4 6 O‟Clock 
News (Mon-Sun) 

35 43 57   135 

25.9% 31.9% 42.2%   100.0% 

Radio 4 The World 
Tonight 

45 64 91 4 9 213 

21.1% 30.0% 42.7% 1.9% 4.2% 100.0% 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-
08.00 (Mon-Fri) 

9 8 23  6 46 

19.6% 17.4% 50.0%  13.0% 100.0% 

Radio 5 Live 17.00-
18.00 (Mon-Fri) 

30 24 59 2 3 118 

25.4% 20.3% 50.0% 1.7% 2.5% 100.0% 

Total 183 302 400 9 22 916 

20.0% 33.0% 43.7% 1.0% 2.4% 100.0% 
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Table 5 Total amount of time devoted to the Arab Spring by BBC TV and radio programme (hours, 

minutes, seconds) 

Programme ID Length of Item 

Radio 4 The World Tonight 9 hours 23 minutes 36 seconds 

Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 07.00-09.00) 8 hours 43 minutes 26 seconds 

BBC News Channel 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 8 hours 42 minutes 50 seconds 

BBC World GMT with George Alagiah 7 hours   7 minutes 27 seconds 

BBC World (from BBC Four) World News Today 19.00-19.30 6 hours 19 minutes 55 seconds 

BBC 2 Newsnight 6 hours   7 minutes 56 seconds 

Radio 5 Live 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 4 hours   54 minutes 36 seconds 

BBC World The Hub with Nik Gowing 4 hours  52 minutes 55 seconds 

Radio 4 World at One (Mon-Fri) plus Sundays at 1pm 4 hours 48 minutes 22 seconds 

BBC 1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) 3 hours 43 minutes 35 seconds 

Radio 4 6 O‟Clock News (Mon-Sun) 3 hours 38 minutes 47 seconds 

BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-Fri) 3 hours 16 minutes 33 seconds 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-Fri 7-8) 2 hours 12 minutes 31 seconds 

World News/News Channel* 1 hour   56 minutes 22 seconds 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 (Mon-Fri) 1 hour   45 minutes 16 seconds 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-Fri) 1 hour     8 minutes 29 seconds 

BBC 1 Weekend late evening news               11 minutes 27 seconds 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine programme                 2 minutes 29 seconds 

Total 78 hours 56 minutes 32 seconds 

*2 hour rolling news 20/10/2011 

 
Table 6 Average length of news items on the Arab Spring by BBC TV and Radio (minutes, seconds) 

BBC Type Average 

BBC TV News 2 minutes 43 seconds 

BBC Radio News 2 minutes 16 seconds 

Overall average 2 minutes 29 seconds 
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Table 7 shows that most news items about the conflicts tended to be brief, an 

average of 2 minutes 29 seconds. (The finding that „News‟ had the lowest standard 

deviation figure also shows that there was least variation in the range of these items‟ 

timing.) The much greater average length of Newsnight items reflects the in-depth 

nature of the programme‟s reporting and the greater relative use of studio-based 

interviews to explore and scrutinise contrasting positions.  

 

Table 7 Average length of news items on the Arab Spring by BBC TV and Radio Programme 

(minutes, seconds) 

Programme ID Average 

BBC 2 Newsnight 5 minutes 11 seconds 

BBC News Channel 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 3 minutes 1 second 

BBC World (from BBC Four) World News Today 19.00-19.30 1 minute 42 seconds 

Radio 4 The World Tonight 2 minutes 39 seconds 

World News/News Channel 2 minutes 35 seconds 

Radio 5 Live 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 2 minutes 30 seconds 

BBC World The Hub with Nik Gowing 2 minutes 28 seconds 

BBC World GMT with George Alagiah 2 minutes 27 seconds 

Radio 4 World at One (Mon-Fri) plus Sundays at 1pm 2 minutes 23 seconds 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 (Mon-Fri) 2 minutes 17 seconds 

BBC 1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) 2 minutes 15 seconds 

Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 07.00-09.00) 2 minutes 14 seconds 

BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-Fri) 2 minutes 14 seconds 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-Fri 7-8) 1 minute 55 seconds 

BBC 1 Weekend late evening news 1 minute 54 seconds 

Radio 4 6 O‟Clock News (Mon-Sun) 1 minute 37 seconds 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-Fri) 1 minute 33 seconds 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine programme 30 seconds 

Overall average 2 minutes 29 seconds 
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Table 8 shows that interviews with journalists, although numerically significant, 

tended to be shorter than interviews with non-journalists. However, studio and non-

studio based interviews did provide more time to discuss events in the region. These 

interviews, typically conducted by the news presenter, were with journalists (301 

interviews) and non-journalists (360 interviews). In most cases, these interviews 

occurred in the news studio (223 with journalists, 286 with other sources) rather than 

via a live feed to another location (78 with journalists, 74 with other sources). We 

defined an analysis piece as one that sought to summarise, analyse, and place in 

context a number of events and a feature piece as an item that explored an issue or 

event in greater depth. 

 
 

Table 8 Average length of different types of BBC news item (minutes, seconds) 

Type of Item Average 

Analysis piece 3 minutes 59 seconds 

Interview – studio (with non journalists) 4 minutes 17 seconds 

Interview – non studio based (with non journalists) 3 minutes 48 seconds 

Feature item  3 minutes 3 seconds 

Interview – studio (with journalist) 2 minutes 59 seconds 

Interview – non studio based (with journalist) 2 minutes 48 seconds 

News Item – report 1 minute 38 seconds 

Overall average 2 minutes 29 seconds 

 

 

 

Given the prominence of Today (number of items) and Newsnight (length of items) in 

the BBC‟s coverage of the Arab Spring, as well as their flagship status, it is worth 

delving a little deeper into their reporting, by looking at actors and their stances, and 

at themes covered in each of the programmes.  

 
Comparing Today and Newsnight we are struck by the similarities rather than the 

differences in reporting. Both programmes gave prominence to the wider 

international agenda and particularly the response of the international community to 

events (see Tables 10 & 13). Discussion of international responses to the uprisings 

achieved near equivalence with those related to internal responses (see Tables 10 & 

13), in contrast to the wider agenda identified across the sample as a whole, which 

tended to focus more coverage on the actual process of the conflict (in particular 

mass demonstrations). With respect to these indigenous sources, members of the 
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public achieved a broad equivalence with the formal leaders of the political and 

military opposition. Overall, actors displaying a critical disposition to the incumbent 

regimes were more than twice as frequently reported than supporters in both 

programmes (see Tables 11 & 14).  This pattern was consistent with wider trends 

identified across the sample. While content analysis can identify that this is the case, 

it cannot say why it is the case. 

 
Today 
 

Table 9 Actors in news items on the Today Programme  

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Other governments 122 22.8% 

Opposition 84 15.7% 

Public 84 15.7% 

Intergovernmental 38 7.1% 

Media 35 6.5% 

Regime head 30 5.6% 

Other regime 31 5.8% 

Experts 28 5.2% 

Regime military police 23 4.3% 

Civil society 22 4.1% 

Other regime elite 17 3.2% 

NGOs 13 2.4% 

Regime family 9 1.7% 

Total 536 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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Table 10 Thematic focus of news items on the Today Programme 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other internal responses 120 27.7% 

International responses 110 25.4% 

Demos 71 16.4% 

Armed conflict 60 13.9% 

Movements/groups 12 2.8% 

Elections 15 3.5% 

Nature of regime 13 3.0% 

Human rights 8 1.8% 

Economics 6 1.4% 

Tribal/Sectarian dimensions 6 1.4% 

Meta political analysis 4 .9% 

Other demographics 4 .9% 

Other theme 3 .7% 

New media 1 .2% 

Total 433 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to three themes per news item possible. 

 
 
 
 

Table 11 Stance of actors in news items on the Today Programme 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Pro-government 113 21.1% 

Anti-government 217 40.5% 

No stance 206 38.4% 

Total 536 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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Newsnight 

 
Table 12 Actors in news items on Newsnight 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Other governments 47 21.9% 

Experts 41 19.1% 

Public 35 16.3% 

Opposition 25 11.6% 

Regime head 16 7.4% 

Regime military police 10 4.7% 

Civil society 10 4.7% 

Other regime elite 9 4.2% 

Other regime 7 3.3% 

Intergovernmental 6 2.8% 

Media 4 1.9% 

Regime family 3 1.4% 

NGOs 2 .9% 

Total 215 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 

 

Table 13 The thematic focus of news items on Newsnight 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

International responses 50 30.3% 

Other internal responses 44 26.7% 

Armed conflict 18 10.9% 

Demos 15 9.1% 

Nature of regime 11 6.7% 

Movements/groups 6 3.6% 

Tribal dimensions 5 3.0% 

Meta political analysis 5 3.0% 

Other demographics 4 2.4% 

Human rights 3 1.8% 

New media 2 1.2% 

Economics 1 .6% 

Elections 1 .6% 

Total 165 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to three themes per news item possible. 

 
Table 14 Stance of actors in news items on Newsnight 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Pro-government 37 17.2% 

Anti-government 87 40.5% 

No stance 91 42.3% 

Total 215 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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5. The Temporal Dimension of the Arab Spring 
 

As noted, we adopted a purposive sampling technique for a significant part of the 

sample, retrospectively identifying significant dates where we expected to find 

extensive coverage. From 22 November 2011, we sampled prospectively, selecting 

two weeks and two days where we had no prior knowledge as to whether these 

events would feature prominently in news reporting, although we had the expectation 

that, because of anniversaries, there would be at least some coverage to code. 

Figures 1 and 2 show, respectively, the number of items and total broadcast time by 

sample day. The „prospective‟ element of the sample (i.e. from 22 November 

onwards) shows occasional days where the Arab Spring attracted high levels of 

coverage (particularly 22 and 23 November), but in the main the intensity of 

coverage was far lower than for the „retrospective‟ sample component. With regard 

to the latter, some significant variations were evident between sample days, even 

though these dates had been selected because we anticipated high levels of media 

attention. Of particular note is the total absence of coverage of events on 19 – 20 

December 2010, which are commonly thought of as the starting point for the 

upheaval in the region; and the significantly reduced levels found for coverage 

between May and early August 2011. 

 

Figure 1: Arab Spring on BBC News Programmes: items per day
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Figure 2: Arab Spring on BBC News Programmes: total time per day 

 

 
 
 

This suggests that there were several distinct phases to BBC reporting of the Arab 

Spring. These were: 

  

Phase 1: 19 Dec 2010 – 14 Jan 2011 (coverage emerges) 

Phase 2, Wave 1: 25 Jan 2011 – 15 May 2011 (the rise and reduction of a first peak 

in coverage) 

Phase 2, Wave 2: 30 July 2011 – 21 October 2011(the rise of a second peak in 

coverage) 

Phase 3: 22 November 2011 – 25 Jan 2012 (a reduction in the intensity of Arab 

Spring coverage) 

 

In the tables that follow we group the sample days according to these three phases 

to assess the extent to which changes in the intensity of Arab Spring coverage were 

matched by differences in the terms, tone and focus of BBC coverage. 

 

Table 15 shows how the geographic focus of coverage of the Arab Spring shifted 

across these different phases. In large part, these changes reflected the shifting 

spatial development of events across the region. It is, for example, no surprise to find 
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Tunisia as the only location covered during the first phase. In the second phase, 

wave 1, the geographic focus was much more dispersed as the contagious nature of 

events in Tunisia became evident, with Libya and Egypt commanding particularly 

high levels of attention. Bahrain also attracted a notable proportion of coverage 

during this period, only to disappear in the next wave, along with several other 

nations, as events in Libya attained an overwhelming dominance.  In the final phase 

3, coverage became more dispersed again, with Egypt and to a lesser extent Syria 

attaining considerable prominence. Bahrain returned, but was far less prominent 

than it was during phase 2, wave 1. 

 

Table 15 The geographic focus of BBC news items by phase* 

 
Phases 

Total Phase 1 Phase 2 wave 1 Phase 2 wave 2 Phase 3 

Bahrain  109  26 135 

 11.4%  6.5% 7.2% 

Iran  23   23 

 2.4%   1.2% 

Syria  13 25 86 124 

 1.4% 5.5% 21.7% 6.7% 

Iraq  2  24 26 

 .2%  6.0% 1.4% 

Egypt  383 7 195 585 

 39.9% 1.5% 49.1% 31.4% 

Libya  359 407 36 802 

 37.4% 89.3% 9.1% 43.0% 

Yemen  26  13 39 

 2.7%  3.3% 2.1% 

Tunisia 50 15 6 4 75 

100.0% 1.6% 1.3% 1.0% 4.0% 

Other Mid East  11 7 1 19 

 1.1% 1.5% .3% 1.0% 

Other African  3  6 9 

 .3%  1.5% .5% 

Other nation  16 4 6 26 

 1.7% .9% 1.5% 1.4% 

Total 50 960 456 397 1863 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

Blank cells represent no coverage.  
*News items with not clear/not stated geographic focus excluded. 

 
 

Table 16 explores how the thematic focus of coverage shifted across these three 

phases. In the first phase, the internal political responses to political unrest 

commanded nearly half of the BBC coverage. In the second phase, wave 1, reports 

of popular demonstrations and unrest became far more prominent as did attention to 

the international community‟s response. In the next wave, coverage of military 
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conflict was most prominent, reflecting the escalation and resolution of the war in 

Libya. In the third phase, demonstrations re-emerged as a significant theme in 

coverage but not as much as attention to „internal political responses‟. 

 

Table 16 The thematic focus of BBC news items by phase 

 
Phases 

Total Phase 1 Phase 2 wave 1 Phase 2 wave 2 Phase 3 

Elections  11 9 86 106 

 .6% .9% 11.3%  
Demos 13 405 56 139 613 

14.1% 21.1% 5.8% 18.2%  
Movements/groups  25 23 20 68 

 1.3% 2.4% 2.6%  
Armed conflict 1 132 313 49 495 

1.1% 6.9% 32.6% 6.4%  
Other political actions/ 
responses 
 

42 575 255 222 1094 

45.7% 29.9% 26.6% 29.1%  

International responses 21 545 188 89 843 

22.8% 28.3% 19.6% 11.7%  
Human rights  19 12 40 71 

 1.0% 1.3% 5.2%  
Economics 1 24 12 12 49 

1.1% 1.2% 1.3% 1.6%  
Meta political analysis 4 52 12 5 73 

4.3% 2.7% 1.3% .7%  
New media  19 1 1 21 

 1.0% .1% .1%  
Tribal dimensions  23 11 31 65 

 1.2% 1.1% 4.1%  
Other demographics  6 8 6 20 

 .3% .8% .8%  
Nature of regime 10 69 56 45 180 

10.9% 3.6% 5.8% 5.9%  
Other theme  18 3 17 38 

 .9% .3% 2.2%  
Total 92 1923 959 762 3736 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per item. Blank cells represent no coverage. 

 
 
 

Table 17 compares the proportion of coverage given to supporters and opponents of 

governments involved in these events. In phase 1 the largest proportion of actors 

displayed no clear evaluative stance (73%). In the second phase, a marked disparity 

emerged between the frequency of appearance of regime opponents and 

supporters, in favour of the former. In the final phase, this difference reduced 

considerably. The narrowing of the difference between pro and anti-government 
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actors in phase 3 can be explained in part by the return of Iraq as a story and the 

establishment of the NTC in Libya but it also represents the emergence of a more 

complex account of events. (For a daily breakdown of pro and anti-government 

sources, see Figure 3.) 

 

 

Table 17 The stance of actors in BBC news items by phase 

 
Phases 

Total Phase 1  Phase 2 wave 1 Phase 2 wave 2 Phase 3 

Pro-government 7 408 147 190 752 

9.5% 19.5% 12.9% 24.6%  
Anti-government 13 750 625 252 1640 

17.6% 35.8% 54.7% 32.7%  
No stance 54 937 371 329 1691 

73.0% 44.7% 32.5% 42.7%  
Total 74 2095 1143 771 4083 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
 

 
Figure 3: Number of pro-government and anti-government actors in BBC coverage by sample 

day 
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Table 18 shows that the length of items varied across the three phases, being at 

their briefest in the first, reaching a peak in the second wave of phase 2 and then 

dropping back in the final phase. 

Table 18 Average length of all BBC news items by phase 

Phase Average (seconds) Number of items Std. Deviation* 

Phase 1 93.8 50 89.4 

Phase 2 wave 1 138.2 989 109.8 

Phase 2 wave 2 194.1 459 153.4 

Phase 3 133.3 403 107.4 

Overall average/total/ Std.D 149.5 1901 123.6 

*Standard Deviation shows variation in length of news items from the average. 

 

How are these differences to be interpreted and understood? In our view, they may 

reveal some significant temporal shifts in the way events in the region were 

interpreted and evaluated.  

 

While dividing the sample days into three distinct phases is difficult and does not fit 

all of the events of the Arab Spring across different territories, we believe that the 

three phase model is a useful way of thinking about the reporting in the round and is 

substantially supported by the data. It should be remembered that this is a 

categorisation of our sample dates and caution must be exercised before 

extrapolating from this purposive sample. 

 

Phase 1 

This phase is marked by the absence of reporting in the initial days and weeks of the 

Tunisian uprising. The uprising was not deemed significant enough to be reported 

on. This may be because Tunisia is not generally regarded as being strategically 

important and/or the uprisings themselves were not perceived initially at least to be 

of lasting importance. In the prelude to Christmas 2010 it was the „big freeze‟ in the 

United Kingdom not the Arab Spring that dominated the news agenda. Many 

journalists and academics have expressed surprise at the events of the Arab Spring: 

this suggests the presence of a dominant understanding of many Arab countries as 

being stable dictatorships that were unlikely to change in the near future. The BBC‟s 

Wyre Davies, writing about Tunisia, expresses a common sense of wonder: „Few 

people could have predicted that when several thousand young people took to the 

streets in one of the Arab world‟s least populous, and, arguably, less important 
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nations it would trigger a landslide that has engulfed the entire region in the space of 

six months.‟ 

 

Journalistic resources in the region prior to the Arab Spring tended to be focused on 

the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Iraq, Iran, on civil wars, and on the activities of Al 

Qaeda. Many regimes received substantial Western support in the context of the 

„war on terror‟, the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, and the importance of the region for 

energy security. The uprisings of the Arab Spring occurred in a climate in which 

there was a widely held presumption – both inside and outside the media – of stable 

dictatorships and stagnating societies. Some academic and other commentators 

even portrayed Arab populations as exceptional in the sense that they are seen as 

ill-equipped for democracy and for progress and modernity in general. 

 

As protests continued and began to spread out from Tunisia, Western broadcasters 

awoke to the significance of these events. The BBC was one of the first Western 

broadcasters to send journalists to Tunis in January. Arriving journalists were 

confronted by „facts on the ground‟ that conflicted with commonly held assumptions 

about the region. A sense of how surprising the events were and uncertainty about 

what the protests might mean and where they would end is conveyed in many of the 

reports from early to mid-January. This is reflected in the high levels of actors with no 

obvious stance toward regimes in phase 1 as journalists sought out expert opinion to 

explain the events that few foresaw (see Table 17). 

 

The suddenness of the Tunisian uprising from the point of view of an experienced 

correspondent is shown by Security Correspondent Frank Gardner when 

commenting on Ben Ali‟s downfall:  „Well this is nothing short of the dramatic 

overthrow of an Arab ruler, many of whose people considered he was a dictator‟ 

(BBC One News at Ten, 14 January 2011).  The apparently unforeseen nature of 

events was reinforced by vox pops with British tourists who had evidently left the 

country in haste.  In the main part of the preceding report for the BBC One News at 

Ten, World Affairs correspondent, Adam Mynott, commented:  „Despite the most 

brutal measures to suppress demonstrations young people decided in Tunisia it was 

the day to overthrow a corrupt government.  After weeks of sickening violence by 

police, protests reached a crescendo.‟  Despite talk of youthful participants in revolt, 
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the same piece featured a woman in her late twenties or thirties together with 

another highly articulate English speaking middle-aged man talking of their desire for 

change.  Mynott considered the possible legacy of the events he was witnessing 

when he observed:  „Until a few days ago Tunisia was one of the most stable nations 

and resilient economies in North Africa.  Chaos can be contagious and neighbouring 

countries will be looking on nervously‟ (BBC One News at Ten).  The ensuing edition 

of Newsnight took up this point with presenter Gavin Esler opening the programme 

speculating as to how other states in the region „facing the same problems of state 

brutality, corruption and food prices‟ could face similar „turmoil‟ (BBC Two 

Newsnight).  The programme‟s Diplomatic and Defence Editor Mark Urban identified 

Egypt, Algeria and Libya as three countries where there might be similar 

disturbances.  Here the focus was on the unrest as a geographical rather than 

distinctively Arab phenomenon; as Urban put it:  „The North African form of people 

power has claimed its first victim‟, underlying the swift judgement that this uprising 

was a portent of things to come.  In the Newsnight studio-based discussion former 

political prisoner Mohamed Ali Harrath was more audacious in declaring „Tunisia is 

the Poland of the Middle East‟ while his fellow guest and Arab, the journalist Abdel 

Bari Atwan foresaw a „Domino effect‟ that would resonate with people, particularly in 

Egypt, Syria and Sudan. 

 

This phase lasts from the beginning of the protests in Tunisia in mid-December to 

mid-January and the flight of Ben Ali to Saudi Arabia. There was no coverage of the 

Tunisian uprising in our output sample on the first two days of our sample, 19 and 20 

December 2010. The beginnings of the Arab Spring were not regarded as significant 

enough to warrant appearance on broadcast BBC news programmes. One month 

later talk of revolutionary contagion at least in North Africa was a common feature of 

reporting. 

 

Phase 2 

This phase was marked, in general, though by no means in every report, by 

journalists conveying a sense of exhilaration as protests spread across countries and 

regimes previously regarded as stable came under strain. Reporters maintained 

distance from protesters who were largely seen as engaged in a struggle for 

democracy (see Table 45) but reports used predominantly anti-regime sources who 
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were naturally jubilant at the downfall of the regimes and these sources were given 

much more time to express their opinions and feelings than regime supporters (see 

Figures 4, 5). There were two waves of reporting: the first starting in late January 

and lasting until March; the second starting at the end of July reaching its crest with 

the fall of Tripoli and the death of Muammar Gaddafi. At the start of this phase the 

BBC and other broadcasters had clearly recognised the potential significance of 

protests in the region, sending teams to cover events with particular emphasis on 

Egypt and the demonstrations in Cairo. While obviously Egypt is a populous and 

strategically important country, decisions about where to send resources will 

necessarily affect how the region is covered overall (e.g. a shift of attention away 

from the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, from Iraq, from other countries in the region). 

 

The presence of large numbers of Western reporters witnessing the events of Tahrir 

Square (and elsewhere in Egypt in late January and February) led to some reporting 

taking on a euphoric character as it captured predominantly the reactions of regime 

critics rather than supporters. As Jon Leyne, the BBC‟s Cairo correspondent 

comments, there were „moments of crazy exhilaration, from which it has been 

impossible to be immune‟. Among the protesters were young, liberal, Western-facing 

and technologically adept demonstrators. The sense that history was being made, 

together with the cultural proximity of demonstrators and Western journalists, led to 

some reporting which constructed a narrative in which „the people‟ were pitted 

against „brutal dictators‟. The protests came to be described as „revolutions‟ taking 

place in the streets and squares, very much in a European revolutionary tradition. 

This is apparent if we consider the themes of reports, together with the stance of 

actors, and then place this against the lexicon of the conflict used by journalists 

(Table 45 shows that journalists relied on a relatively small number of keywords to 

describe the conflict including: regime 237 times, democracy 187 times, revolution 

161 times, „the people‟ 77 times, dictatorship 75 times, brutal or brutality 47 times. 

Significantly „military coup‟ was used only 15 times). The fall of dictators such as 

Hosni Mubarak and Muammar Gaddafi were interpreted by some to mean that 

„revolutions‟ had occurred and that the world had indeed been turned upside down. 

We take two examples of reporting in this vein from the many coded. Panorama 

reporter, Jane Corbin, in Battle for Egypt (Panorama, 11 February 2011) concludes: 

„no-one knows how all this will end but when the history books come to be written the 
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name of Tahrir Square will symbolise what‟s happened here in Egypt, the people‟s 

revolution, and not just here – right across the Arab world‟. John Simpson, World 

Affairs Editor, wrote on the BBC website on 11 February: „the overthrow of Hosni 

Mubarak is as significant as the collapse of the Soviet bloc in Eastern Europe back in 

1989‟ (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-middle-east-12437827).  

 

In relation to Libya, this narrative involved representing a straightforward equation – 

Gaddafi is a dictator whose removal would give freedom to the people – the latter 

represented sometimes as constituting „large parts of Libya‟ and at others as those 

„in the resistance movement‟. By 24 August, the day Tripoli fell, a note of caution was 

initially introduced into this narrative by Middle East Correspondent Rupert Wingfield-

Hayes, as opposition fighters fought their way into the compound. On the one hand, 

he warned that the fighters had not „cleared out all the die-hard loyalists‟ and 

expressed the view that „once again, the assumption that the fighting is over is 

premature‟. On the other hand, there was an interview with an old man nearby which 

confirmed the equation once more. „So, when will you feel free?‟ Rupert Wingfield-

Hayes asked. „When I see the blood of Gaddafi spilled on the grass‟, the man 

replied, „then I (am) free and I can say like the German “I am a man! I am a man!”‟ 

And the point that freedom would follow Gaddafi‟s removal was driven home, as 

Wingfield-Hayes continued: „The young rebels believe they have already won, but 

Gaddafi‟s supporters still have the ability to create chaos here, and that‟s why while 

Gaddafi himself is still at large, this revolution will not be complete.” On the day that 

he was captured and killed, World Affairs correspondent Caroline Hawley reported 

on the 6 o‟clock news „an explosion of relief and joy‟ in Tripoli. Although she added 

that „the challenges ahead are immense‟, there was a return to the theme of the 

removal of a madman whose departure was a cause for celebration for „almost 

everyone‟ in John Simpson‟s  review of Gaddafi‟s reign that followed Hawley‟s piece: 

„…Gaddafi‟s weird political ideas started to do real damage… Colonel Gaddafi 

seemed like a fixture for forty plus years. Now almost everyone in Libya is 

celebrating his fall.‟ On 21 October, the day after Muammar Gaddafi‟s death, Huw 

Edwards presented the News at Six and News at Ten from Tripoli, amid widespread 

celebrations. The headlines at 6pm refer to millions of Libyans celebrating the news 

and also to UN calls for an investigation into the circumstances surrounding 
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Gaddafi‟s death as well as the implications for the UK. After the headlines Huw 

Edwards introduces the events of the day: 

 

„A very good evening from Tripoli where Libyans are celebrating their first full 

day of liberation following the death of Colonel Gaddafi. The celebrations here 

are boosted by the prospect of free democratic elections within 18 months 

after decades of brutal dictatorship.‟ 

 

The News at Six and News at Ten did contain a number of reports displaying a 

sophisticated understanding of the complexity of the „liberation‟ (albeit without 

questioning the idea that freedom had been attained) but we can see here many 

traits that are evident in a number of reports (see Table 45): the dichotomy drawn 

between freedom and subordination; the tendency to suggest that all Libyans are 

celebrating Gaddafi‟s downfall; and that Gaddafi‟s downfall is a „liberation‟ for 

Libyans after long years of highly repressive dictatorship.  

 

Phase 3 

By November the exhilaration and euphoria expressed by regime opponents, who 

predominated in most reports, started to give way. The actor balance shifts during 

this phase (Table 17). Elections emerge as a significant theme (Table 16). Victories 

for Islamic parties in elections did not fit easily with the widespread depiction of 

earlier events. There was an increasing recognition by BBC journalists of the 

ambiguity of events, both prior and current. To some extent this was a result of 

changing facts on the ground but it was also to some extent an acknowledgment by 

the BBC (and others) that events had been more complex than originally 

represented. Jeremy Bowen, Middle East editor, wrote in mid-July that „It looked 

much neater than really it was back in February‟ (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-

middle-east-14153583). By late November the character of the „revolutions‟ was 

contested. Had ruling elites simply managed to replace their leadership and maintain 

control? Were the „revolutions‟ actually military coups? Were regimes that were 

previously portrayed as being almost devoid of support actually that unpopular? 

Were the „revolutions‟ that were seen primarily through the lens of democratic 

struggle actually more about ethnic conflict? Did the success of Islamic parties in 

elections cast doubt upon the imagined democratic path of the revolutions and 
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„transition‟ of Arab societies to liberal democracies? This is the phase of reporting 

that we find ourselves in now. It is likely to continue for many years as the 

consequences of the Arab Spring are played out. 

 

As mentioned earlier, research on the Arab Spring in the USA by the Pew Research 

Center notes how the events of the Arab Spring dominated foreign news coverage 

on US networks in late January and February before media attention fell away. 

Television news reporting tends to be sporadic in character with attention focused on 

major highly visible events. While this „spotlight effect‟ is understandable given the 

limited time and space available for broadcasters and the pressure of reporting other 

news, it begs the question of whether this spotlight approach is the best one in terms 

of presenting to audiences a complex yet intelligible account of the course of events. 

Audiences in later spring and summer could be forgiven for thinking that the 

„revolutions‟ in Tunisia and Egypt had finished and that the conflicts were over rather 

than on-going, be it in a less spectacular fashion than January and February. All we 

can do here is to confirm whether or not this spotlight effect does exist and we leave 

analysis of the effect on audiences to others. 

 

Even with a primarily purposive sample designed to capture significant amounts of 

data we can see the episodic nature of coverage. It should be borne in mind that part 

of the disparity between days can be explained by these days falling on a weekend 

where there are fewer and shorter news programmes. The rhythm of the Arab Spring 

with significant events occurring on the Friday day of prayer and then being played 

out on Saturdays and Sundays does not well suit the weekly rhythm of news 

production of Western broadcasters.  
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6. The Geography of the Arab Spring 
 

There has been a historical tendency by both journalists and academics to 

homogenise the region or regions. Phrases such as „Arab exceptionalism‟, „the Arab 

world‟, the „Arab Street‟ have been used almost as a common currency in the West. 

The danger of such an approach is to place together events and populations that are 

different (both within and across states) and produce reductive narratives of events. 

Employing the phrase „Arab Spring‟ itself conjures up this possibility. How did 

journalists cope with recognising the events were interwoven in many ways and yet 

had national and, indeed, local specificities? 

 

To explore this we present data about how the different Arab Springs were reported, 

country by country. We coded the geographical focus of each item. At first sight it 

may appear counter-intuitive that the UK is a geographical focus of some items. 

However, it must be remembered that we also coded stories that were related to 

Arab Spring events. For example, the implications of finding out about the killing of 

Yvonne Fletcher and the Lockerbie bombing were widely reported on in the 

aftermath of the death of Muammar Gaddafi. 

 

Two Springs, those of Egypt and Libya, dominated the reporting in our sample 

period. To a certain extent this is an artefact of our purposive sample (for example, 

the decision to include both the fall of Tripoli and the death of Muammar Gaddafi in 

our sample) but it also indicates that greater attention and more sustained coverage 

was afforded to Libya, probably because of the participation of British forces and the 

„unfinished business‟ of the shooting of Yvonne Fletcher and the Lockerbie bombing. 

If we had chosen other dates then we would have achieved different results. Syria, 

for example, has become a much higher profile story since the death of Muammar 

Gaddafi and since we selected our sample. We did include some important Syrian 

events in our sample but had we started our research now and included later events 

in the Arab Spring, Syria would have loomed larger. The relative lack of attention to 

Tunisia is probably to be explained by the fact that the uprising caught broadcasters 

unawares and by its relative lack of strategic importance. The case of Yemen is 

rather different from both Tunisia and Syria as we included a number of significant 

dates in the Yemen uprisings in our purposive sample and Yemen is a strategically 
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important country for reasons of security. The contrasting amounts of coverage of 

Yemen and some other countries is perhaps indicative that they may have been 

seen by editors and reporters in quite different ways and this is worthy of further 

examination. Reporting from Yemen prior to the uprisings tended to focus on security 

issues with the state engaged in a civil war against Al Qaeda, supported by US 

forces. 

 

While there was at least some coverage of Yemen, reporting of some other countries 

was notable largely by its absence: Saudi Arabia (4 items), Oman (0 items), Algeria 

(3 items), Morocco (5 items) and Jordan (0 items). (A brief review of coverage 

outside of our sample period suggests that reporting of these countries was very 

limited.) Protests have occurred in all countries, although to a much more limited 

extent in some. Given the strategic importance of Saudi Arabia, its role as the key 

ally of the West in the region and its active role in both the Yemeni and Bahraini 

uprisings, it is notable that so little attention was paid to it. 

 

The tables below (19 – 21) show that not only did reporting focus on some countries 

(Egypt, Libya) rather than others (by quantities of reports) but also that generally 

reports on countries lower down the news agenda were shorter. 
 

 

Table 19 Geographic focus of all BBC news items 

 Frequency Percent 

Libya 802 42.2 

Egypt 585 30.8 

Bahrain 135 7.1 

Syria 124 6.5 

Tunisia 75 3.9 

Yemen 39 2.1 

Iran 23 1.2 

Iraq 26 1.4 

Other nation 26 1.4 

Other Mid East 19 1.0 

Other African 9 .5 

Unclear/ not stated 38 2.0 

Total 1901 100.0 
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Table 20 The prominence of the Arab Spring in BBC news items by geographic focus* 

 

Location of Item 

Total 
Lead item in a 

bulletin 

Other item in a 
news bulletin 

mentioned in the 
programme‟s 

initial headlines 

Other location 
in a news 
bulletin 

First item in a 
non-news 
bulletin** 

Other item in a 
non-news 

bulletin 

Libya 266 234 280 7 15 802 

33.2% 29.2% 34.9% .9% 1.9% 100.0% 

Egypt 100 194 285  6 585 

17.1% 33.2% 48.7%  1.0% 100.0% 

Bahrain 6 58 71   135 

4.4% 43.0% 52.6%   100.0% 

Syria 18 40 64 1 1 124 

14.5% 32.3% 51.6% .8% .8% 100.0% 

Tunisia 7 43 21  4 75 

9.3% 57.3% 28.0%  5.3% 100.0% 

Yemen 1 11 27   39 

2.6% 28.2% 69.2%   100.0% 

Iraq 7 11 5 2 1 26 

26.9% 42.3% 19.2% 7.7% 3.8% 100.0% 

Other nation 3 8 15   26 

11.5% 30.8% 57.7%   100.0% 

Iran 1 13 9   23 

4.3% 56.5% 39.1%   100.0% 

Other Mid East 1 10 8   19 

5.3% 52.6% 42.1%   100.0% 

Other African  2 7   9 

 22.2% 77.8%   100.0% 

Total 410 624 792 10 27 1863 

22.0% 33.5% 42.5% .5% 1.4% 100.0% 

Blank cells represent no coverage. 
*News items with not clear/ not stated geographic focus excluded. 
** Non-news bulletin e.g. 5 Live Drive 
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Table 21 Average length of BBC news items by geographic focus (seconds) 

Location Average Std. Deviation* 

Iraq 177.2 144.4 

Libya 166.9 136.2 

Egypt 150.3 117.3 

Other Mid East 146.9 128.0 

Other nation 135.5 93.4 

Tunisia 118.3 105.3 

Other African 117.2 84.4 

Syria 111.3 90.7 

Bahrain 110.2 83.9 

Iran 108.2 75.0 

Yemen 72.7 72.3 

Overall average/Std.D 148.5 122.8 

 Average omits reports where geographic focus is unclear/ not stated. 
*Standard Deviation shows variation in length of news items from the average. 
 

Themes by Country 

As Tables 22 – 24 show, analysis of the themes of reports affords an overview of 

what the reporting was generally about (for a theme to be coded it had to make up at 

least 20 seconds of a report rather than be a passing reference). The reports were 

mostly about the demonstrations and protests and domestic and international 

responses by states and inter-state organisations. There was relatively little analysis 

of why the protests had occurred (we will revisit this later in the report). 

 

Table 22 Thematic focus of all BBC TV and Radio news items 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other internal responses 1094 29.3% 

International responses 843 22.6% 

Demos 613 16.4% 

Armed conflict 495 13.2% 

Nature of regime 180 4.8% 

Elections 106 2.8% 

Movements/groups 68 1.8% 

Meta political analysis 73 2.0% 

Human rights 71 1.9% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 65 1.7% 

Economics 49 1.3% 

Other theme 38 1.0% 

New media 21 .6% 

Other demographics 20 .5% 

Total 3736 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 
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Table 23 repeats Table 16 showing how the themes of reporting changed by phase. 

Elections figured prominently in the third phase with reporting on the elections in 

Tunisia and Egypt. If we continued our research to include the latest developments 

in Syria we would expect to see armed conflict and international responses returning 

to the fore. Here we get a clear sense of the distinct waves of coverage.  

Table 23 The thematic focus of BBC news programmes by phase 

 
Phases 

Total Phase 1 Phase wave 1 Phase wave 2 Phase 3 

Elections  11 9 86 106 

 .6% .9% 11.3%  

Demos 13 405 56 139 613 

14.1% 21.1% 5.8% 18.2%  
Movements/groups  25 23 20 68 

 1.3% 2.4% 2.6%  
Armed conflict 1 132 313 49 495 

1.1% 6.9% 32.6% 6.4%  
Other political actions/ 

responses 

 

42 575 255 222 1094 

45.7% 29.9% 26.6% 29.1% 
 

International responses 21 545 188 89 843 

22.8% 28.3% 19.6% 11.7%  
Human rights  19 12 40 71 

 1.0% 1.3% 5.2%  
Economics 1 24 12 12 49 

1.1% 1.2% 1.3% 1.6%  
Meta political analysis 4 52 12 5 73 

4.3% 2.7% 1.3% .7%  

New media  19 1 1 21 

 1.0% .1% .1%  

Tribal dimensions  23 11 31 65 

 1.2% 1.1% 4.1%  

Other demographics  6 8 6 20 

 .3% .8% .8%  

Nature of regime 10 69 56 45 180 

10.9% 3.6% 5.8% 5.9%  

Other theme  18 3 17 38 

 .9% .3% 2.2%  

Total 92 1923 959 762 3736 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per item. Blank cells represent no coverage. 
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Table 24 Thematic focus of all news items by BBC TV and Radio 

 
BBC Type 

Total BBC TV News BBC Radio News 

Other political actions/ responses 605 489 1094 

55.3% 44.7% 100.0% 

International responses 418 425 843 

49.6% 50.4% 100.0% 

Demos 331 282 613 

54.0% 46.0% 100.0% 

Armed conflict 272 223 495 

54.9% 45.1% 100.0% 

Elections 49 57 106 

46.2% 53.8% 100.0% 

Nature of regime 89 91 180 

49.4% 50.6% 100.0% 

Meta political analysis 48 25 73 

65.8% 34.2% 100.0% 

Human rights 38 33 71 

53.5% 46.5% 100.0% 

Movements/groups 34 34 68 

50.0% 50.0% 100.0% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 28 37 65 

43.1% 56.9% 100.0% 

Economics 28 21 49 

57.1% 42.9% 100.0% 

Other theme 18 20 38 

47.4% 52.6% 100.0% 

New media 15 6 21 

71.4% 28.6% 100.0% 

Other demographics 6 14 20 

30.0% 70.0% 100.0% 

Total 1979 1757 3736 

Percentages and totals are based on responses , up to 3 themes per news item possible. 
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In Tables 25 to 32 we disaggregate these overall figures to explore the themes of 

reporting for individual countries. The reporting of Bahrain stands out. 

 

Table 25 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Bahrain 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other political actions/responses 95 32.5% 

Demos 75 25.7% 

International responses 47 16.1% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 23 7.9% 

Human rights 18 6.2% 

Armed conflict 17 5.8% 

Meta political analysis 9 3.1% 

Other theme 2 .7% 

Nature of regime 2 .7% 

Economics 2 .7% 

Elections 1 .3% 

Movements/groups 1 .3% 

Total 292 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses , up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 

The tribal and sectarian dimensions of the conflict in Bahrain (where a Shia majority 

is ruled over by a Sunni monarch) make up a much more significant proportion of 

themes than in other countries (with the exception of Iraq). This suggests that while 

other conflicts were primarily seen as a struggle for democracy, the conflict in 

Bahrain was also seen and perhaps primarily seen as a sectarian conflict.  It is 

striking that Syria, at least initially, was not viewed in the same way as Bahrain, 

despite the complex and deep-rooted sectarian tensions that exist. We suspect that 

later coverage of Syria (beyond our sample dates) picks up more on this than earlier 

reports that relied on the dominant narrative of Tunisia and Egypt as democratic 

revolutions. 
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Table 26 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Iran 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Demos 22 44.9% 

Other political actions/responses 13 26.5% 

International responses 4 8.2% 

Other theme 4 8.2% 

Meta political analysis 2 4.1% 

New media 1 2.0% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 1 2.0% 

Other demographics 1 2.0% 

Nature of regime 1 2.0% 

Total 49 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 
 

Table 27 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Syria 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other political actions/responses 81 33.2% 

International responses 74 30.3% 

Demos 30 12.3% 

Armed conflict 30 12.3% 

Movements/groups 11 4.5% 

Human rights 6 2.5% 

Nature of regime 5 2.0% 

Meta political analysis 3 1.2% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 2 .8% 

Economics 1 .4% 

Other theme 1 .4% 

Total 244 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses , up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 
 
 

Table 28 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Iraq 

 
Responses 

Numbers of themes Percent 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 23 53.5% 

Nature of regime 11 25.6% 

International responses 4 9.3% 

Demos 2 4.7% 

Other political actions/responses 2 4.7% 

Elections 1 2.3% 

Total 43 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 
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Table 29 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Egypt 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other political actions/responses 388 33.4% 

Demos 342 29.4% 

International responses 145 12.5% 

Elections 90 7.7% 

Nature of regime 58 5.0% 

Movements/groups 22 1.9% 

Human rights 22 1.9% 

Economics 22 1.9% 

Meta political analysis 19 1.6% 

New media 17 1.5% 

Other theme 13 1.1% 

Armed conflict 12 1.0% 

Other demographics 10 .9% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 3 .3% 

Total 1163 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 
 
 

Table 30 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Libya 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

International responses 473 30.2% 

Armed conflict 422 26.9% 

Other political actions/responses 405 25.8% 

Nature of regime 80 5.1% 

Demos 74 4.7% 

Movements/groups 26 1.7% 

Human rights 23 1.5% 

Economics 19 1.2% 

Meta political analysis 15 1.0% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 11 .7% 

Other theme 11 .7% 

Elections 5 .3% 

Other demographics 3 .2% 

New media 1 .1% 

Total 1568 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 
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Table 31 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Yemen 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Demos 29 39.7% 

Other political actions/responses 24 32.9% 

Armed conflict 7 9.6% 

Meta political analysis 5 6.8% 

International responses 4 5.5% 

Nature of regime 2 2.7% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 1 1.4% 

Movements/groups 1 1.4% 

Total 73 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible 

 
 
 
 

Table 32 Thematic focus of all BBC news items on Tunisia 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Other political actions/responses 56 38.9% 

International responses 27 18.8% 

Demos 19 13.2% 

Nature of regime 13 9.0% 

Elections 7 4.9% 

Meta political analysis 7 4.9% 

Movements/groups 4 2.8% 

Economics  3 2.1% 

Other demographics 3 2.1% 

New media 1 .7% 

Human rights 1 .7% 

Armed conflict 1 .7% 

Tribal/sectarian dimensions 1 .7% 

Other theme 1 .7% 

Total 144 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 
 
One striking similarity between Tunisia and Egypt, given the subsequent success of 

Islamist parties in elections, is the relative lack of attention paid to the characteristics 

of the movements and groups that fostered the protests (the importance of labour 

movements was also overlooked). The outcomes of the elections, showing the 

strength of Islamist parties, meant that Islamism emerged as a recurrent theme of 

the coverage only towards the end of our sample period. 
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Stance of Actors by Country 

 
We also coded the stance of actors in the Arab Spring events. As Table 33 shows, 

there were roughly twice as many anti-government and regime actors as pro-

government and regime actors overall. Actors were only coded as being anti or pro-

government when they explicitly adopted an anti or pro-position either themselves or 

when such a position was attributed to them by journalists. 

 
 

Table 33 Stance of actors in all BBC news items 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Pro-government 752 18.4% 

Anti-government 1640 40.2% 

No stance 1691 41.4% 

Total 4083 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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As Table 34 shows, in some states there were three times as many opponents as 

supporters.  

 
Table 34 Stance of actors in BBC news items by geographic focus* 

 
Stance 

Total Pro-government Anti-government No stance 

Libya 320 906 718 1944 

16.5% 46.6% 36.9% 100.0% 

Egypt 241 363 497 1101 

21.9% 33.0% 45.1% 100.0% 

Bahrain 78 88 108 274 

28.5% 32.1% 39.4% 100.0% 

Syria 54 121 78 253 

21.3% 47.8% 30.8% 100.0% 

Tunisia 9 27 99 135 

6.7% 20.0% 73.3% 100.0% 

Other nation 0 28 47 75 

.0% 37.3% 62.7% 100.0% 

Iraq 9 3 33 45 

20.0% 6.7% 73.3% 100.0% 

Yemen 9 29 17 55 

16.4% 52.7% 30.9% 100.0% 

Other Mid East 6 21 17 44 

13.6% 47.7% 38.6% 100.0% 

Iran 9 9 18 36 

25.0% 25.0% 50.0% 100.0% 

Other African 5 6 10 21 

23.8% 28.6% 47.6% 100.0% 

Total 740 1601 1642 3983 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 

*News items with not clear/not stated geographic focus excluded. The reduced number of actors in 
table 34 compared to table 33 reflects the fact that pro and anti-government actors in „News 
items with not clear/not stated geographic focus‟ were excluded. 

 

The notable exception here is Bahrain (again) where there were almost equal 

numbers of opponents and supporters. There are a number of possible reasons for 

this disparity in the foregrounding of opponents. Many of these possible causes were 

also present in Bahrain.   
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Quotation Time 

We also measured quotation time. How much speaking time is given to different 

actors? This is an occasion for actors to speak directly to audiences, rather than 

have their actions interpreted by journalists. It is very important not to jump to easy 

conclusions from differences in quotation time as it does not consider how journalists 

either presented or scrutinised those speaking. 

 
As Figures 4 and 5 show, anti-government actors outweighed pro-government ones 

in terms of „talk-time‟ by a factor of approximately 8 to 1 in Libya coverage, 5 to 1 in 

Syria coverage, and 4 to 1 in Egypt coverage. We did not seek to measure the 

extent to which views of anti and pro-government actors were scrutinised as this is 

difficult to capture accurately by means of a content analysis (other methods such as 

discourse and rhetorical analysis are better employed here). 

 

Figure 4: Actual differences (in seconds) in the quotation time in BBC coverage of „pro-

government‟, „anti-government‟ and „no stance‟ actors by region 
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Figure 5: Proportional differences in the quotation time in BBC coverage of „pro-government‟, 
„anti-government‟ and „no stance‟ actors by region 

 

 

 

 

Explaining geographical differences in reporting 

A content analysis can only furnish data rather than provide explanations for why the 

coverage is as it is. Here we merely offer some plausible hypotheses that may help 

to explain the differences and serve to provide direction to further research. It is not 

an exhaustive list of possible causes. It is likely that a combination of causes or a 

causal recipe is at work: 

 

1. Contrasting approaches of the regimes to Western media: some regimes 

launched attacks on Western media seeing them as „agents provocateurs‟ 

and agents of Western imperialism and encouraged their supporters to attack 

journalists. Other regimes employed public relations agencies based in 

London to present their side of the story. BBC correspondent Gabriel 

Gatehouse filed a report arguing that London has become the destination of 

choice for PR activities on behalf of Arab regimes (as opposed to Washington 

DC) because interests do not have to be declared (see 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-12608205) 
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2. Contrasting attitudes of journalists to protesters. If journalists felt a significant 

degree of cultural and political proximity to protesters in Tahrir Square who 

were often presented as English-speaking, technologically adept liberals, 

such closeness may not have been present in Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and 

Yemen. Instead of the dominant narrative being one of liberal revolutionaries 

against brutal dictators, the frame of reporting was complicated by sectarian 

differences between Shia and Sunnis and between Al Qaeda and the state. 

The „revolutionary‟ frame collided with the „security frame‟ or „War on Terror‟ 

frame producing a more complex picture. 

 

3. In Tunisia, Egypt and Libya, Western governments withdrew their support, 

albeit hesitantly at first in Tunisia and Egypt, and sought to promote peaceful 

transition to more democratic structures or even engaged militarily on behalf 

of rebels fighting the Gaddafi regime in Libya. In the Gulf States, however, 

Western elites largely maintained their support for regimes and elites, while 

voicing a degree of criticism of human rights violations. The contested theory 

of „indexing‟ argues that journalists tend to follow political elite opinion in their 

respective countries. In the case of the UK, it would imply that journalists 

follow the stance of the government in foreign affairs especially if it is 

supported by opposition parties so that there is elite political consensus (by 

„elite‟ here we mean the leadership of national political parties with significant 

representation in parliament). In academic writing there is a vibrant debate 

about the extent to which journalists are autonomous, whether they lead or 

follow the positions of domestic national political elites. 
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7. Whose interests? 
 

The voices of the international community featured in many news items but some 

actors were more prominent than others in BBC news coverage. Table 35 shows 

that actors from the UK, the US and France, when combined, accounted for around 

88% of the international „national‟ actors that appeared; when Italy and Germany are 

included, that figure rises to over 90%. The voices of Russian and Chinese actors, 

often the biggest critics of NATO intervention, reluctant supporters of regime change 

and UN resolutions, were almost absent.  

 
Table 35 International actors in BBC news items 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

United Kingdom 287 52.3% 

United States 153 27.9% 

France  43 7.8% 

Russian Federation  11 2.0% 

Italy  25 4.6% 

Germany  9 1.6% 

America Other 8 1.5% 

Other European country 5 .9% 

China 3 .5% 

Asia other 3 .5% 

Belgium  1 .2% 

Portugal  1 .2% 

Total 549 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item. 
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Table 36, showing international responses as a theme of reporting, reveals a similar 

picture. BBC coverage focused mainly on the response of the UK government, 

followed by other Western powers and Inter-Governmental Organisations, such as 

the UN and NATO. The response of Russia received little attention while that of 

China did not feature (and so is not present in the table below). 

 

Table 36 Responses of the international actors in BBC news items* 

 
Responses 

Number of responses Percent 

UK response 91 22.8% 

UN response 79 19.8% 

Other Arab country/Arab League response 66 16.5% 

US response 64 16.0% 

Other country/institution response 48 12.0% 

NATO response 37 9.3% 

EU response 11 2.8% 

Russian response 3 .8% 

Total 399 100.0% 

China responses included in “other country/institution response” 
*does not include international responses that were unclear/unstated 

 

The presence of different international actors was tracked over the distinct news 

phases outlined previously in the report. As Table 37 shows, actors from the UK, the 

USA and France appeared consistently from the first wave of the second phase. 

However, actors from the Russian Federation appeared only to a significant degree 

from the end of the second phase 
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Table 37 International actors in BBC news items by phase 

 
Phase 2 

Total Phase 1  wave 1        wave 2 Phase 3 

United Kingdom 19 172 62 34 287 

95.0% 47.9% 63.3% 47.2%  

United States  115 17 21 153 

 32.0% 17.3% 29.2%  

France  1 33 8 1 43 

5.0% 9.2% 8.2% 1.4%  

Italy   25   25 

 7.0%    

Russian Federation   1 5 5 11 

 .3% 5.1% 6.9%  

Germany   4 4 1 9 

 1.1% 4.1% 1.4%  

America Other  3  5 8 

 .8%  6.9%  

Other European country  3  2 5 

 .8%  2.8%  

China  2  1 3 

 .6%  1.4%  

Asia other  1  2 3 

 .3%  2.8%  

Belgium    1  1 

  1.0%   

Portugal    1  1 

  1.0%   

Total 20 359 98 72 549 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
Empty cells signify no coverage 

 

The increasing, if still marginal, presence of the Russian Federation (and to a lesser 

extent China) as an actor reflects the rising importance of the Syrian uprising in the 

sample period and the disagreement between the Russian Federation and China, on 

the one hand, and the EU, UK, and USA, on the other, about how to respond to the 

Syrian case. 
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8. „Social‟ Media 
 

The use of „social‟ media such as Twitter and Facebook by activists in recent 

uprisings and demonstrations has received considerable attention from academics 

and journalists. The debate is concerned with the significance of social media as a 

cause of conflict or protest. Some have even gone so far as to describe the 

demonstrations in Iran in 2009 as a „Twitter Revolution‟ or the events in Egypt in 

2011 as a „Facebook Revolution‟. While this is an important debate, we will not 

contribute to it in our content analysis here. Our focus will be much narrower: we will 

examine how journalists use „social‟ media as sources. These new sources may be 

readily accessible to journalists in comparison to other sources (especially 

participants in protests and demonstrations) but they pose issues of reliability. How 

are the accounts found in new and social media verified by journalists? Are 

unwarranted generalisations made on the basis of limited evidence drawn from new 

and social media? 

 

The use of User Generated Content (UGC) has increased substantially since the 

Iranian protests of 2009. Widespread scepticism on the part of journalists has been 

replaced by a general acceptance. That said, only a small minority of reports 

contained UGC material (see Tables 38 and 39). It was used primarily in conflict 

situations where journalists struggled to access events and sources. The most 

frequent use of UGC were moving images shot using low quality cameras such as 

those found on many mobile phones. Where it was not clear that these images had 

been recorded on a phone as opposed to some other low quality device it was coded 

as „Other/not clear‟. It is most likely that, given their ubiquity, the vast majority of 

images came from mobile phones. 
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Table 38 Type of UGC material used in BBC news items 

 Frequency Percent 

No use 1724 90.7 

Other/not clear 84 4.4 

Mobile phone 47 2.5 

Twitter 13 .7 

Facebook 10 .5 

Websites 7 .4 

YouTube 6 .3 

Other social networking 5 .3 

Email  3 .2 

Blog 2 .1 

Total 1901 100.0 

 
 

Table 39 Use of UGC material in news items on BBC TV and Radio 

 
BBC Type 

Total BBC TV News BBC Radio News 

No use 856 868 1724 

49.7% 50.3% 100.0% 

Other/not clear 71 13 84 

84.5% 15.5% 100.0% 

Mobile phone 30 17 47 

63.8% 36.2% 100.0% 

Twitter 7 6 13 

53.8% 46.2% 100.0% 

Facebook 7 3 10 

70.0% 30.0% 100.0% 

Websites 3 4 7 

42.9% 57.1% 100.0% 

YouTube 5 1 6 

83.3% 16.7% 100.0% 

Other social networking 2 3 5 

40.0% 60.0% 100.0% 

Email  2 1 3 

66.7% 33.3% 100.0% 

Blog 2 0 2 

100.0% .0% 100.0% 

Total 985 916 1901 

51.8% 48.2% 100.0% 

 
 
 
 
 
As Table 40 shows, authors of UGC tended to be members of the public or regime 

opponents (for example, taking images of protests or responses by security forces). 
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It was not clear to coders who the authors of a significant proportion of UGC were, 

which indicates some of the difficulties and dangers of incorporating UGC into 

reports. 

 
 

Table 40 Author of UGC used in BBC news items 

 Frequency Percent 

Unknown/not clear 45 25 

Opposition activist 24 14 

Demonstrator/protester 24 14 

Member of the public general 24 14 

Witness 17 10 

Opposition other 14 8 

Defecting military personnel general 5 3 

Demonstrators group general 4 2 

Foreign Secretary Minister department 4 2 

Blogger cyber activist 4 2 

President Hosni Mubarak 3 2 

President Ali Abdallah Saleh 3 2 

Crown prince 1 1 

Government press secretary media spokesperson 1 1 

Opposition Islamist 1 1 

Other 1 1 

Other BBC 1 1 

Other media 1 1 

Total 177 100.0 

Percentages are rounded and may not add to 100 

 
 

 

Given the uncertainties surrounding the use of UGC, we expected that when it was 

used it would be accompanied by caveats either about authenticity or 

representativeness or both. This occurred only in a minority of cases (see Table 41). 

We assumed that this is because such material is thoroughly reviewed before 

appearing on news programmes making in the majority of cases the use of caveats 

unnecessary. Clearly such an assumption would need to be tested using additional 

research methods.  
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Table 41 Caveats about UGC material used in BBC news items 

 Frequency Percent 

Yes – caveats made regarding authenticity (e.g. „It is 
not entirely clear when or where these images were 
taken‟) 

28 15.8 

Yes – caveats about authenticity and 
representativeness 

8 4.5 

Other caveats 10 5.6 

No caveats 131 74.0 

Total 177 100.0 

 
 

We expected the use of UGC as sources to have changed during the Arab Spring 

itself as a consequence of many news organisations (including eminent news 

organisations and some BBC journalists) falling for the „Gay Girl in Damascus‟ blog. 

We imagined that the revealing of the hoax in mid-June 2011 (which came to light 

because of the attempt to escalate the hoax to encourage news media to campaign 

for the release of the blogger from Syrian state custody) had led to a reappraisal of 

the use of UGC sources and we expected to find data to that effect in our sample 

periods. What we found in contrast was a consistency in the infrequent use of 

caveats before and after „Gay Girl‟, which suggests that this case did not lead to a 

reappraisal of the way UGC was used but was seen as an unusual and isolated 

occurrence (Table 42). 

 

Table 42 Caveats about UGC material used by BBC news items before and after news of the 'Gay 
Girl in Damascus' fake blog 

 
GGD 

Total Before GGD broke After GGD broke 

Yes – caveats made regarding 
authenticity (e.g. „It is not entirely clear 
when or where these images were 
taken‟) 

12 16 28 

Yes – caveats about authenticity and 
representativeness 

6 2 8 

Other caveats 4 6 10 

No caveats 68 63 131 

Total 90 87 177 

 

Activists are becoming far more sophisticated in their production of UGC realising 

that journalists must usually be able to authenticate and verify the material 

sufficiently before transmission (for example, including times and place-names). The 
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use of UGC should be regarded, however, as moving merely to the next level of 

complexity as, of course, when activists send more sophisticated UGC to 

broadcasters they are clearly still doing so in order to promote their version of 

events. 
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9. „New‟ Media 
 

Given the limited amount of time and resources for the content analysis, we were 

primarily interested in two aspects of the BBC‟s provision of news via the World Wide 

Web. The BBC‟s news website provides a significant amount of background, 

historical and contextual information and knowledge in comparison to that made 

available via news bulletins. We were interested in the extent to which BBC 

broadcast news referred their audience to the relevant website as this is a way of 

boosting the substance of the BBC‟s reporting. One practice adopted by the BBC, 

especially on days where there are significant Arab Spring events, is to mention the 

website once after a number of linked reports (it should be remembered that our 

sample was largely purposive choosing days on which significant events occurred in 

the region).  If every visual or verbal mention was linked to 4 reports, approximately 

10% of BBC TV news items would refer to the website. Tables 43 and 44 show the 

actual incidence of such references. 

 

Table 43 Referral to BBC online across all BBC news items 

 Frequency Percent 

Reference is made to BBC Online/Web materials to 
which viewers might refer. (visual only) 

6 0.3 

Verbal reference is made to BBC Online/Web materials 
by anchor/reporter 

38 -2.0 

No reference is made to BBC Online/Web materials to 
which viewers might refer 

1857 97.7 

Total 1901 100.0 

 
 
 

Table 44 Referral to BBC online in news items on BBC TV and Radio 

 
BBC Type 

Total BBC TV News BBC Radio News 

Reference is made to BBC Online/Web 
materials to which viewers might refer. 
(visual only) 

6 0 6 

100.0% 0% 100.0% 

Verbal reference is made to BBC 
Online/Web materials by anchor/ 
reporter 

29 9 38 

76.3% 23.7% 100.0% 

No reference is made to BBC Online/ 
Web materials to which viewers might 
refer 

950 907 1857 

51.2% 48.8% 100.0% 

Total 985 916 1901 

51.8% 48.2% 100.0% 
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10. Lexicon of the Arab Spring 
 

We sought to capture the language used by journalists to convey the meaning of 

events to audiences. Through a pilot study we developed a list of the most common 

words or phrases used by journalists to describe Arab Spring events. Coders used 

the list to code up to 5 words or phrases for each of the items coded. As Table 45 

shows, the dominant narrative of the Arab Spring can be readily discerned from 

looking at the most common keywords: the „protesters/the people‟ were engaged in a 

„revolution‟ against „regimes‟ in a struggle between „dictatorship‟ and „democracy‟. 

Other possible causes, such as economic grievances or ethnic differences, tended to 

be placed in the background (see also Table 46). 

 

Table 45 Use of selected key words in BBC news items on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Frequency Percent 

Protest/protesters 668 23.5% 
Demonstration/demonstrator 362 12.7% 
Rebels 341 12.0% 
Regime 237 8.3% 
Democracy 187 6.6% 
Revolution 161 5.7% 
Arab uprisings or uprising 114 4.0% 
„The people‟ 77 2.7% 
Dictatorship 75 2.6% 
Islamist 54 1.9% 
Crackdown 53 1.9% 
Arab World 49 1.7% 
Brutal(ity) 47 1.7% 
Freedom 43 1.5% 
State of emergency 42 1.5% 
Arab Spring 33 1.2% 
Chaos 35 1.2% 
Riot 24 .8% 
Authoritarian 21 .7% 
Civil war 20 .7% 
Repression 20 .7% 
Revolt 19 .7% 
Terrorist 18 .6% 
Autocratic 16 .6% 
Military coup 15 .5% 
Martyr 13 .5% 
Revolutionaries 13 .5% 
Mob 12 .4% 
Citizens 11 .4% 
Clampdown 9 .3% 
Ruling elite 7 .2% 
Imperialism 2 .1% 
Militant 8 .3% 
Arab Street 5 .2% 
Power vacuum 4 .1% 
Jasmine Revolution 3 .1% 
Arab Awakening 1 .0% 
Other 29 1.0% 
Total 2848 100.0% 
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11. Causes and Consequences of the Arab Spring 
 

Causes 

Providing historical and other contextual information to audiences is one of the most 

challenging tasks for journalists in quick moving news environments where strictly 

limited amounts of time are made available for reports. The BBC‟s Editorial 

Guidelines, however, are insistent on the provision of contextual information and 

knowledge that permit audiences to make sense of events:  „The BBC has a special 

responsibility to … its audiences when reporting conflict ... large numbers of people 

across the world access our services for accurate news and information. They also 

expect us to help them make sense of events by providing context and impartial 

analysis and by offering a wide range of views and opinions.‟  The expectation is that 

over the course of reporting of events a comprehensive analysis emerges. The 

danger of not providing context is that reports miss out the „why?‟ of „who did what to 

whom and why?‟ with reporting becoming a description of events and a „horse-race‟ 

rather than providing greater understanding and explanation. 

 

We sought to measure to what extent journalists provide context for their reports by 

coding themes. A number of themes concerned possible causes of the Arab Spring 

events (from use of social media through to the demography of Arab societies). As 

mentioned, to be coded as a theme at least 20 seconds of an item had to be devoted 

to that subject (and therefore passing references to, for instance, demography would 

not be counted as the presence of a theme). 

 

What is striking from Table 46 is that potential causes of the protests 

(unemployment, corruption, rising food prices) were rarely themes. They may have 

been mentioned in passing by journalists, often in a list, but rarely formed 20 

seconds of news items.  
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Table 46 Thematic focus of BBC news items (detailed breakdown) 

 
Responses 

Frequency Percent 

Elections   
Results 4 .1% 
Turnout 15 .4% 
Electoral problems general 38 1.0% 
Elections Other 49 1.3% 
Total 106 2.8% 
Demonstration/ protest   
Occurrence of protest/demonstration 245 6.6% 
Nature of the protests  260 7.0% 
Protest/demonstration other 108 2.9% 
Total 613 16.5% 
Armed conflict   
Civil war 100 2.7% 
Battle 245 6.6% 
Siege 5 .1% 
Total 350 9.4% 
Response in country   
Response from governments/regimes general 393 10.5% 
Response of security forces general 275 7.4% 
Political reforms 74 2.0% 
Counter-protests 11 .3% 
Response other 99 2.6% 
Total 852 22.8% 
Responses international   
UK response 169 4.5% 
US response 129 3.5% 
EU response 19 .5% 
UN response 149 4.0% 
NATO response 77 2.1% 
Russian response 4 .1% 
Other Arab country/Arab League response 89 2.4% 
Other country institution response 76 2.0% 
Total 712 19.1% 
Human rights   
Human rights 61 1.6% 
Civil liberties 3 .1% 
Media censorship 7 .2% 
Total 71 1.9% 
Consequences of events   
Fatalities 93 2.5% 
Casualties 52 1.4% 
Economic consequences 22 .6% 
Prognoses of future of Arab Spring 98 2.6% 
Other consequence 144 3.9% 
Total 409 11% 
Movements/groups   
Activists characteristics of 22 .6% 
Islamists 21 .6% 
Militant groups 14 .4% 
Students 1 .0% 
Separatist movements 5 .1% 
Other 5 .1% 
Total 68 7.2% 
Linkages   
Linkage of protests within Arab world 68 1.8% 
Linkage of protests beyond Arab world 3 .1% 
Total 71 1.9% 
CONT: NEXT PAGE   
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CONT: Thematic focus of BBC news items (detailed breakdown) 
 
New media and events 

Internet/social media as a cause of protests 13 .3% 
Internet/social media as a source for coverage 8 .2% 
Total 21 .5% 
Nature of country   
Tribal relations 9 .2% 
Religious Sectarianism 51 1.4% 
Corruption 12 .3% 
Women/gender relations 8 .2% 
Demography of Arab societies 4 .1% 
Extremism 5 .1% 
Degree of support for regimes 96 2.6% 
Repression 7 .2% 
Youth 8 .2% 
History of Government/regime 47 1.3% 
History of Country 10 .3% 
Other 8 .2% 
Total 265 7.1% 
Economy of country   
Unemployment 3 .1% 
Cost of living/food prices/oil prices 7 .2% 
Economic reform 8 .2% 
Economics of Arab societies 9 .2% 
Total 27 .7% 
Consequences for other countries   
Implications for Israeli-Palestinian conflict 19 .5% 
Implications for Western interests 42 1.1% 
Implications for Iran 5 .1% 
Other 38 1.0% 
Total 104 2.7% 
Government regime support   
Western support for regime 24 .6% 
Other support for regime 3 .1% 
Unexpected nature of Arab Spring 2 .1% 
Other theme 38 1.0% 
Total 67 1.8% 

Overall Total 3736 100.0% 

Multiple response table, up to 3 themes per item possible. 

 

Subsequent elections in Tunisia and Egypt have seen Islamic religious parties 

winning majorities. It is striking in hindsight, if we look at Table 46, that Islamists 

were rarely mentioned as a theme. Yes there were young, liberal, Tweeting 

protesters in squares, but it transpires that they were hardly representative of 

religiously and conservatively inclined populations. That is not to say that liberal 

protests were not a cause (among a number) of the „revolutions‟; the Bolsheviks in 

October 1917 were hardly representative of the Russian population. 
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Table 47 Causes of the protest mentioned in BBC news items 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Degree of support for regimes 96 30.7% 
Religious Sectarianism 51 16.3% 
History of Government/regime 47 15.0% 
Internet/social media as a cause of protests 13 4.2% 
Corruption 12 3.8% 
History of Country 10 3.2% 
Economics of Arab societies 9 2.9% 
Tribal relations 9 2.9% 
Internet/social media as a source for coverage 8 2.6% 
Women/gender relations 8 2.6% 
Youth 8 2.6% 
Economic reform 8 2.6% 
Other 8 2.6% 
Repression 7 2.2% 
Cost of living/food prices/oil prices 7 2.2% 
Extremism 5 1.6% 
Demography of Arab societies 4 1.3% 
Unemployment 3 1.0% 
Total 313 100.0% 

Multiple response table, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 

 

Table 47 shows what causes were mentioned in BBC news items, while Table 48 

looks at the causes of the protests by geographic focus. It is interesting to note that 

religious differences are mentioned in the coverage of Bahrain. Rather than being 

seen as a struggle between „the people‟ and the regime, it may be that it was 

primarily seen as a religious conflict between Shia and Sunnis, as previously 

mentioned, and this might help to explain the differences in style of reporting 

between Bahrain and, for example, Egypt. 
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Table 48 Causes of the protest on BBC news items by Geographic focus 

 

Location 

Total Bahrain Iran Syria Iraq Egypt Libya Yemen Tunisia 
Other Mid 

East 
Other 

African 

Internet/social media 
as a cause of 
protests 

0 1 0 0 10 0 0 1 0 0 12 

.0% 25.0% .0% .0% 11.4% .0% .0% 5.6% .0% .0%  

Internet/social media 
as a source for 
coverage 

0 0 0 0 7 1 0 0 0 0 8 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 8.0% 1.1% .0% .0% .0% .0%  

Tribal relations 0 0 0 0 0 9 0 0 0 0 9 

.0% .0% .0% .0% .0% 9.5% .0% .0% .0% .0%  

Religious 
Sectarianism 

23 1 2 23 1 0 0 1 0 0 51 

92.0% 25.0% 28.6% 67.6% 1.1% .0% .0% 5.6% .0% .0%  

Corruption 0 0 0 0 9 2 0 1 0 0 12 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 10.2% 2.1% .0% 5.6% .0% .0%  

Women/gender 
relations 

0 0 0 0 2 0 0 3 1 0 6 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 2.3% .0% .0% 16.7% 14.3% .0%  

Demography of Arab 
societies 

0 0 0 0 3 1 0 0 0 0 4 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 3.4% 1.1% .0% .0% .0% .0%  

Extremism 0 0 0 0 2 2 1 0 0 0 5 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 2.3% 2.1% 33.3% .0% .0% .0%  

Degree of support 
for regimes 

1 0 3 11 26 44 1 6 3 1 96 

4.0% .0% 42.9% 32.4% 29.5% 46.3% 33.3% 33.3% 42.9% 50.0%  

Repression 0 0 0 0 3 1 0 2 1 0 7 

.0% .0% .0% .0% 3.4% 1.1% .0% 11.1% 14.3% .0%  

Youth 0 1 0 0 5 2 0 0 0 0 8 

.0% 25.0% .0% .0% 5.7% 2.1% .0% .0% .0% .0%  

History of 
Government/regime 

1 0 0 0 15 27 0 4 0 0 47 

4.0% .0% .0% .0% 17.0% 28.4% .0% 22.2% .0% .0%  

History of Country 0 0 1 0 1 5 1 0 1 1 10 

.0% .0% 14.3% .0% 1.1% 5.3% 33.3% .0% 14.3% 50.0%  

Other 0 1 1 0 4 1 0 0 1 0 8 

.0% 25.0% 14.3% .0% 4.5% 1.1% .0% .0% 14.3% .0%  

Total 25 4 7 34 88 95 3 18 7 2 283 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to three responses possible. 
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Consequences of the Arab Spring 
 
Although it is too soon to draw any firm conclusions about the outcomes of the Arab 

Spring, BBC news items did dwell on some of the potential consequences both for 

the countries where protests occurred, and for the Middle East region as a whole, 

including its existing tensions, and for „the West‟. The tables below (49 - 51) show 

the concerns that were most frequently raised. 

  

The most common concern that emerged was the prospects for the Arab Spring (see 

Table 49). This included a range of issues: what the new political situation would 

mean for ordinary citizens, whether the roots of new democracy would find time to 

establish themselves or whether there would be a reversion to authoritarian rule. Of 

course, given the often bloody nature of the protests, casualties were also a 

prominent feature in reports. Costs were not limited to human life though. News 

items also highlighted the various economic consequences of events including the 

disruption to everyday life and continuing poor job prospects. 

  

Table 49 National consequences of protests in all BBC news items  

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Prognoses of future of Arab Spring 98 57.0% 
Casualties 52 30.2% 
Economic consequences 22 12.8% 
Total 172 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 consequences per news item possible. 

 

A breakdown of these findings by country (Table 50) shows some differences 

between states. Casualties were seen as the dominant consequence of events in 

news items on Bahrain, Syria and Yemen, while in items on Libya and Egypt the 

focus was more general. Only in Libya and Egypt were economic consequences 

raised in a significant way. 
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Table 50 National consequences of protests in BBC news items by geographic focus* 

 
Location 

Total Bahrain Syria Egypt Libya Yemen Tunisia 
Other 
nation 

Prognoses of 
future of Arab 
Spring 

3 2 21 64 2 1 1 94 

21.4% 16.7% 50.0% 71.9% 25.0% 100.0% 100.0%  

Casualties 11 9 9 17 6 0 0 52 

78.6% 75.0% 21.4% 19.1% 75.0% .0% .0%  
Economic 
consequences 

0 1 12 8 0 0 0 21 

.0% 8.3% 28.6% 9.0% .0% .0% .0%  
Total 14 12 42 89 8 1 1 167 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 consequences per news item possible. 
*News items with not clear/ not stated geographic focus excluded. 

 
 

Table 51 reveals that while correspondents were concerned about what the Arab 

Spring meant for existing regional relations, the consequences for the UK and the 

US were more frequently aired. 

  
 
 

Table 51 International consequences of protests in all BBC news items 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

Implications for Iran 5 4.8% 
Implications for Israeli-Palestinian conflict 19 18.3% 
Implications for Western interests 42 40.4% 
Other 38 36.5% 
Total 104 100.0% 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 consequences per news item possible 
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12. Repetitive Coverage 
 

The BBC uses the same or similar material in whole or in part across programmes, 

media, and platforms. This is often a sensible and cost-effective approach to news 

production and our collection of data about repetitive coverage should not be 

interpreted as criticism. 

 

Table 52 shows original versus repeat coverage across TV and radio, but since we 

did not code all BBC news programmes (for example, we did not code the BBC 

News at One) it is likely that the figures for repetitive coverage underestimate what is 

actually the case. 

 

 
Table 52 Original versus repeat coverage across BBC TV and Radio 

 
BBC Type 

Total BBC TV News BBC Radio News 

Item is an identical repeat of an item 
broadcast earlier in the day 

39 34 73 

53.4% 46.6% 100.0% 

Item is very similar to an item 
broadcast in the day (minor reworking 
<25% of item) 

91 121 212 

42.9% 57.1% 100.0% 

Item contains elements from an earlier 
item (but has been substantially re-
edited >25%) 

110 123 233 

47.2% 52.8% 100.0% 

Item is completely original 745 638 1383 

53.9% 46.1% 100.0% 

Total 985 916 1901 

51.8% 48.2% 100.0% 

 
Table 53 shows original versus repeat coverage by programme. Items were very 

rarely identical but often assembled bits and pieces of other items to produce new 

items. The BBC News at Ten tended to have fewer completely original items for 

obvious reasons. 

 

  



70 

 

Table 53 Original versus repeat coverage by BBC programme 

 

Repeat Coverage 

Total 

Item is an identical 
repeat of an item 

broadcast earlier in 
the day 

Item is very similar 
to an item 

broadcast in the 
day (minor 

reworking <25% of 
item) 

Item contains 
elements from an 
earlier item (but 

has been 
substantially re-
edited >25%) 

Item is completely 
original 

TV      

BBC World GMT with 
George Alagiah 

5 20 9 140 174 

2.9% 11.5% 5.2% 80.5% 100.0% 

BBC News Channel 
17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 

3 18 20 132 173 

1.7% 10.4% 11.6% 76.3% 100.0% 

BBC World (from BBC 
Four) World News Today 
19.00-19.30 

18 23 9 91 141 

12.8% 16.3% 6.4% 64.5% 100.0% 

BBC World The Hub with 
Nik Gowing 

1 5 7 106 119 

.8% 4.2% 5.9% 89.1% 100.0% 

BBC 2 Newsnight   9 62 71 

  12.7% 87.3% 100.0% 

BBC 1 News at 10 (Mon-
Fri) 

5 15 30 49 99 

5.1% 15.2% 30.3% 49.5% 100.0% 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-
Fri 7-8) 

4 4 7 54 69 

5.8% 5.8% 10.1% 78.3% 100.0% 

BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-
Fri) 

3 4 6 75 88 

3.4% 4.5% 6.8% 85.2% 100.0% 

World News/News 
Channel 

 2 11 32 45 

 4.4% 24.4% 71.1% 100.0% 

BBC 1 Weekend late 
evening news 

  2 4 6 

  33.3% 66.7% 100.0% 

Radio      

Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 
07.00-09.00) 

18 35 35 146 234 

7.7% 15.0% 15.0% 62.4% 100.0% 

Radio 4 The World 
Tonight 

11 30 29 143 213 

5.2% 14.1% 13.6% 67.1% 100.0% 

Radio 4 World at One 
(Mon-Fri) plus Sundays 
at 1pm 

 6 13 102 121 

 5.0% 10.7% 84.3% 100.0% 

Radio 4 6 O‟Clock News 
(Mon-Sun) 

1 31 28 75 135 

.7% 22.2% 20.7% 55.6% 100.0% 

Radio 5 Live 17.00-18.00 
(Mon-Fri) 

3 9 13 93 118 

2.5% 7.6% 11.0% 78.8% 100.0% 

Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 
(Mon-Fri) 

 4  42 46 

 8.7%  91.3% 100.0% 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-
Fri) 

1 5 5 33 44 

2.3% 11.4% 11.4% 75.0% 100.0% 

Radio 2 Jeremy Vine 
programme 

 2  3 5 

 40.0%  60.0% 100.0% 

Total 73 212 233 1382 1901 

3.8% 11.2% 12.3% 72.7% 100.0% 
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Table 54 breaks down repetitive coverage by geographic focus. It shows a smaller 

percentage of completely original reports from Bahrain. Similarly the lower 

percentage of completely original reports from Iraq may indicate a shifting of 

journalistic resources and attention away from this country during the Arab Spring. 

 
Table 54 Original versus repeated coverage by geographic focus* 

 

Repeat Coverage 

Total 

Item is an 
identical repeat 

of an item 
broadcast earlier 

in the day 

Item is very 
similar to an item 
broadcast in the 

day (minor 
reworking <25% 

of item) 

Item contains 
elements from 
an earlier item 
(but has been 

substantially re-
edited >25%) 

Item is 
completely 

original 

Bahrain 15 21 23 76 135 

11.1% 15.6% 17.0% 56.3% 100.0% 

Iran  2 3 18 23 

 8.7% 13.0% 78.3% 100.0% 

Syria 9 18 8 89 124 

7.3% 14.5% 6.5% 71.8% 100.0% 

Iraq 1 6 8 11 26 

3.8% 23.1% 30.8% 42.3% 100.0% 

Egypt 15 45 70 455 585 

2.6% 7.7% 12.0% 77.8% 100.0% 

Libya 26 96 97 583 802 

3.2% 12.0% 12.1% 72.7% 100.0% 

Yemen  5  34 39 

 12.8%  87.2% 100.0% 

Tunisia 2 14 13 46 75 

2.7% 18.7% 17.3% 61.3% 100.0% 

Other Mid East 1 3 1 14 19 

5.3% 15.8% 5.3% 73.7% 100.0% 

Other African    9 9 

   100.0% 100.0% 

Other nation 3 1 5 17 26 

11.5% 3.8% 19.2% 65.4% 100.0% 

Total 72 211 228 1352 1863 

3.9% 11.3% 12.2% 72.6% 100.0% 

Blank cells represent no coverage. 
*News items with not clear/ not stated geographic focus excluded. 
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13. BBC TV News (domestic) compared to BBC World 
 

For the first time in an impartiality review the output of BBC World was included. We 

sought to compare news produced for domestic audiences with that produced for 

international ones. We sampled three BBC World programmes – The Hub with Nik 

Gowing, GMT with George Alagiah, and the 7pm World News. It should be noted 

that BBC World News at 7 also appears on BBC Four (for 30 minutes). It is counted 

for our purposes as part of BBC World. 

 
In terms of actor stance BBC domestic and BBC World are very similar as shown in 

Table 55. 

 
Table 55 Stance of actors in news items on BBC domestic and world news 

 
BBC 

Total BBC Domestic BBC World 

Pro-government 580 172 752 

18.6% 17.8%  

Anti-government 1229 411 1640 

39.4% 42.6%  

No stance 1309 382 1691 

42.0% 39.6%  

Total 3118 965 4083 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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Table 56 The international response in news items on BBC domestic and world news 

 
BBC 

Total BBC Domestic BBC World 

UK response 160 9 169 

27.3% 7.1%  

UN response 124 25 149 

21.2% 19.8%  

US response 106 23 129 

18.1% 18.3%  

NATO response 66 11 77 

11.3% 8.7%  

Other Arab country/Arab League 
response 

65 24 89 

11.1% 19.0%  

Other country institution response 50 26 76 

8.5% 20.6%  

EU response 12 7 19 

2.0% 5.6%  

Russian response 3 1 4 

.5% .8%  

Total 586 126 712 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 

 
However, as Tables 56 and 57 show, there are significant differences between BBC 

domestic and BBC World in terms of who is reported as responding to events: as 

seems reasonable given the different audiences, BBC World has a smaller 

percentage of UK responses, a greater percentage of Arab country and Arab League 

responses, and covers a broader range of international responses generally. In both 

BBC domestic and BBC World, however, the US, the UN, and, to a lesser extent, 

NATO are prominent, the Russian Federation is marginal and China even more so. 

 

Table 57 shows that the UK and US are the dominant international actors in both 

BBC domestic and BBC World (although in domestic the UK is the major player 

while in BBC World the US is to the fore) with Russian and Chinese actors seen as 

playing little or no role. 
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Table 57 International actors in news items on BBC domestic and world news 

 
BBC 

Total BBC Domestic BBC World 

United Kingdom 539 49 588 

60.8% 31.2%  

United States 236 62 298 

26.6% 39.5%  

France  61 14 75 

6.9% 8.9%  

Italy  14 15 29 

1.6% 9.6%  

Russian Federation  9 6 15 

1.0% 3.8%  

Germany  12 1 13 

1.4% .6%  

America Other 8 1 9 

.9% .6%  

Asia other 2 3 5 

.2% 1.9%  

China 4 0 4 

.5% .0%  

Other European country 1 2 3 

.1% 1.3%  

India 0 1 1 

.0% .6%  

Belgium  1 0 1 

.1% .0%  

Netherlands  0 1 1 

.0% .6%  

Portugal  0 1 1 

.0% .6%  

Spain  0 1 1 

.0% .6%  

Total 887 157 1044 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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Table 58, analysing themes, indicates a consistency of approach between BBC 

domestic and BBC World. The greater proportion of international response themes in 

BBC domestic is largely to be explained by reporting of the UK‟s position as an 

international actor in the Arab Spring events.  
 
 

Table 58 Thematic focus of news items in BBC domestic and world news 

 
BBC 

Total BBC Domestic BBC World 

Other internal responses 774 320 1094 

27.9% 33.4%  

International responses 687 156 843 

24.7% 16.3%  

Elections 81 25 106 

2.9% 2.6%  

Demos 447 166 613 

16.1% 17.3%  

Armed conflict 370 125 495 

13.3% 13.0%  

Nature of regime 128 52 180 

4.6% 5.4%  

Human rights 48 23 71 

1.7% 2.4%  

Movements/groups 50 18 68 

1.8% 1.9%  

Meta political analysis 46 27 73 

1.7% 2.8%  

Tribal dimensions 56 9 65 

2.0% .9%  

Economics 30 19 49 

1.1% 2.0%  

New media 12 9 21 

.4% .9%  

Other theme 31 7 38 

1.1% .7%  

Other demographics 18 2 20 

.6% .2%  

Total 2778 958 3736 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 3 themes per news item possible. 
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As Table 59 shows, there is again consistency in terms of presence of actors with 

the possible exception of the greater presence of members of the public, 

intergovernmental organisations, and non-governmental organisations in BBC World. 

 
Table 59 All actors in news items on BBC domestic and world news 

 
BBC 

Total BBC Domestic BBC World 

Regime head 186 59 245 

6.0% 6.0%  

Other regime elite 132 41 173 

4.2% 4.2%  

Other regime 165 71 236 

5.3% 7.2%  

Regime military police 149 45 194 

4.8% 4.6%  

Regime family 46 13 59 

1.5% 1.3%  

Opposition 448 159 607 

14.3% 16.1%  

Public 597 247 844 

19.1% 25.0%  

Civil society 119 36 155 

3.8% 3.6%  

Intergovernmental 195 75 270 

6.2% 7.6%  

NGOs 50 22 72 

1.6% 2.2%  

Other governments 644 110 754 

20.6% 11.1%  

Media 172 45 217 

5.5% 4.6%  

Experts 218 61 279 

7.0% 6.2%  

Not clear 5 3 8 

.1% .3%  

Total 3126 987 4113 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to 5 actors per news item possible. 
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14. Current Affairs 
 

Using a modified coding schedule, we coded a small number of current affairs 

programmes: four editions each of Panorama and Analysis. While such small 

numbers are not entirely appropriate for content analysis, they do tend to confirm the 

broad trends in the data for broadcast news. As Tables 60 and 61 show, a central 

focus of the programmes was the importance ascribed to international responses. 

Rather than focus on the events themselves and explore the intricacies of the 

conflicts, more emphasis was placed on what the UK and to a lesser extent the USA 

was doing and what the future options for Western allies are. It should be 

remembered though that this is a very small sample but it does tend to confirm the 

trends visible in news reporting. 
 

 

Table 60 Actors appearing in selected current affairs on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Number of actors Percent 

Public 30 31.6% 
Other governments 23 24.2% 
Opposition 11 11.6% 
Experts 10 10.5% 
Regime military police 6 6.3% 
Civil society 4 4.2% 
Intergovernmental 4 4.2% 
Other regime 2 2.1% 
NGOs 2 2.1% 
Regime head 1 1.1% 
Other regime elite 1 1.1% 
Media 1 1.1% 
Total 95 100.0% 

Multiple response, more than one actor per programme possible. 

 
 
 
 

Table 61 Thematic focus of selected current affairs on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Number of themes Percent 

International responses 22 37.3% 
Other internal responses 9 15.3% 
Demos 7 11.9% 
Armed conflict 5 8.5% 
Movements/groups 4 6.8% 
Meta political analysis 4 6.8% 
Nature of regime 3 5.1% 
Human rights 3 5.1% 
Economics 1 1.7% 
Tribal dimensions 1 1.7% 
Total 59 100.0% 

Multiple response, more than one theme per programme possible. 
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Table 62 shows the predominance of UK actors in the eight programmes we coded. 

 

 
Table 62 Nationality of actors that appeared in selected current affairs on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Nationality Percent 

United Kingdom 33 34.7% 

Not stated/Not Clear 17 17.9% 

Egypt  13 13.7% 

Syria  12 12.6% 

United States 8 8.4% 

Russian Federation  4 4.2% 

Libya  3 3.2% 

China 1 1.1% 

France  1 1.1% 

Yemen 1 1.1% 

Italy  1 1.1% 

Jordan 1 1.1% 

Total 95 100.0% 

Multiple response, more than one actor per programme possible.   

 

Table 63 shows that the lexicon of current affairs is also similar to that of news 

programmes. We imagine that, had we sampled more from November 2011 

onwards, „Islamist‟ would have featured much more prominently and that religion 

would have emerged as a more important theme and religious actors more central 

players in both news and current affairs. 
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Table 63 Use of key words in selected current affairs on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Frequency Percent 

Protest/protesters 7 14.3% 

Regime 5 10.2% 

Arab uprisings or uprising 3 6.1% 

Arab World 3 6.1% 

Demonstration/demonstrator 3 6.1% 

Revolution 3 6.1% 

Rebels 3 6.1% 

Democracy 2 4.1% 

Dictatorship 2 4.1% 

Brutal/ity 2 4.1% 

Crackdown 2 4.1% 

Islamist 2 4.1% 

„The people‟ 2 4.1% 

Arab Spring 2 4.1% 

Repression 2 4.1% 

Other 2 4.1% 

Autocratic 1 2.0% 

Citizens 1 2.0% 

Ruling elite 1 2.0% 

Chaos 1 2.0% 

Total 49 100.0% 

Multiple response, more than one keyword per programme possible. 

 
In relation to the use of UGC in current affairs, Table 64 confirms the broader trends 
observed in news items. 

 
Table 64 Use of UGC material in selected current affairs on the Arab Spring 

 
Responses 

Number of Items Percent 

Not clear/not stated 20 83.3% 

Facebook 1 4.2% 

Websites 1 4.2% 

YouTube 1 4.2% 

Other  1 4.2% 

Total 24 100.0% 

Multiple response, more than one use of UGC per programme possible. 

 
Figures 6 and 7 show the importance of UK actors in the programmes we analysed.  

Perhaps these programmes explored what the Arab Spring means „for us‟ (citizens 

of the United Kingdom) rather than what the Arab Spring might mean „in itself‟ 

(although such a distinction is hard to maintain ultimately in an inter-connected 

world). 
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Figure 6:  Number of Appearances of Actors by Nationality in Selected Current Affairs 

 

 
 
 
 
Figure 7: Speaking Time of Actors by Nationality in Selected BBC Current Affairs 

 

 
 

One potential danger of content analysis is to jump from the data to explanations of 

why the data is as it is. For example, it is easy to imagine a conclusion being drawn 

from the data that because so many UK actors appear in the programmes they 

reflect UK political elite opinion. Before making such claims, however, we need to 

investigate the detail as well as the general trends. For example, in a Panorama 

broadcast on 25 October, just 5 days after Muammar Gaddafi‟s death, the UK‟s links 

to the Gaddafi regime were analysed and questions were raised about potential UK 
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complicity in torture.  Gaddafi, the programme pointed out, was seen, until the 

advent of the Arab Spring, as an important ally in the „war on terror‟. Undoubtedly the 

programme raised uncomfortable issues for at least sections of the political elite 

about Britain‟s relationship with Libya. Content analysis is often suggestive but never 

conclusive. 
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15. Comparison of BBC with other broadcasters 
 

How did the BBC‟s coverage compare to other broadcasters? Tables 65 – 67 show 

the overall coverage of the Arab Spring by BBC TV and radio and other broadcasters 

over the sample period of 16 days: 

 

 
Table 65 Coverage of Arab Spring on all BBC TV news items (number and average length 

seconds) 

Programme ID Average Number of items Std. Deviation 

BBC 1 Breakfast (Mon-Fri 7-8) 58.4 11 53.5 
BBC 1 News at 6 (Mon-Fri) 156.2 9 68.7 
BBC 1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) 147.9 18 87.3 
BBC 1 Weekend late evening news 113.3 3 90.5 
BBC 2 Newsnight 305.1 7 70.0 
BBC News Channel 17.00-18.00 (Mon-
Fri) 

185.0 23 116.0 

BBC World (from BBC Four) World News 
Today 19.00-19.30 

145.9 31 78.4 

BBC World The Hub with Nik Gowing 142.0 42 97.5 
BBC World GMT with George Alagiah 131.6 41 74.4 
World News/News Channel 42.0 1 . 
Overall average 147.1 19 94.6 

 
 

Table 66 Coverage of Arab Spring on all non-BBC TV news items (number and average length 
seconds) 

Programme ID Average Number of items Std. Deviation* 

ITV 1 News at 10 (Mon-Fri) Plus ITV1 
weekend late evening news 

102.5 12 67.9 

Channel 4 News (Mon-Fri) plus C4 
weekend news 

144.5 30 117.0 

Sky News 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 142.1 35 109.4 
Al Jazeera English Newshour 9pm (Mon-
Sun) 

126.7 102 78.1 

Overall average 131.1 45 91.6 

*Standard Deviation shows variation in length of news items from the average. 

 
 

Table 67 Coverage of Arab Spring on all BBC Radio news items (number and average length 
seconds) 

Programme ID Average Number of items Std. Deviation* 

Radio 1 Newsbeat (Mon-Fri) 99.2 9 96.1 
Radio 2 Jeremy Vine programme 29.8 5 14.8 
Radio 4 Today (Mon-Sat 07.00-09.00) 109.7 63 95.4 
Radio 4 World at One (Mon-Fri) plus 
Sundays at 1pm 

142.0 39 148.8 

Radio 4 6 o‟clock News (Mon-Sun) 101.9 29 38.0 
Radio 4 The World Tonight 150.9 49 137.9 
Radio 5 Live 07.00-08.00 (Mon-Fri) 72.3 8 70.5 
Radio 5 Live 17.00-18.00 (Mon-Fri) 128.1 15 147.1 
Overall average 121.4 27 116.2 

*Standard Deviation shows variation in length of news items from the average. 
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To provide a meaningful comparison, the average number of bulletins for BBC 

Radio, TV and other broadcasters was compared. Over the sample period, BBC TV 

produced on average fewer news items on the Arab Spring than radio and the other 

broadcasters. That said, news items on BBC TV were on average longer compared 

to the other broadcasters, while those on radio were shortest. The key explanation 

for the proportionally higher number of news items on the other broadcasters is the 

attention Al Jazeera paid to events, as might be expected given that it is funded by 

Qatar. Al Jazeera broadcast nearly four times as many items as News at Six and 

News at Ten put together. 

 
 

 
The Tables (68 – 70) and Figures (8 and 9) below develop the comparison further, 

focusing on BBC TV and other broadcasters and highlighting Al Jazeera separately 

from the others. While we should bear in mind the very limited sample size and that 

all broadcasters had more anti than pro-government actors, there is some evidence 

to suggest that the BBC offered greater actor balance in this third phase of reporting 

than other broadcasters. In terms of the thematic focus, there do not seem to be any 

significant differences between the BBC and other broadcasters. In geographic 

terms the BBC provided greater range of coverage of countries across the region 

than Sky, Channel 4, and ITV1 news. These broadcasters tended to focus their 

attention almost exclusively on Syria and Egypt. This may be a reflection of the 

resources allocated to reporting the region by broadcasters and also perhaps to a 

recognition by the BBC and Al Jazeera English that the „story‟ (for example, in 

Yemen and Libya) had by no means reached its conclusion. 

 
 

 
Table 68 Stance of actors on all TV news items BBC and non-BBC 

 
BBC / non-BBC 

Total BBC content Other UK content Al Jazeera 

Pro-government 95 53 37 185 

24.5% 25.9% 14.9%  
Anti-government 137 96 90 323 

35.4% 46.8% 36.1%  
No stance 155 56 122 333 

40.1% 27.3% 49.0%  
Total 387 205 249 841 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, more than one actor per news item possible. 
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Table 69 Thematic focus of all BBC and non-BBC TV news items 

 
BBC / non-BBC 

Total BBC content Other UK content Al Jazeera 

Elections 38 6 18 62 

10.3% 3.7% 9.1%  
Demos 70 41 37 148 

19.0% 25.3% 18.7%  
Movements/groups 9 2 1 12 

2.4% 1.2% .5%  
Armed conflict 25 15 28 68 

6.8% 9.3% 14.1%  
Other internal responses 117 62 52 231 

31.7% 38.3% 26.3%  
International responses 42 17 35 94 

11.4% 10.5% 17.7%  
Human rights 19 4 11 34 

5.1% 2.5% 5.6%  
Economics  6 0 2 8 

1.6% .0% 1.0%  
Meta political analysis 4 2 0 6 

1.1% 1.2% .0%  
New media 1 2 0 3 

.3% 1.2% .0%  
Tribal dimensions 10 0 0 10 

2.7% .0% .0%  
Other demographics 1 1 1 3 

.3% .6% .5%  
Nature of regime 20 9 6 35 

5.4% 5.6% 3.0%  
Other theme 7 1 7 15 

1.9% .6% 3.5%  
Total 369 162 198 729 

Percentages and totals are based on responses, up to three actors per news item possible. 
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Table 70 Geographic focus of all TV news items BBC and non-BBC* 

 
BBC / non-BBC 

Total BBC content other UK content Al Jazeera 

Bahrain 14 2 7 23 

7.7% 2.6% 6.9% 6.4% 

Syria 40 16 32 88 

21.9% 20.8% 31.7% 24.4% 

Iraq 7 0 0 7 

3.8% .0% .0% 1.9% 

Egypt 94 50 38 182 

51.4% 64.9% 37.6% 50.4% 

Libya 11 4 9 24 

6.0% 5.2% 8.9% 6.6% 

Yemen 8 2 7 17 

4.4% 2.6% 6.9% 4.7% 

Tunisia 1 1 4 6 

.5% 1.3% 4.0% 1.7% 

Other Mid East 1 0 3 4 

.5% .0% 3.0% 1.1% 

Other African 4 0 0 4 

2.2% .0% .0% 1.1% 

Other nation 3 2 1 6 

1.6% 2.6% 1.0% 1.7% 

Total 183 77 101 361 

100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 

*News items with not clear/ not stated geographic focus excluded. 
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Figure 8: Comparison of BBC, Other UK Broadcasters and Al Jazeera English actual quotation 
time of „pro-government‟, „anti-government‟ and „no stance actors‟  
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 9: Comparison of BBC, Other UK Broadcasters and Al Jazeera English proportional 
quotation time of „pro-government‟, „anti-government‟ and „no stance actors‟ 

 

 

 

With respect to quotation time (see Figure 8) we found similarities between Al 

Jazeera English and the BBC. This confounded our expectations in the sense that Al 

Jazeera has clearly acquired the reputation for supporting democratic change in 

many, if not all, parts of the Middle East whereas the BBC prides itself on being an 
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impartial broadcaster (although we should remember that it is not necessarily how 

much time competing actors are allowed but the character of their appearances that 

is decisive). The proportion of talk-time given to anti-government actors was even 

greater on other UK broadcasters than on the BBC. This might reflect less use of 

experts and commentators by these broadcasters. This data could be interrogated 

further in the search for clear hypotheses to explain these differences. It should be 

remembered that this analysis is based on a small sample size (16 days in 

November, December and January). That said, one conclusion is clear: all 

broadcasters gave considerably more talk-time to government opponents than 

supporters. 



88 

 

16. Conclusion 
 

Rather than conclude by reiterating all of the points, major and minor, made so far, 

we will stress our three most significant findings: the changing nature of reporting of 

the Arab Spring over time, the contrasting nature of reporting across country, and the 

provision of contextual information and knowledge to permit audiences to make 

sense of events. 

 

1. The reporting of Arab Spring protests moved from an initial absence of 

coverage to reporting that reflected widespread surprise and uncertainty 

among experts consulted by reporters to accounts where the voices of regime 

opponents, expressing their exhilaration and euphoria, predominated in the 

space of a few weeks in early 2011. It took longer for the ambiguity of events 

to be drawn out (Figures 1-3, Tables 15-18). Particularly during January and 

February a commonly shared narrative of revolutionary liberal protesters, „the 

people‟, pitted against brutal dictators was established (Tables 16, 17, 45). 

 

2. With respect to reporting of Arab Springs across countries, it is clear that in 

some cases the voices of protesters were far more audible than those of the 

regimes, while in Bahrain there was a much greater equivalence between 

anti- and pro-regime actors (Tables 33, 34; Figures 4,5). In countries where 

the voices of protesters clearly greatly outweighed those of the regimes, it is 

important to investigate further as to whether opponents‟ positions and actions 

were sufficiently scrutinised. Some Springs were reported intensively (if not 

extensively across time) while others received relatively little coverage. Given 

the broad similarity of events and regimes across the region and comparable 

levels of complexity, this points to a marked difference in reporting that 

warrants more scrutiny than we are able to provide in a content analysis.  

3. One of the most challenging tasks for journalists is to help their audiences 

make sense of complex and fast-moving events, of which they may well have 

had little or no prior knowledge, through providing sufficient contextual 

information and knowledge. Our content analysis shows that explanations of 
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events rarely emerged as significant themes of reports (Tables 46, 47).  There 

is also evidence to suggest that some opportunities to remind audiences that 

more comprehensive reporting was available via the BBC news website were 

missed (Tables 43, 44). No doubt the extent of the audience‟s comprehension 

of the Arab Spring will feature prominently in the audience research 

undertaken for this impartiality review. 
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Appendix - Research Process 
 

Ensuring reliability between coders is an essential aspect of any project involving 

content analysis and especially so in large scale projects involving multiple coders. 

For results of a content analysis to be deemed reliable there needs to be a high level 

of agreement between two or more coders when coding the same news item. This 

research project ensured such levels of reliability were achieved through: rigorous 

coder training, a close monitoring of coders during the project, and by conducting 

reliability tests and addressing any areas of weakness these exposed. 

 

After the initial coding manual was devised the coders underwent three days of initial 

training before any coding started. The training involved various steps, starting with a 

thorough introduction to the coding manual variable by variable. Once the coders 

were familiar with the manual the coders independently coded some trial news items. 

The results of this content analysis were assessed informally then discussed with the 

coders and any misunderstandings rectified. All coders were then given a sample of 

news items to code as homework before a final meeting. The results were subjected 

to an inter-coder reliability test with the Average Pairwise Percent Agreement being 

calculated for each variable. Those variables where the reliability score fell below an 

80 percent confidence level in TEST 1 were re-examined, and the coders were given 

further training where necessary. It should be noted that variables where coders 

have to make a subjective judgement, such as identifying actors and themes, often 

present the greatest challenge in content analysis and require more detailed 

explanation. Only when the reliability level was considered satisfactory was coding of 

the sample material allowed. 

 

Throughout the coding process the coders were in constant contact with each other 

and the project managers. Any queries that arose about coding matters were 

discussed by the management team and final decisions made. A further test was 

carried out to ensure reliability levels were the same or, where necessary, the 

confidence levels had improved. There are different tests that can be employed to 

calculate inter coder reliability.  Average Pairwise Percent Agreement was deemed 

most suitable for calculating reliability amongst 3 or more coders with nominal data 

(see http://matthewlombard.com/reliability/). The test compares agreement between 
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the coders producing an average measure of agreement. This second test showed 

confidence levels had remained the same or improved on many variables and met 

our expectations.  

 

 
 


