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Section 1: Introduction and Overview of Findings
At the heart of BBC journalism is a mission to deliver an accurate and impartial news
service. Whether drawing on the expertise of its journalists or from external sources to
interpret events or issues, the BBC aims to enhance audience understanding and
knowledge about what is happening in the world. Part of the remit includes making
sense of the blizzard of statistics that infuses so much contemporary debate, from the
latest crime figures, to trends in the health service or the numbers claiming welfare
benefits. As Nguyen and Lugo-Ocando, recently put it, ‘Almost every key aspect of
modern life – the quality of the air we breathe, the severity of a medical condition we
have, the performance record of a soccer player we like, the potential price of the
house we sell, the condition of the social care system we use, the health of the
economy in which we operate, the national leader we want to vote, so on and so on –
is statistically measured in one way or another’.1
The arrival of online and, more recently, social media has facilitated the statistical
flow of information, allowing organisations such as the Office for National Statistics
(ONS), think tanks, independent research or academic institutions to disseminate data
instantly and with greater regularity. But for journalists faced with yet more sources
of data to understand, with the pressure to quickly interpret the sometimes highly
complex methods behind the statistics, reporting data accurately and impartially is a
hugely challenging task.
Our contribution to the BBC Trust’s impartiality review of the BBC’s reporting of
statistical information recognises this difficulty. In an increasingly fluid and fastpaced news culture, the pressure to instantly report and respond to new data has never
been greater. But since one of the BBC’s main purposes is to sustain citizenship and
civil society, it is a timely moment to assess whether BBC news regularly supplies the
necessary context, balance, and analysis when reporting statistics. We welcome the
opportunity to contribute to the evidence considered by the BBC Trust’s independent
expert panel, and our content analysis will aim to provide an objective benchmark for
understanding how statistics are routinely used and interpreted in BBC news
journalism.
Our study about the reporting of statistics is split into five main sections.
First, we draw on a systematic content analysis of coverage over one month, tracking
the degree to which statistics informed news coverage and the clarity in which they
were expressed and interpreted. In doing so, we explore the sources of every type of
reference to a statistic and the news context in which they typically appeared –
whether they were in news items about politics, business, crime or health, for
example.
Second, we explore the use of statistics in more depth and detail than quantitative
analysis allows, presenting eight case studies related to four topics – health,
migration, welfare and economics – reported during the three months of September to
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November 2015. Our aim here is to examine, in detail, how journalists dealt with a
specific set of statistics. We consider the source or press release related to the story as
well as some of the key relevant data sets, and compare coverage over the course of a
day between BBC outlets and commercial television news. This involves more
qualitative analysis and judgements about news coverage, in order to provide an
assessment of how successfully headlines, tone or use of language communicated
particular data sets or statistical claims.
To help inform our judgements in the case studies, we drew on our advisory panel.
This includes Stephanie Howarth from the ONS, who has previously advised the BBC
about the accuracy and reliability of statistics; Dr Marco Pomati from the School of
Social Sciences at Cardiff University, who brought specialist expertise in the use and
interpretation of statistics; and Professor Ian Hargreaves, a former Director of BBC
News and deputy editor of the Financial Times, now based at Cardiff University, who
advised us about the editorial challenges facing journalists when confronted with
statistical claims. One of the report authors is also a former Director of BBC News,
allowing us to understand how journalists handle data in a pressurised news
environment.
Third, we monitor BBC current affairs programmes – specifically Panorama and
Radio 4’s Analysis – over four weeks to explore the degree to which statistics
informed coverage, as well as the clarity with which they were expressed and the
context in which they appeared. We also briefly consider More or Less, Radio 4’s
flagship show about statistics, and the topics and issues raised in their podcasts
between October 12 and November 8.
Fourth, we consider the extent to which key BBC editors and correspondents in
politics, health, home affairs, business and economics referred to statistics in their
own Twitter posts.
In the fifth and final section, we monitored the major stories involving statistics
reported in the UK’s leading national newspapers over the same period, and ask
which stories the BBC did – or did not – also cover.
Overview: The general use of statistics in news coverage
In total, we examined 6,916 news items over four weeks of monitoring across a wide
range of BBC television, radio and online news, as well as ITV, Channel 4 and Sky
News television news coverage. In doing so, we identified 4,285 references to
statistics (with multiple references in some news items).
We found at least one reference to a statistic in 22.0% of news items across the
sample as a whole. This ratio was highest in BBC online news coverage (almost one
in three new items), followed by BBC radio coverage (22.3% of news items),
dropping to around one in five news items on BBC and commercial television.
Many of these references to statistics were fairly imprecise, with close to one in four –
23.5% – vague or mentioned only in passing. Just over four in ten references – 41.3%
– were clear but were presented with little context. The remaining third or so – 35.2%
– provided more context, drawing comparisons between figures, for example, or
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offering greater explanation about the data referenced. The importance of clarity in
statistical references does, of course, vary, depending on how germane statistical
information is to the main thrust of the news story.
The clarity of statistical references was broadly similar across UK broadcast media,
with the national/regional opt-outs providing less contextual information than network
news. Online news communicated numbers or data most clearly, with the lowest
proportion of vague/passing references to statistics, and a higher volume – 82.1% – of
statistical references that were clearly expressed or provided some context.
We found statistics were most commonly used in the coverage of politics, health,
business and the economy. So, for example, while politics made up 15.0% share of all
news, this rose to 22.0% in all news items featuring a statistic. Perhaps not
surprisingly, the use of statistics was prominent in business/economic news, which
represented 6.7% of all news but 16.6% of all items including a statistic. Indeed, in
news about the economy three quarters of all items – 75.0% – featured at least one
reference to a statistic compared to 49.7% in business reporting. References to at least
one statistic were also relatively high in health news (38.5%) and in coverage of UK
politics (32.5%).
However, there were some topics – notably in stories about crime – where statistics
were available and where, in our sample, a story might have been enhanced by the use
of statistics (putting the issue in a wider context by, for example, making international
comparisons or comparing levels of risk), but where the use of statistics was fairly
sparse. So, for example, 6.1% of crime news items contained at least one statistic.
Although external sources were often drawn upon to help inform a story, it was
journalists who overwhelmingly made references to statistics – eight out of ten in total
– and who were more likely to provide more contextual references.
Moreover, external sources tended to make more vague or passing references to
statistics, leaving substantial explanations about data sets or comparisons about issues
to journalists. External sources appeared to have a little more opportunity to provide
contextual references on BBC TV than they had on commercial TV – 31.7%
compared to 25.8%. External sources were the least likely – 20.2% of all references –
to contribute a contextual reference in online news.
The routine attribution of statistics
When we identified the source of statistical references in news coverage, we found a
large share of them – 43.1% – were journalists asserting something or making a claim
rather than an external source. This was more evident on BBC television (46.9%) than
on BBC radio (37.4%) and BBC online (39.2%). But on BBC opt-outs and
commercial television, over half of references to statistics – 51.0% and 50.8%
respectively – were made by journalists without acknowledging an external source.
Across all media, in other words, a significant proportion of statistical references were
made without identifying the source of those statistics.
When sources were attributed, in most cases this was done reasonably clearly – in
92.4% of cases across the sample as a whole. Nonetheless, 7.6% of references to
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statistical sources remained somewhat vague, using phrases such as ‘researchers
found’ or ‘analysts suggest’. The differences between media on clarity of source
attribution were minor.
Although we found a wide range of information sources used in statistical references
– for example, NGOs (7.3%), academics (6.5%), regulatory bodies (4.4%) and think
tanks (3.8%) – it was politicians (20.6%), business leaders and government
department/agencies (both 12.3%) that stood out as the most dominant source of
statistics. With the exception of the BBC opt-outs, there was a higher number of
political figures giving statistical information on the BBC than any other kind of
source (BBC TV 20.6%, BBC radio 23.5% and online 21%) compared to commercial
television channels (17.8%).
Conservative politicians represented 72.6% of all statistical references made by
political sources – compared to Labour’s 18.4%. BBC and commercial television
most frequently used Conservative sources (82.7% and 80.0% of all sourced statistical
references made by political sources respectively). Indeed, excluding more
independent bodies such as the ONS, the UK-wide government or Cabinet ministers
represented a 13.5% share of attributed references to statistics across all sources as a
whole – higher than any other type of source. Again, excluding opt-outs, commercial
television was less reliant on government sources – 9.1% – than UK national BBC
news coverage (BBC TV 15.3%, BBC Radio 13.8% and BBC Online 15.9%).
It is not surprising that Cabinet ministers and government departments are a routine
source of statistical information, since they are regularly briefed by relevant civil
servants and have a ready supply of data. But since many statistical references are
relatively vague or unclear, the degree of government or Conservative sources – in
BBC coverage particularly – does raise questions about how often their statistical
claims were challenged or contested by alternative perspectives. The extent to which
the Labour Party or the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition was equally as
prominent as a statistical source when they were in power is a matter for further
empirical investigation. The point raised here is about the degree of scrutiny the
government of the day (whether Conservative, Labour or a coalition) is subjected to
when its representatives are allowed to make statistical claims in news coverage. It is
also worth noting that independent sources that produce a high volume of statistical
information – notably think tanks, universities or other research bodies – were,
between them, used less often than political sources.
We found a difference between BBC and non-BBC outlets that may have implications
for impartiality in its broadest sense. For example, BBC outlets were generally more
likely than other broadcast outlets to use business as a source of statistics. Arguably
this limited the opportunity for other perspectives – from think tanks to NGOs – to
routinely interpret social, political and economic issues.
In considering the extent to which substantial references to statistics were questioned,
we examined in more detail 237 references made in the last week of the sample
period. Of course, in making sense of a story before it is published or broadcast,
journalists will also be making judgements at considerable speed about the credibility
of statistical references from many competing sources. In other words, it would
clearly be impractical and unnecessary to challenge every statistical reference.
4

However, we found that only 4.2% of references examined were challenged further.
This often meant that sources were left to advance competing statistical positions,
without any independent assessment offered to assist audiences in making a
judgement about the veracity of the claims made.
Overall, we found few instances where statistics were analysed in any depth. This
may be connected with the fact that while the use of statistics in news coverage is
widespread, the time available for analysis of those statistics is often limited.
Case studies
We carried out eight detailed case studies in specific areas in health, economics,
welfare and migration. This allowed us to assess how journalists interpreted the
methods and findings of empirical studies or more routine data sets, and examine their
ability to deal impartially with competing statistical claims.
Broadly speaking, in stories where statistical information was central, we found BBC
journalists dealt with statistics cautiously, explaining both their significance, and, on
some occasions, the methodology behind them. In some case studies – such as the
story about the World Health Organisation’s (WHO) report on the links between
processed meat and cancer – this careful use of statistics could be contrasted with
commercial television’s less circumspect treatment of data sets.
We also found instances where particular BBC journalists challenged conventional
wisdom and re-interpreted the wider meaning of numbers reported elsewhere. So, for
example, when the ONS released its monthly report showing unemployment had
reduced by 79,000 people compared to the previous quarter, several BBC outlets led
with headlines about the UK’s economic recovery. But a BBC journalist – Anthony
Reuben, the former head of BBC statistics – ran an online piece explaining that the
fall in unemployment was within the margin of error and may not represent anything
more than a statistical blip. Similarly, in a story about the ONS’s latest population
estimates, a Radio 4 presenter on More or Less was used as a source on PM to put the
issue of migration in historical context.
But while there were instances when journalists exhibited a sophisticated appreciation
of statistics, this was not always evident in BBC coverage more generally. So, for
example, despite a warning from the former head of BBC statistics online not to read
too much into the fall in unemployment figures, most broadcast outlets reported the
ONS’s statistics without offering such caveats or casting doubt about their
significance. Similarly, in our case study about the reporting of tax credits, while
some BBC reporters (notably BBC online) gave helpful summaries of competing
statistical claims about the impact on people’s incomes, others tended to simply
recycle the same oft-quoted figure.
At times, the BBC effectively drew upon independent sources to help make sense of
statistics and challenge government claims. In the tax credit case study, for example, a
Newsbeat report introduced the government’s claim:
Despite the cuts, ministers claim that overall nine out of ten families will be
better off by 2020 because of things like more tax free earnings, extra free
5

childcare and a new national living wage replacing the minimum wage.
The report then focused on individual cases, offering a human angle on the story, but
put these in the context of independent Institute for Fiscal Studies (IFS) analysis:
Independent researchers from the Institute for Fiscal Studies think single
parents like Tracey will be some of the hardest hit, and they don’t agree with
the government’s estimate.
While we found a number of examples of the effective use of independent sources to
interpret a statistical claim, in several case studies (as well as in our main content
analysis study) we also found a reliance on government sources or party political
figures. It is understandable that claims by the ruling government of the day regularly
lead the news, but at times the statistics being quoted by senior figures were not
subject to as much scrutiny or interrogation as they might have been. In the reporting
of a speech by the Prime Minister about EU migrants claiming benefits, for example,
the figure of 43% was widely quoted without regularly explaining how this figure was
reached, the degree to which it was questioned or any broader context to help
understand the figure.
There were also a number of occasions when the reporting of statistical claims by the
government might have been countered by reporters or independent experts – such as
the IFS – but where this role was left to opposition voices (whether party political, in
the case of the tax credits story, or to those in dispute with the government, such as
the junior doctors dispute). This approach may be impartial in some respects, but it is
not always helpful in giving audiences the opportunity to understand where the weight
of statistical evidence rests.
Overall, the case studies found many instances of good practice in statistical reporting
on the BBC – especially in BBC online – but there may be scope for using this
expertise more widely across all BBC outlets, whilst remaining sensitive to the
different tone and form of different BBC outlets. Of course, online journalism is not
discrete or distinct from BBC newsgathering more generally. Online reports are either
by colleagues of broadcast reporters or correspondents, or sometimes the broadcast
journalists themselves.
Current affairs, social media and omissions
Our analysis of eight current affairs programmes broadcast during the sample period
found 75 statistical references across seven of the eight programmes, suggesting that
statistics are routinely used in current affairs. Perhaps surprisingly, vague or passing
references were, proportionately speaking, more common in current affairs
programming than in news (55% of references compared with 24% in more
conventional news bulletins). While over one third of statistical references in news
programmes contained some meaningful context, we identified only one instance of
this in the current affairs programmes. Since the size of the current affairs sample was
small, we should not read too much into this, although we did identify occasions when
more detailed statistical analysis would have been helpful to assist audiences
understand the scale and scope of an issue.
Although statistics regularly informed news and current affairs programming, on BBC
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news editors’ and correspondents’ Twitter accounts this was less often the case. Of
course, the limitations of Twitter make tweeting about statistics in any meaningful
way difficult. But it was part of our brief to consider how regularly Twitter was used
to communicate statistics. We found the vast majority of tweets did not include
statistics nor did we encounter data sets or research studies being cited, despite many
BBC journalists being prolific tweeters. It was the Business Editor who tweeted the
most regular statistical references – 20 in total – over the course of one month,
followed by the Home Affairs Editor (11) and Political Editor (8). The remaining
Twitter accounts of BBC editors or correspondents contained five or fewer tweets
about statistics, with some making no references to statistics at all. Given Twitter’s
truncated form, this is, perhaps, not surprising, but does suggest that most journalists
do not use Twitter to refer people to statistical research.
Finally, we monitored the main news pages of several UK newspapers and found the
BBC covered many of the stories involving statistics covered by the press. The main
topics addressed involving statistics were about the NHS and health research more
generally, crime and policing, the migrant crisis and economic policy. Nearly all
major stories that appeared across more than one newspaper were also covered by the
BBC, although some used a different angle.
Overall, the BBC coverage shared the highest number of statistically related stories,
covered with the same angle, with the Telegraph (15 stories covered by both from the
same angle over the four week period). The newspaper most likely to cover the same
stories but with a different focus was the Guardian (nine stories covered by the BBC
but with a different news angle), and the Times contained the highest number of
stories that were not covered by the BBC (29).
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Section 2: The Content Analysis
Sample and time frame
The sample for our content analysis and case studies included a wide range of BBC
and non-BBC outlets and was carried out from 12 October to 8 November 2015. This
included:
BBC TV: BBC News at Six (Monday to Friday), BBC News at Ten (Monday to
Friday, Sunday), BBC Two’s Newsnight (Monday to Friday), BBC News on Saturday
evening and Sunday early evening, and the BBC News Channel (5-6pm Monday to
Friday, 6-7pm Saturday and Sunday).
BBC TV opt-outs: The opt-outs in Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland (6.30-7pm)
as well as two regional opt-outs in England (London and South West).
Non-BBC television: Channel 4 News, ITV News at 10 (including late evening
weekend bulletins) and one hour of Sky News 5-6pm (weekends 6-7pm).
Radio: Radio 4’s Today (7.30-8.30am, Monday to Friday), Six O’Clock Radio 4
News (Monday to Friday), Radio 5 live Breakfast (7.30-8.30am), Radio 4’s PM
(Monday to Friday) and Radio 1’s Newsbeat (12.45pm, Monday to Friday).
BBC online: Items on the front pages of the following BBC webpages were analysed
at 4pm Monday-Friday: Home and Politics.
Monitoring references to statistics
We need, first of all, to be clear about our unit of analysis in the study. First, the
phrase ‘news items’ refers to specific and discrete news reports (e.g. a presenter-only
news item, a news item that consists of a presenter introduction plus a reporter
package, a live two-way) within a conventional broadcast news programme. In most
cases, a story was delivered in one news item, but for larger stories we saw more than
one news item about the same story (sometimes from a different perspective) – either
at spaced out intervals in the same radio bulletin, or consecutively on a TV bulletin. A
story about the Chancellor’s Budget might have lasted for half a news bulletin, for
example, but it would have involved many distinct and separate news items: a factual
account of the contents of the Budget in a reporter package, say, a live two-way from
a political editor interpreting the politics behind the figures or a reporter package
explaining how people might be affected in, say, Scunthorpe. For online news, our
unit of analysis refers to the stand-alone item on the webpage.
Second, we began with the Oxford English Dictionary’s definition of statistics: ‘The
practice or science of collecting and analysing numerical data in large quantities,
especially for the purpose of inferring proportions in a whole from those in a
representative sample’. Within the terms of this definition, we were fairly inclusive in
our interpretation of what constituted a statistic. So, for example, we included the use
of figures (or statements which related to figures, such as ‘crime is going down’) that
could realistically be used to make statistical comparisons relevant to the story (across
time, borders etc.) or inferences about a wider situation, even if the comparison or
8

inference was not always made explicit. We excluded the use of figures that primarily
served a descriptive function, such as: ‘The new steel contract will create 1,000 jobs
and cost £300 million’.
One-month analysis of referencing statistics
Our brief, in the one-month tracking of statistics in media coverage, was to address
the following questions:






To what extent do statistics routinely inform news output?
To what degree do journalists substantively draw on statistics (vaguely or
unpacking them in detail)?
What type of stories (health, crime etc.) do statistics appear in and how
prominently in the news agenda?
What is the geographic relevance of data within the UK, within a particular
nation or internationally?
How much information about the source of the statistics is regularly supplied
and clearly identified?

We begin by assessing how regularly any type of reference to a statistic informs news
coverage across different media. This was the most time-intensive part of the report –
watching, reading or listening to a total of 6,916 items over four weeks in October and
November across many different news outlets – and assessing not just whether a
statistic was present but (as we explore further below) the nature of this reference to
data. Table 2.0 shows the percentage of news items examined across different media
outlets.2
Table 2.0: Percentage of 2015 media sample
Media

%

BBC TV
Radio
Online
Other TV
TV opt-outs
Total

22.1
26.5
15.4
15.6
20.4
100

We found that over one in five news items across all media – 22.0% – contained at
least one statistical reference (see Table 2.1). Since many genres of news are unlikely
to include statistics – individual crime stories for example – this is a striking figure. In
short, our finding suggests that statistics have become an essential and routine part of
news reporting.
There were, however, some subtle and striking differences in the regularity of
referencing statistics between media outlets. Whereas almost one in three online news
items references a statistic (32%), on BBC and commercial broadcasting the ratio is
around one in five items (19.6% on BBC TV, 20% on commercial TV and 22.3% on
2

In this and subsequent tables, percentages have been rounded up and may not add up to 100%.
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radio). Since BBC online was following broadly the same news agenda, this suggests
that there were a number of stories where statistics were relevant but not used in most
broadcast outlets. Of course, broadcasters may not have had the space to reference a
statistic in the same way an online news item can.
Table 2.1: The percentage of news items that feature at least one reference to a
statistic (N in brackets)
Media
BBC TV
Radio
Online
BBC TV opt-outs
Non-BBC TV
Total

Yes
%
19.6
22.3
32.0
18.1
20.0
22.0 (1521)

No
%
80.4
77.7
68.0
81.9
80.0
78.0 (5395)

Total
%
100 (1530)
100 (1835)
100 (1065)
100 (1409)
100 (1077)
100 (6916)

Although the differences between broadcast outlets are marginal, the fact that the ratio
is slightly higher on radio than TV is somewhat surprising: television news can use
graphics to convey figures or data sets concisely, while communicating statistics on
radio is far more challenging.
Table 2.2 shows the news agenda generally over the four-week sample period, whilst
Table 2.3 reveals the share of main topics which were covered by news items
involving at least one reference to statistics. In both tables we have excluded story
categories which accounted for a small share of coverage (hence overall subjects do
not add up to 100%).
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Table 2.2: The percentage of main topics covered in all news items (with or without statistics, excluding some subjects) (N in
brackets)
BBC TV
BBC Radio
BBC Online
BBC OptOther TV
Total
outs
%
%
%
%
%
%
Arts
3.3
2.7
1.9
5.2
1.9
3.1 (213)
Business
4.3
6.3
5.5
6.0
3.5
5.3 (364)
Celebrity/Entertainment News
2.9
3.3
2.4
2.7
2.9
2.9 (200)
Consumer news
1.9
2.0
1.2
0.9
2.2
1.6 (114)
Crime
8.0
9.0
6.0
12.7
9.1
9.1 (627)
Disaster/Accident/Tragedy
8.5
6.3
3.1
3.4
7.9
6.0 (412)
Economy
1.8
1.6
1.4
0.7
1.4
1.4 (96)
Environment
0.7
1.0
0.8
2.7
1.3
1.3 (90)
Europe EU
2.5
1.8
9.2
0.2
1.5
2.7 (188)
Health
3.7
4.0
3.1
6.1
3.5
4.2 (288)
Immigration/refugees
3.6
2.2
2.3
1.6
5.7
2.9 (203)
International
8.4
8.2
7.8
0.1
11.0
7.0 (483)
Legal issues
1.0
1.6
2.1
1.7
1.2
1.5 (104)
Policing
2.0
2.1
1.1
4.6
1.7
2.4 (165)
Science/Technology
1.8
1.6
2.6
0.7
1.9
1.7 (116)
Social policy
0.9
1.0
1.5
3.5
0.9
1.6 (109)
Sport
8.8
9.5
8.2
23.1
4.1
11.1 (766)
Taxation
2.6
2.1
4.1
0.5
3.3
2.4 (165)
Terrorism
5.2
2.1
2.0
0.4
6.8
3.2 (219)
Transport
0.7
0.7
0.6
3.3
0.7
1.2 (84)
UK foreign affairs
1.7
1.7
1.0
0.0
1.8
1.3 (87)
UK Politics
15.7
17.4
25.6
4.5
13.1
15.0 (1039)
War/Conflict
3.6
3.6
1.5
0.3
6.4
3.0 (210)
Weather
1.6
1.2
0.4
0.1
2.0
1.1 (74)
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Table 2.3: The percentage of main topics covered by news items with statistics (excluding some subjects) (N in brackets)
BBC TV
BBC Radio BBC
BBC OptOther TV
Total
% of items with
Online
outs
a statistic
%
%
%
%
%
%
Business
10.7
14.6
10.0
14.1
8.8
11.9 (181)
49.7%
Celebrity/Entertainment News
0.3
1.7
0.6
1.2
1.4
1.1 (16)
8.0%
Consumer news
1.0
2.9
1.2
0.8
3.3
1.8 (28)
24.6%
Crime
4.0
1.9
0.6
3.9
2.8
2.5 (38)
6.1%
Disaster/Accident/Tragedy
1.3
2.0
2.3
1.2
1.4
1.7 (26)
6.3%
Economy
6.7
4.6
4.4
3.5
4.2
4.7 (72)
75.0%
Education
0.3
0.5
1.5
3.5
0.9
1.2 (19)
32.8%
Energy
1.3
3.2
0.3
1.6
0.9
1.6 (24)
58.5%
Environment
2.0
2.0
0.9
4.3
2.8
2.2 (34)
37.8%
Europe EU
4.0
0.7
11.7
0.0
1.4
3.8 (58)
30.9%
Health
8.0
6.1
5.3
12.2
6.0
7.3 (111)
38.5%
Immigration/refugees
3.0
2.9
4.7
3.1
7.9
4.1 (62)
30.5%
International
8.7
6.1
6.7
0.0
9.8
6.2 (95)
19.7%
Policing
2.3
2.0
0.9
9.4
1.9
3.0 (46)
27.9%
Science/Technology
1.3
1.2
2.6
1.6
2.8
1.8 (28)
24.1%
Social policy (other)
4.0
2.9
2.6
7.8
2.8
3.9 (59)
54.1%
Sport
2.3
2.9
3.2
7.5
2.8
3.6 (55)
7.2%
Taxation
4.7
4.9
7.3
1.2
7.9
5.2 (79)
47.9%
Terrorism
2.7
0.2
1.5
0.4
1.9
1.2 (19)
8.7%
Transport
0.3
0.7
0.6
5.5
0.0
1.3 (20)
23.8%
UK Politics
27
28.3
26.1
2.4
21.4
22.2 (338)
32.5%
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Table 2.2 shows that the main news topics reported over the sample period were UK
politics, crime, sport and international news. If we look at news items involving at
least one reference to a statistic, we can see that they are most likely to appear in news
about politics, business, the economy and health (see Table 2.3). So, for example, UK
politics shifted from 15% of all news to 22.2% in all news items featuring a statistic.
A more dramatic shift was found in news about business/economy from 6.7% of all
news to 16.6% in items including a statistic. Similarly, the share of news about health
almost doubled when news featuring a statistic is isolated. Sport, by contrast, fell from
11.1% to 3.6%.
If we isolate specific topics, three quarters of news items about the economy – 75% –
featured at least one reference to a statistic compared to just under half – 49.7% – in
business items. At least one statistic was also referenced in 38.5% of health news
items and roughly a third – 32.5% – in items about UK politics.
The tables also suggest that there are news topics which could be informed by a body
of widely available statistical evidence. So, for example, despite being a widely
reported topic, just 6.1% of crime news items contained at least one statistic. In this
and other subjects, a greater use of statistics might put a story into better context or
help explain the scale and proportion of an issue and debate – an issue we explore
more closely in the case studies.
In order to consider the use of statistics within a news item in more detail, we
categorised a reference in three ways:
Vague or passing reference – Mentions of things going up or down, faster or
slower, growing or shrinking. No mention of a figure or any context to make
sense of it.
Clear reference/little context – Figures which are used or interpreted to give
a sense of scale or which invite the reader to infer a sense of scale. Proportions
or percentages will do this by their nature e.g. ‘120,000 people are
unemployed, 100,000 people were unemployed at this time last year’ or
‘Unemployment is now at 3%’. Other ways of implying a sense of scale
include comparisons over time or borders e.g. ‘Employment is at its highest in
four years’ or ‘Unemployment is the highest in the world’. If both parts of this
definition are satisfied then the reference would be classified in the next
category.
Some context – A figure, proportion, percentage or comparison (or similar)
which is contextualised or interpreted, even if relatively briefly e.g.
‘Conservatives have today announced the lowest unemployment figures in
four years. Labour have cast doubt on the claims, saying they don’t include the
underemployed’.
To better illustrate these categories and consider the usefulness of different types of
reference to statistics, it is worth considering examples of each. A vague or passing
reference can be stated without a specific figure or much context. For example:
There’s definitely been a huge spike in the scale of criminal activity.
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(ITV News at Ten, October 12)
The cost of solar power is tumbling. (Today, BBC Radio 4, October 22)
In these instances statistics are not just used to describe something, but to assert a
particular understanding of the world without supporting evidence. This is not to say
that this use of statistics is incorrect – both the assertions made in these examples may
be true – but we are asked to take them on trust, without knowing the data the claims
are based on, or how to interpret the words used to describe them (what constitutes a
‘huge’ spike, for example, or how steep a fall in prices is implied by the word
‘tumbling’).
By contrast, a reference that supplies a supporting figure or provides some
comparative angle adds more clarity to a statistic, giving the audience at least some
sense of scale:
The date isn’t set but will be before the end of 2017 and although polls only
give us an idea, right now it appears we’re divided. An average suggests that
43% of voters would choose to stay, 39% to go and 17% don’t know.
(BBC News at Six, October 12)
It said customers could save up to £70 a year by switching, and for those with
large overdrafts it could be as much as £260. (Today, BBC Radio 4, October
22)
Finally, a reference to context might include a detailed comparison with specific
figures or percentage changes, an attempt to explain something with statistics, or an
engagement with the methodology of a study.
Police morale is said to be at an all-time low. In a recent major survey just 9%
of officers said they felt valued. (BBC News at Ten, November 2)
In this example, we are given a specific percentage (9%) in the context of other
surveys (making 9% an ‘all-time low’). The same applies in the following example,
which gives us specific figures as well as comparative context:
The United Nations Refugee Agency says more than 218,000 people crossed
the Mediterranean to Europe last month – almost the same as the total for the
whole of last year. Summer is usually the high season and the UN says the fact
that so many are making the journey as winter approaches shows how
desperate they are. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, November 2)
As these examples indicate, we set the bar fairly low for an item to be included in this
third category. Over the four weeks of monitoring we found few instances where
statistics were analysed in any depth. This suggests that while the use of statistics in
news coverage is widespread, the time available for analysis of those statistics is
limited.
It is possible, of course, that a vague reference to a statistic may be a more accurate
summation of the available data than one that gives more detail or context. What we
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are measuring here is not the veracity of the claims being made but the amount of
statistical information given to audiences.
In total, we found 4,285 of these three different types of references to statistics in
6,916 news items. A reference to a statistic, of course, can appear more than once
within an item, and some items may include a number of different statistics. Our
analysis below focuses on all references to statistics (from just once in a news item to
multiple references within a news item).
Table 2.4 shows that, across all media, close to one in four references to statistics –
23.5% – were vague or mentioned only in passing. Over four in ten references –
41.3% – were clearer uses of statistics, but without any larger context, analysis or
discussion. Just over a third of items – 35.2% – were statistics supplied with some
context, even if only cursory.
Of all our content analysis variables, however, the ability to pinpoint the clarity of
statistical referencing in news coverage was the least reliable. Above all, it was often
difficult to distinguish between the relative degree of context in statistical claims
made by journalists or sources. While the variable remains robust enough in terms of
its reliability (see Appendix), it helps reinforce the wider point that many statistical
claims in news coverage were not precise and lacked context.
Table 2.4: The clarity of every reference to statistics (by percentage) (N in
brackets)
Vague/passing Clear but little Some context
Total
context
given
%
%
%
%
BBC TV
27.9
35.7
36.4
100 (802)
BBC Radio
27.3
38.0
34.6
100 (1218)
BBC Online
17.9
45.3
36.8
100 (1176)
BBC Opt-outs 23.0
52.7
24.3
100 (457)
Non BBC TV
21.7
38.9
39.4
100 (632)
Total
23.5 (1009)
41.3 (1769)
35.2 (1507)
100 (4285)
Table 2.4 – alongside table 2.1 – shows that the ratio of statistical references to news
items was higher for online than for broadcast news. We found 1176 references to
statistics overall in 1065 online news items – a ratio of slightly more than one statistic
per news item. On UK national television news the ratio is closer to one reference for
every two news items: 802 references in 1530 items on BBC TV and 632 references
in 1077 items on ITV, Channel 4 and Sky. In radio news, the ratio is a little higher –
1218 references in 1835 items – but well below online news. For opt-outs, the ratio
reduces further to close to one reference to statistics in every three items: 457
references to 1409 news items.
Online news, in other words, is not just more likely to be informed by statistics than
TV or radio, it is more likely to contain multiple references within an item. While the
differences between broadcasters is small, commercial TV has the highest ratio of
statistical use (1:1.70), followed by radio (1:1.75), BBC TV (1:1.92), with, perhaps
not surprisingly, BBC opt-outs using fewest statistics (1: 2.76).
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We can also see that online news used the lowest proportion of vague/passing
references to statistics, with a higher volume – 82.1% – of statistical references that
were clearly expressed or provided some context.
The clarity of references on commercial television news was higher than it was on
BBC TV, with 27.9% vague or passing references on BBC Television and 21.7%
vague or passing references on ITV, Channel 4 and Sky. Despite some minor
differences between broadcasters, overall Table 2.4 points towards a broadly similar
pattern in the way statistics are typically conveyed in news reporting.
In understanding how statistics inform media coverage, we considered who was
giving statistical information. Table 2.5 shows that most references to statistics – 8
out of 10 – are made by journalists rather than external sources.
Table 2.5: References to statistics made by journalists or external sources (by
percentage)
Journalists
External sources
Total
%
%
%
BBC TV
76.8
23.2
100 (802)
BBC Radio
70.6
29.4
100 (1218)
BBC Online
92.0
8.0
100 (1176)
BBC Opt-outs
89.1
10.9
100 (457)
Non BBC TV
79.1
20.9
100 (632)
Total
80.9 (3465)
19.1 (820)
100 (4285)
This is notably the case in online news, where 92% of references to statistics are made
by the journalist writing the article. Perhaps not surprisingly – given a format that
involves frequent guests and interviewees – the proportion of references made by
external sources is highest (nearly three in ten references) on radio.
Table 2.6 shows that journalists are not only the main source of statistical observation
in news items, they are also a little more likely than external sources to provide
context, and a little less likely to make passing or vague references. Overall, most of
the time, the opportunities for sources themselves to explain or unpack a statistic
appear limited, most notably on BBC online or commercial television news. This tells
us something about the way news items are structured: external sources tend to be
used to make more general points while the reporter puts these in context. External
news sources, in other words, are less likely to be used to provide expertise or
explanation to a story. This holds true for most news media. The two exceptions are
radio – where interviewees are often given more time – and BBC opt-outs: in both
cases the proportion of references to statistics with some context is fairly equally
spread between journalists and sources.
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Table 2.6: Clarity of references to statistics made by journalists or external
sources (by percentage)
Vague/passing
Clear/little context
Some context
journalist
external
journalist
external
journalist
external
%
%
%
%
%
%
BBC TV
26.3
33.3
35.9
34.9
37.8
31.7
BBC
Radio
BBC
Online
BBC Optouts
Non-BBC
TV
Total

25.9

30.7

39.5

34.4

34.5

34.9

15.8

41.5

45.9

38.3

38.3

20.2

21.4

36.0

53.6

46.0

25.1

25.1

18.0

35.6

39.0

38.6

43.0

25.8

21.2
(733)

33.7
(276)

42.5
(1471)

36.3
(298)

36.4
(1261)

30.0
(246)

We wanted to explore the extent to which statistics were provided in a way that made
– or alluded to – international figures or comparisons. If we exclude references to
statistics that did not signal any geographical relevance (which accounted for one in
four), Table 2.7 indicates that most statistical references (just over three-quarters) are
presented in a British context, usually relevant to the UK or Britain generally (43.9%),
or to England or England and Wales (23.1%).
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Table 2.7: Geographical relevance of every reference to statistic
General UK Britain International England
Scotland

BBC TV
BBC
Radio
BBC
Online
BBC
opt-outs
Other
TV
Total

Wales

%
20.8

%
4.5

%
27.6

%
17.9

%
3.1

%
0.0

Northern
Ireland
%
1.4

England
and Wales
%
2.0

England and
Scotland
%
0.5

40.7

1.8

21.3

20.1

4.7

0.6

1.1

8.8

0.9

32.8

5.1

23.3

10.4

1.9

0.2

0.1

4.8

0.1

1.8

0.3

2.8

42.7

20.6

19.6

7.5

0.5

0.0

16.3

2.1

37.6

11.9

1.0

0.2

0.6

1.3

0.0

40.9 (1330)

3.0 (98) 23.2 (754)

18.8 (612)

5.1 (165)

2.7 (87)

1.6 (53)

4.3 (141)

0.4 (12)

Total
%
100
(644)
100
(924)
100
(807)
100
(398)
100
(479)
100
(3252)
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Commercial television news made more references to international statistics (this
includes UK-focused statistics with international comparisons) than any type of BBC
outlet. This may indicate that there is more scope for BBC news programmes to use
international comparisons in order to put statistical information into a broader context
(so, for example, it is much easier to assess the amount the UK spends on defence if it
is compared to the proportions spent by other European nations).
The nations beyond England did not receive much specific statistical attention in
online or TV news. Commercial television, in particular, had very few references –
1.8% in total – related specifically to either Scotland, Wales or Northern Ireland.
Table 2.8 isolates our third, most substantive category of statistical references (those
that gave some context) in order to explore which genres/types of news story were
most likely to prompt their use (once again, we have excluded some story categories
which accounted for a small share of coverage, so overall subjects do not add up to
100%). News items about health (12.7%), business (11.1%) and economy (10.2%)
were most likely to use statistical references with some context.
While there were news topics where the use of statistics was predictably low – such as
the arts (0.1%) or popular entertainment (0.3%), both excluded from Table 2.8 – there
are some news topics where the use of statistics might be helpful, available and
relevant but where we found lower levels of statistical information provided. So, for
example, immigration/refugees (3.3%), the environment (3.1%) and energy (1.9%)
are all areas where there are many statistics available that might usefully have added
to or contextualised a story – whether on comparative levels of migration or climate
change – but where levels of statistical information provided were lower than in
stories about business, health or social policy. Stories about terrorism were even more
parsimonious in their use of data, despite widespread assumptions about the level of
risk posed by terrorism and the gravity of actions taken to combat it.
In short, if audiences are to understand the scale of an issue, whether it is levels of
immigration or the risks posed by terrorism or climate change, it could be argued
there are areas where statistical information might be used more often.
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Table 2.8: Percentage of news topics in which the most substantive references to statistics appear (excluding some subjects)
BBC TV
Business
Consumer news
Crime

11.0
0.7
6.2

BBC Radio
%
13.7
2.8
4.7

Economy
Education
Energy
Environment
Europe/EU
Health
Immigration/Refugees
International Politics
Policing
Social Policy (other)
Sport
Taxation
UK politics

14.4
5.8
2.4
3.8
3.1
8.9
1.4
8.6
3.1
13.0
2.7
2.4
3.4

10.9
4.3
4.0
5.0
0.5
17.5
2.4
5.2
5.2
4.7
0.7
3.1
7.1

%

BBC Online
%
9.7
0.2
2.3

Opt-outs
%
9.0
1.8
5.4

Other TV
%
10.0
4.4
2.8

8.1
6.2
0.2
0.7
18.5
7.2
4.4
3.0
1.8
8.5
5.1
8.8
3.7

6.3
2.7
1.8
2.7
0.0
13.5
0.9
0.0
18.9
5.4
11.7
0.0
0.9

9.2
1.6
0.4
3.6
0.4
18.1
6.0
14.9
4.0
4.8
3.2
6.8
2.8

Total
%
11.1 (167)
1.9 (28)
4.0 (61)
10.2 (153)
4.6 (69)
1.9 (28)
3.1 (47)
6.1 (92)
12.7 (191)
3.3 (49)
6.4 (97)
4.6 (70)
7.5 (113)
3.5 (54)
5.0 (75)
4.2 (64)

20

This point is also suggested by the wide variation between types of news outlets and
their propensity to use statistics on certain topics. So, for example, BBC online used
more statistics in relation to stories about Europe and the EU than on any other topic,
and yet most other news outlets rarely used statistics in such stories. BBC TV
frequently used statistics in social policy stories, well above the level of other news
outlets, while opt-outs were much more likely to use statistics in relation to stories
about policing, health and sport. While some of these differences can be explained
(the opt-outs, for example, will have a distinct focus), many are idiosyncratic.
Table 2.9 shows that 56.9% of statistical references were provided by an external
source (e.g. the government claimed that the number of people knitting was at an alltime high, or, according to the ONS, 53% of people in the UK wear striped pyjamas).
That means that over 4 out of 10 statistical references – 43.1% – did not refer to an
external source.
Sometimes the claim being made was so general that a statistical source was not really
required. So, for example, a news item about the EU referendum made quantitative
claims that were vague and tangential to the main story:
But it’s been four decades since the question was last asked. The EU’s grown
in size and power since then and the UK’s changed too. (BBC News at Six,
October 12)
A reference to a statistical source, in this case, would have been almost pedantic. In
many cases, however, reference to sources would have been appropriate, especially
when data might be contested or controversial, as in these two very different
examples:
In the 12 months to June the Saudi authorities executed more than 175 people.
In the last 30 years nearly half of those executed have been foreign nationals
and many of these have been carried out in public. (ITV News at Ten, October
13)
At £30 billion, they cost as much as our day-to-day defence costs, I’m talking
about tax credits, having soared since Gordon Brown as Chancellor created
them in their modern form. In 2002 they cost the equivalent of just over 0.8%
of GDP or national income but due in part to the great recession, they more
than doubled by 2010 to 1.8 of GDP. No surprise then that a Tory Chancellor,
George Osborne, should want to rein them in, but why all the fuss? Well,
George Osborne’s plan would take a lot of money from poor people, most of
whom are doing what would be widely seen as the right thing by having a job.
For more than 3 million working families of whom most have children, the
average estimated loss would be £1,300. The vast majority of the losers earn
less than £20,000 so the sudden cut in spending power would be painful. With
a 10% drop in real earnings pretty typical. (BBC News at Ten, October 26)
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Table 2.9: Was the source of the statistical reference made by a journalist or
external source?
Journalist
External Source
%
%
BBC TV
46.9
53.1
BBC Radio
37.4
62.6
BBC Online
39.2
60.8
BBC Opt-outs
51.0
49.0
Non-BBC
50.8
49.2
Total
43.1 (1846)
56.9 (2439)
We also examined those statistical references that were sourced to see how clear the
reference to a statistical source was. (See Table 2.10.) A clear reference would be a
direct attribution, such as:
The international President of Medecins Sans Frontieres, Dr Joanne Liu, told
this programme that import restrictions designed to weaken Houthi fighters
have also caused 40% of hospitals there to close due to the lack of available
medicine and life-saving equipment. (Channel 4 News, October 13)
Ministers stress that low income workers will benefit from a higher minimum
wage, and they’ll be able to earn more before paying any income tax. But the
independent Institute for Fiscal Studies says more than three million families
will still be worse off as a result of the changes. (BBC News at Six, October
26)
A vague reference implies there is a source without specifying them, as in this
example:
In the 1960s grammar schools were seen as a passport to success. Many
experts argue it’s different now. A child on free school meals has half the
chance of getting a place compared to a better off pupil of the same ability.
(BBC News at Six, October 15)
Overall, when statistical references were sourced, in the overwhelming majority of
cases – 92.4% – this was done clearly, with very little difference between media
outlets. Although there is clearly scope to improve the precision of attributing sources
in news coverage, it is arguably the proportion (in 43% of cases) of statistical
references not sourced that is the more striking finding to note.
Table 2.10: Was the external source of a reference to statistics clear or vague?
Clear
Vague
%
%
BBC TV
91.2
8.9
BBC Radio
93.0
7.0
BBC Online
92.9
7.1
BBC Opt-outs
89.0
11.0
Non-BBC
93.6
6.4
Total
92.4 (2253)
7.6 (186)
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Table 2.11 presents some of our most striking findings on the sources of statistics
used by news outlets (in those instances where sources are stated). The most
commonly used sources of statistics, by some way, were politicians (who supply
20.6% of statistics overall – or 23.8% if we include international political figures).
This was particularly the case for BBC outlets, with commercial TV a little less likely
to use politicians (17.8%).
The next two commonly used sources were government agencies and businesses
(12.3% in both cases). By far the most prominent source amongst government
agencies and departments was the Office of National Statistics, which alone accounts
for 6.7% of all statistical sources (hence grouped separately in Table 2.11). The
majority of other government references in this category related to departments such
as the Home Office or Ministry of Justice.
The prominence of business as a statistical source does raise questions about
impartiality, since it arguably limits the opportunity for other perspectives to routinely
interpret social, political and economic issues. A counterweight might be trade unions,
which were, by comparison, treated as a fairly marginal source (only 1.2%). Indeed,
on both BBC and commercial TV, show-business sources were used more often than
trade unions as a source of statistics. NGOs/charities might also give an alternative
perspective, and while they were a significant source (7.3%), business sources were
used almost twice as often. Indeed, we see a difference here between network BBC
and non-BBC outlets, with the business/NGO ratio on network BBC outlets being
higher than on non-BBC outlets. BBC opt-outs, on the other hand are more likely to
use NGOs.
On commercial TV, the business/NGO ratio was close to even (9.8% / 8.1%). On all
network BBC outlets, it was noticeably higher: 11.8% / 6.5% on BBC TV, 13.2% /
8.5% on BBC radio and 13.4% / 4.2% on BBC online. This finding accords with
another recent impartiality review3, which found that the BBC was significantly more
reliant than other broadcasters on business sources.
By contrast, there were a range of more independent sources that produced a high
volume of statistical information – notably academics (6.5%) and think tanks (3.8%) –
but these were used much less routinely (see Table 2.11).
The most often cited single source was, by some way, the Office for National
Statistics (ONS) – which is much as we might expect. What is more difficult to
explain is the disparity between BBC TV (for whom the ONS makes up 9.3% of
statistical sources), commercial TV (8.4%), BBC online (11.4%) and BBC radio,
where they are the source for only 1.4% of statistics.

3

Wahl-Jorgensen, K. et al. 2013. Breadth of opinion in BBC output. Project Report. BBC Trust.
Available at:
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bbctrust/our_work/editorial_standards/impartiality/breadth_opinion.html
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Table 2.11: Sources of references to statistics (by percentage)
BBC TV
%
Academy
5.0
Bank of England
3.0
Business
11.8
Govt. agency/dept (excluding 6.0
ONS)
Int. gov. org.
5.5
Int politics
4.0
Law and order
3.0
Market research / polling
0.5
Media
2.5
Medical
2.5
NGO
6.5
ONS
9.3
Politics
20.6
Pressure group
4.3
Public
1.0
Quango
3.3
Regulatory body
5.8
Showbiz
1.5
Sport
0.3
Think tank
2.8
Trade Union
0.8
Other
0.0
Total
100 (398)

BBC Radio
%
9.3
2.2
13.2
4.0

BBC Online
%
5.5
3.2
13.4
6.6

BBC Opt-outs
%
3.7
1.1
9.6
9.6

Other TV
%
5.1
1.0
9.8
6.0

Total
%
6.5 (149)
2.4 (55)
12.3 (284)
5.6 (128)

3.9
2.0
3.1
2.0
3.1
4.5
8.5
1.4
23.5
1.1
2.9
1.6
7.3
0.7
0.5
3.2
1.1
0.7
100 (740)

5.4
2.9
2.0
4.5
3.5
2.2
4.2
11.4
21.0
0.6
0.1
3.6
0.3
0.0
0.7
5.5
1.9
0.7
100 (687)

0.0
1.1
15.4
7.4
0.5
3.2
14.4
2.1
11.7
1.6
3.2
2.7
6.4
0.5
3.2
1.6
1.1
0.0
100 (188)

4.4
7.4
4.7
4.0
1.7
7.4
8.1
8.4
17.8
1.7
0.7
1.7
3.4
2.0
0.3
3.7
0.3
0.3
100 (297)

4.4 (101)
3.2 (75)
4.0 (92)
3.2 (74)
2.7 (63)
3.7 (86)
7.3 (169)
6.7 (154)
20.6 (475)
1.6 (37)
1.5 (35)
2.6 (60)
4.4 (101)
0.8 (18)
0.7 (17)
3.8 (87)
1.2 (27)
0.4 (11)
100 (2310)
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Table 2.12 looks at which politicians were used as sources about statistics, and it
shows a high dependence on politicians from the Conservative party (the UK-wide
governing party in Westminster).. Conservative Party sources dominated (72.6% of
political sources – close to three times more than all other sources combined). Labour
Party sources (18.4%) were a clear – but distant – second.
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Table 2.12: References to statistics from political sources
Conservative
Labour
SNP
UKIP
Lib Dem
Total

BBC TV
82.7
14.7
1.3
0.0
1.3
100 (75)

BBC Radio
65.5
20.1
10.8
0.0
3.6
100 (140)

BBC Online
75.6
23.2
1.2
0.0
0.0
100 (82)

BBC Opt-outs
16.7
33.3
50.0
0.0
0.0
100 (6)

Other TV
80.0
7.5
5.0
5.0
2.5
100 (40)

Total
72.6 (249)
18.4 (63)
6.4 (22)
0.6 (2)
2.0 (7)
100 (343)
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If we break down references to the government, such as the PM or a Cabinet minister,
or a government department, such as the Home Office or Department of Health, and
exclude more independent government bodies such as the ONS, as a proportion of all
attributed sources they represent a 13.5% share of all sources examined (see Table
2.13). Excluding opt-outs, commercial television was less reliant on government
sources than BBC network news coverage. Overall, the government represented the
largest share of references to statistics on BBC UK national news compared to other
types of sources.

Table 2.13: Percentage of statistical references to the government or government
departments as a proportion of all named sources
BBC TV BBC
BBC
BBC opt- TV other Total
Radio
Online
outs
% References 15.3
13.8
15.9
7.4
9.1
13.5
to
government
sources

But even while we would expect the party of government to be used more than other
parties, the regularity of politicians (particularly ministers with access to civil service
resources) referring to statistical reference points does place a burden on reporters to
apply a level of scrutiny to ensure that the body of statistical data being presented is
not skewed in their favour. As we have already seen, most statistical references
involved only a fairly cursory level of analysis and context. Again, the point here is
about the degree of scrutiny the government of the day (whether Conservative,
Labour or the coalition) is subjected to when making statistical claims.
In order to explore the extent to which statistics were questioned or scrutinised in
routine news coverage, we reviewed one week of all news in the final part of our
sample period (November 2-8). We focused the analysis on our most substantive
statistical category, where either some degree of context or comparisons were made
about a particular figure or data set.
We should not, of course, assume that every statistic should be challenged and
contested. The regularity of statistical references in everyday news coverage would
make this both unrealistic and unnecessary. For this reason, we have limited the
analysis to only the most detailed category of statistical reference. In making sense of
a story before it is published or broadcast, journalists will also be making judgements
about the credibility of statistical references from many competing sources.
In total, we re-examined 237 statistical references. Of these only 10 – or 4.2% – were
challenged or scrutinised by journalists or sources, including nine on BBC outlets and
one on ITV News at Ten. In other words, the vast majority of statistical references
were not questioned. Again, this is not to suggest every statistic should have been
interrogated, but to draw attention to the regularity (or lack thereof) with which they
were.
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Clearly, repeatedly questioning the statements of sources when statistics are
referenced would be inappropriate. For instance, when the Governor of the Bank of
England, Mark Carney, spoke about the views of the Monetary Policy Committee on
the BBC News Channel on November 4, the official line was understandably
accepted, since he was speaking about something on which he is clearly an authority:
All members agree that, given the likely persistence of the headwinds
weighing on the economy, when bank rate [sic] does begin to rise it’s expected
to do so more gradually and to a lower level than in recent cycles. (Mark
Carney, Governor of the Bank of England, BBC News Channel, November 4)
However, when journalists did see reason to question politicians’ statistical claims
they sometimes left it to competing parties to challenge them. So, for example, when
the Today programme interviewed a government spokesperson, Matthew Hancock,
about tax credits, he made a clear – and questionable – statistical claim:
No, by next year 8 out of 10 people will be better off as a result, but we are
trying to make a bigger change in this country, we are trying to change Britain
from a country that lives beyond its means to one that lives within its means…
So if you take this as part of the overall package with the new national living
wage, the rise in the income tax threshold and the extra child care which
makes it easier and more affordable to get out to work, it is overall a package
to support people, to support the changes in the country that we need to see.
(Matthew Hancock, Conservative MP, Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
Rather than challenging this statistical claim (e.g. ‘by next year eight out of ten people
will be better off’), the presenter concluded with: ‘Well, we will hear the opposition
view on that from Labour and the Liberal Democrats later in the programme’. As our
case study on tax credits suggests, a more enlightening approach (than a tit for tat
exchange between opposing politicians) might have been to draw on independent
analysis to explore the veracity of the government’s claim.
This would involve making more use of independent sources more generally – from
research organisations or universities. As this example illustrates (about people
working anti-social hours across the EU), drawing on an independent researcher to
question or even challenge more establishment or official sources might be useful in
helping to understand a set of statistics:
According to the EU's official figures, the UK is a middling country, in terms
of the proportion of its employed people working at night - 6%. Slovakia has
by far the largest, with 16%. Of the large nations Germany is top, with 8.6%.
Portugal has the lowest proportion - 2.8%.
But such figures don’t tell the whole story, says Sandi Mann, senior
psychology lecturer at the University of Central Lancashire. ‘There’s an
increasing blurring between work and the home. So what’s anti-social means
different things to different people.’
Many take work home for the weekend and it’s common for office workers
and professionals to answer emails late at night, which amounts to unpaid
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overtime, Mann adds. This conforms to a traditional idea of what’s anti-social,
if it takes place at a dinner party or in a marital bed, but such behaviour is
considered to be less unusual than it once was, she says. (BBC online,
November 5)
Instead, we found many news programmes – particularly in the evening bulletins –
allowing competing sources to make statistical references, with no journalists or
independent experts making a judgement about the veracity or credibility of either
claim. On the face of it, this might appear an impartial way of dealing with statistics.
Indeed, the BBC might argue they deliberately leave it to other sources to challenge
statistics in order to allow the audience to make up their own mind better and to
maintain their own journalists’ impartiality. There are, however, two problems with
this approach. Firstly, this construction of balance could mislead viewers about the
credibility of competing claims where the stack of evidence is clearly weighted on
one side of the argument. Second, this kind of approach to impartiality may also limit
the opportunity and autonomy for journalists to make sense of an issue, relying on
sources to deliver contrasting perspectives rather than reaching a judgement about
competing positions. So, for example, when the BBC News Channel reported the
latest crime statistics two separate surveys were cited:
Overall the crime survey suggests the number of offences is down to a record
low. But separate figures from incidents reported to police show an increase.
Violent crime went up by 25%. And there were 569 homicides, a category
which includes murder and manslaughter cases. (BBC News Channel, October
15)
But there was little explanation in the package about why the figures contrasted so
dramatically, the methodology behind them or any sense of longer term trends. As
most criminologists will know, the two contrasting figures quoted are not, in fact,
incompatible. As a consequence, a viewer might ask – how seriously should the 25%
rise in violent crime be interpreted (and from what point in time?) and how reassured
should they be that crime generally is falling?
Nonetheless, where journalists did challenge the source of the statistical reference, we
found several instances where the figure or data set could be understood more clearly.
So, for example, when Nicky Morgan, the Secretary of State for Education, made a
commitment to increase government spending, the Newsnight presenter questioned
this promise, perhaps prompting the minister to reveal more than she had anticipated:
Is this whole conversation we’re having about to be engulfed by a tidal wave
called the Spending Review, which we get this month, which I think the IFS is
saying costs up by 12% or thereabouts in schools, funding is going to rise by
7% or so over the Parliament. (Presenter)
We have committed, you’re right the Spending Review is a huge issue for all
government departments to know how much they’re going to have to spend in
the next few years. We have already as a government committed to protect per
pupil school funding. (Nicky Morgan, Secretary of State for Education)
No sorry, you’ve committed, in cash not real terms? (Presenter)
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Yes, no, no absolutely, I was just going on to say. (Nicky Morgan)
That’s a 5% real cut. (Presenter)
I was just going on to say, because the number of pupils is going up in the
system over the course of the Parliament, schools will be getting more. (Nicky
Morgan, Newsnight, November 2)
In another example, from a report by the BBC Health Editor on Radio 4’s Six
O’Clock News, government claims about the junior doctors’ pay rise in England were
subject to scrutiny:
The argument focuses on who will be the winners and the losers. Whitehall
sources say that over the next 4 years the policy is cost neutral. Jeremy Hunt
argues that 75% of junior doctors will be better off but within NHS
management, there’s a feeling that might be optimistic. There is a consensus
that the vast majority will not see any pay reduction. Beyond the 4 year time
span envisaged in the government’s proposals there is a lack of clarity. Some
doctors believe in the long term they will lose out as automatic pay
progression is replaced by a more selective merit based policy. NHS leaders
counter by saying there is no reason to pursue a course which might lead to an
exodus of doctors from England. An uneasy calm may descend on the ballot
process which ends on November the 18th. The BMA believes that a large
majority for industrial action will intensify pressure on the department of
health to find a solution. But the government hopes that public sympathy with
the doctors will wear thin if there is any prospect of disruption within hospitals
(Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, November 4).
As we explore in a case study in Section 3, government claims about the pay rise were
not routinely subjected to the same degree of scrutiny in BBC news programming
more generally.
Summary
Our content analysis provided a broad-brush overview of the use of statistical
information across a wide range of BBC news media over one month. It allowed us to
appreciate how often they were used, when they were (or were not) used and where
they came from. It also gives us a sense of the level of statistical background and
context provided by reporters.





Our findings suggest that the use of statistics was both routine and widespread
across different news media, with 22% of news items containing at least one
statistic. On BBC online this rose to nearly one in three new items.
Overall, around one in four references to statistics were fairly vague and made
only in passing (although this figure was lower for BBC online). The rest were
fairly evenly split between those that provided some contextual information –
such as a comparison – and those that did not.
Statistics were most commonly used in the coverage of politics, business,
economics and health. There were a number of areas – such as immigration
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and terrorism – where statistics were widely available but less likely to have
been used, but where a greater use of statistics may have been informative in
providing audiences with a sense of scale and proportion.
Most references to statistics were made by reporters, who were also more
likely than other voices to have provided some context. When external sources
were shown/heard giving statistical information, it was more likely to have
been a passing reference.
Around four in ten references to statistics made no reference to the source of
that information. When sources were given, however, they were usually fairly
clear.
While we found a fairly wide range of statistical sources used, political
sources were the most frequently used – especially on BBC outlets. These
were dominated by the Conservative Party, who were used twice as often as
all other party sources combined.
As the governing UK-wide party, it might be expected that reporters would
rely on Cabinet ministers and government departments as regular information
sources. After all, they have access to a significant body of statistical data
from the civil service. Our content analysis showed the government’s
statistical claims far outweighed alternative perspectives from the world of
politics to think tanks and academics (a point explored in the case studies).
A number of more independent sources that produce a high volume of
statistical information – notably universities and independent research bodies
– were used less often than we might expect.
Business was another prominent source, especially on BBC outlets. Overall,
the BBC appears to have been more reliant than other news outlets on (usually
Conservative) politicians and on business than commercial broadcasters.
In reviewing the most substantial statistical references over the course of one
week, we found few instances where either journalists or sources questioned
or further scrutinised the claims being made. Needless to say, casting doubt on
every statistical claim would clearly represent an unhealthy degree of
scepticism in BBC journalism. Instead sources were often used to convey
competing positions rather than journalists making judgements about the
credibility of arguments advanced.
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Section 3: Case Studies
A key part of our BBC Trust review remit was to consider in more detail the coverage
of statistics used in relation to four topic areas: health, economics, welfare and
migration. We chose eight stories in which the use of statistics was either widespread
or relevant on specific days between September and November 2015. These were:
coverage of a World Health Organisation report about cancer risks associated with
eating meat; a contractual dispute between the government and junior doctors in
England; interpretation of the ONS’s unemployment figures; reporting of the latest
GDP figures; the Prime Minister’s speech about the percentage of EU migrants
claiming welfare; the government’s proposal to reduce spending on tax credits; the
ONS’s latest population estimates; and ongoing coverage about migrants arriving in
the UK.
In the analysis of each case study, our approach was largely qualitative, and involved
introducing the broader context in which stories emerged. In particular, we looked at
the kinds of information available to journalists that were or were not used, the ways
in which stories were framed and, most importantly, the use (or lack) of statistics to
communicate information about the topic. We then explored any differences in the
tone, presentation and style of coverage between programmes and mediums, as well
as between BBC and commercial television. Our analysis was informed by our
advisory panel, who reviewed each case study and considered not only how
references to statistics were used in coverage but how they could have been more
effectively communicated.
Where relevant, our case studies looked at the press releases or reports which
accompanied the story, considering its focus and interpretation and whether the BBC
accepted, modified or rejected how its source originally framed the statistics. This
answers specific aspects of the BBC Trust review: whether the press release or report
which accompanied the statistics focused on a particular interpretation of the evidence
and if so, was that interpretation reflected in the BBC overage and in UK-wide media
coverage? Did the story in fact reflect what was most significant in the research?
The case studies also give us the opportunity to explore issues raised by our
quantitative findings, such as a reliance on government sources or the greater use of
statistics by BBC online. While the broad questions underlying each case study are
the same, our approach and emphasis reflect the particularities of the different stories.
Taken as a whole, the case studies present a complex, varied picture. They do,
however, suggest a number of trends and highlight some specific issues.
Overall, we found that BBC outlets tend to be more circumspect in their use of and
interpretation of statistics than commercial television (although we did find occasions
when ITV news was more robust than the BBC, particularly in its scepticism of
government claims). So, for example, the BBC was conspicuous in avoiding some of
the alarmist coverage in one of the health stories we looked at, reporting the WHO’s
conclusions on the cancer risks associated with red meat and processed meat carefully
and with appropriate context.
We also found instances where particular BBC journalists excelled at explaining
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statistical evidence. BBC’s online coverage was particularly strong in all respects,
often providing more background, context and clarity than any other news source.
The case studies also indicate that coverage was often uneven across BBC outlets. So,
for example, there were instances where BBC online’s reporting and interpretation of
statistical data was notably clearer and more accurate than on some of the broadcast
bulletins. This was apparent, for example, in the migration story and the reporting of
unemployment figures, where BBC online’s coverage stood out as a beacon of good
practice. In other words, our case studies showed there was expertise within the BBC
but the quality and consistency of statistical reporting was not apparent across all
news programmes.
The content analysis raised questions about the BBC’s frequent use of government
politicians for statistical information. The case studies allowed us to investigate this
further, and we saw a number of instances – in, for example, the junior doctors’ pay
dispute and the cuts to tax credits – when BBC outlets relied heavily on claims made
by the government. While these claims were often countered by others, this created a
form of statistical tit for tat, making it difficult for most audiences to make sense of
the veracity of either claim.
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Case Study 1: Reporting the WHO meat report on red meat and cancer
On October 26, the International Agency for Research on Cancer (IARC), the cancer
agency of the World Health Organisation (WHO), issued a press release based on
their review of the scientific literature assessing the carcinogenicity of the
consumption of red meat and processed meat. The report was published in the
Lancet4.
Both the report (based on a working group of 22 experts from 10 countries) and the
press release made two main assertions:


That red meat was classified as ‘probably carcinogenic’ to humans (linked
mainly to colorectal cancer but with some associations for pancreatic and
prostate cancer) based on ‘limited evidence that the consumption of red meat
causes cancer in humans and strong mechanistic evidence supporting a
carcinogenic effect’.



Processed meat was classified more straightforwardly as ‘carcinogenic to
humans’ based on ‘sufficient evidence in humans that the consumption of
processed meat causes colorectal cancer’.

The report and press release did not dwell on these classifications, except to say that
their assessment that processed meat was ‘carcinogenic to humans’ put it in their
Group 1 category, and the assessment that red meat as ‘probably carcinogenic to
humans’ put it in their Group 2A category. These groupings are the first two on a 5
point scale, assessing the extent or degree of certainty to which research has
determined whether agents are carcinogenic or not.5 Neither the report nor the press
release made any claims about the level of risk produced by processed meat in
comparison with other Group 1 carcinogens, such as tobacco. A classification in
Group 1 simply reflects that, above a certain level of consumption, the science clearly
shows there is a link with certain cancers. Most experts agree, for example, that
smoking causes more harm and carries a much higher level of risk than eating red
meat.
The report contained statistical evidence, but the only statistic used in the press
release was for the clearer of the two associations, which paraphrased the report’s
finding that a ‘meta-analysis of colorectal cancer in ten cohort studies reported a
statistically significant dose–response relationship, with an 18% increase (95% CI
1·10–1·28) per 50 g per day of processed meat’.
The report acknowledged that red meat does have nutritional benefits, since it
‘contains high biological-value proteins and important micronutrients such as B
vitamins, iron (both free iron and haem iron), and zinc’, as well as pointing out that:
‘Cooking improves the digestibility and palatability of meat, but can also produce
known or suspected carcinogens, including heterocyclic aromatic amines (HAA) and

4

The article in the Lancet can be found here:
http://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanonc/article/PIIS1470-2045%2815%2900444-1/fulltext
5
The classification can be found here: http://monographs.iarc.fr/ENG/Classification/
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PAH. High-temperature cooking by pan-frying, grilling, or barbecuing generally
produces the highest amounts of these chemicals’.
There is a long literature on the media coverage of risk, including work by the BBC’s
Environment Correspondent Roger Harrabin in a report for the King’s Fund (Health
in the News: Risk, reporting and media influence by Roger Harrabin, Anna Coote and
Jessica Allen). The literature suggests that the news media often do a poor job of
conveying risks by over-reporting or exaggerating certain risks (such as terrorism or
certain viruses like Sars) and under-reporting others (such as road traffic accidents or
smoking). The WHO’s report, which was widely covered, was therefore an
opportunity to assess how well the BBC and other news media dealt with the
reporting of statistics about a health risk. Mindful of the media’s tendency to
exaggerate certain medical findings, Radio 4’s statistical watchdog programme More
or Less subsequently offered an analysis of the statistical evidence in the report.
Overall, we found that much of the broadcast coverage – especially on the BBC – was
fairly measured in its reporting, acknowledging that the risks were incremental, as
well as, in some cases, unpacking the level of risk in ways that accurately reproduced
the report’s findings. We found a number of examples of good practice, detailed
below.
There were, however, two aspects of the coverage that may have been confusing.


Many of the opening headlines in news items focused on the categorisation of
processed meat in its category Group 1 (which simply means ‘carcinogenic to
humans’), the same category as many other substances. It is a long and varied
list, but includes tobacco, one of the deadliest carcinogens (in terms of risk
factors). At no point did the report or the press release make a comparison
with tobacco. In most cases, news reports subsequently put these levels of risk
in proportion, but this was a case of contextualising their own dramatic
headlines.



Second, although it was understandable journalists sought a response from the
meat industry, the inclusion of such a vested interest arguably marginalised a
more scientific perspective to the story.

Processed meat and tobacco
All the commercial, non-BBC channels led with the dramatic but somewhat
misleading ‘processed meat and tobacco’ comparison:
There’s something very slightly odd about the headline ‘sausages give you
cancer’. But this very serious message about the cancer-causing properties of
processed red meat like sausages and bacon has been given added weight by
the World Health Organisation. It has given processed meat the same rating as
cigarettes. Experts found that by eating 50 grams of processed meat a day, the
equivalent of a bacon sandwich, the risk of developing bowel cancer increases
by 18%. (ITV News at Ten, October 26, our emphasis)
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Well if you have been enjoying a Sunday roast or you had a bacon sandwich
for breakfast today think again, the World Health Organisation will issue a
report tomorrow expected to put processed meat in the same risk category for
causing cancer as smoking, and eating too much fresh red meat is also
expected to be deemed a risk. (Channel 4 News, October 25, our emphasis)
Bacon, sausages and ham, now rank alongside cigarettes as a major cause of
cancer, according to the World Health Organisation. Their report warns that
red and processed meats can cause bowel cancer. But many have condemned
the new findings for leaving a bad taste in the mouth for British meat
industries. (Sky News at Five, October 26, our emphasis)
These headlines were all, to varying degrees, potentially misleading, with the Sky
News headline the most overt in suggesting an equivalence between smoking and
processed meat.
In a subsequent interview, however, ITV News’s Health Correspondent did clarify the
rating given to processed meat:
By simply putting these kinds of meat into the same group as things like
tobacco and asbestos, scientists are not saying you are equally as likely to get
cancer, they are saying there is now sufficiently strong evidence of a risk.
(ITV News at Ten, October 26)
Indeed, in an attempt to give explanatory context to their own dramatic headline, it
could be argued that ITV News ended up playing down the risks. After their reporter
stressed the dramatic difference between the risk posed by smoking and by processed
meat, he said:
Now take a look at the smoking statistics and you’ll see just how different the
figures are there. A group of 100 non-smokers, one of them in the UK will get
lung cancer. Take a group of 100 people who smoke a pack of cigarettes a
day, an enormous causative effect, 20 of them will get lung cancer. A
whopping fivefold increase. (ITV News at Ten, October 26)
The presenter then said:
To those of us who are not very familiar with the science, that seems, we
know cigarettes are bad for us, but that seems like a pretty stark contrast,
umm, between the difference between smoking and processed meats the risk,
you could almost say looking at that, you could say a statistical error. (ITV
News at Ten, October 26)
The suggestion from the presenter that the risk could be down to a statistical error was
arguably misleading. Indeed, the science in the report made it clear that the
relationship was very unlikely to be down to ‘statistical error’. However, the
reporter’s response was, in this context, unhelpful, and at a later point underplayed the
statistical strength of the WHO report:
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Well it is a desperately stark contrast isn’t it? Look scientists, many of them,
have long expected there is some connection between the increased cases of
bowel cancer we are seeing in places like Western Europe and America and
eating meat. So the advice on the NHS website has long been to try and
moderate your intake, but it has to be said that there is little or no evidence in
the UK, because it’s been looked at that vegetarians have any lower rate of
getting bowel cancer, there is more of that on my News at Ten blog tonight,
and certainly with one group of vegetarians in Oxford their rate of getting
bowel cancer was higher. (ITV News at Ten, October 26)
On the BBC, the BBC News Channel made a similar comparison, although they did
so in a way that was technically more precise:
Eating processed meat can cause cancer, according to experts at the World
Health Organisation. They have placed foods such as ham, salami and hot
dogs in the same category as tobacco – and say they should only be eaten in
moderation. (BBC News Channel at Five, October 26, our emphasis).
The subsequent report on the BBC News Channel also made the ‘Group 1’
classification clearer:
The WHO has classified processed meat in its list of substances which have
what it describes as sufficient evidence of a link to cancer. But it is a wideranging list, which includes tobacco, caffeine, sun beds and even the
radioactive element polonium. We know there is growing evidence over
previous decades linking red and processed meat to cancers like bowel cancer,
but it is important to remember that in terms of cancer risk tobacco is still the
most important preventable cause of cancer. (BBC News Channel at Five,
October 26)
Morning coverage
Both the Today programme and 5 live Breakfast reported the findings of the WHO
report at some length. Much of the morning coverage used this processed
meat/tobacco comparison used in much of the press coverage. So, for example, Today
introduced an interview with Dr Gill Jenkins of the Meat Advisory Panel, saying:
The World Health Organisation is going to put the cat amongst the pigeons
today. Processed meats, bacon, sausages etc, are going to be declared
carcinogenic. A WHO person told the Mail last week that these meat products
are going to be in the same category as cigarettes and asbestos, and
unprocessed red meat is also it seems going to be put on a list of probable
carcinogens. Dr Gill Jenkins is a family doctor and a member of the Meat
Advisory Panel which says it provides objective advice on red meat. It’s an
industry body and is on the line now, good morning to you (Presenter, Today,
October 26)
During the interview, Dr Jenkins tended to play down the risks, commenting that:
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I think certainly that we should be keeping a low level so all things in
moderation. From the same body we’ve had advice about the carcinogenic
effects of the air we breathe and the sun on our skin so I think we have to take
it within reason in that if you are stuffing in burgers and sausages and bacon
every day, yes you are at risk but if you have some healthy, locally made high
protein sausages once a fortnight well I personally don’t consider that a risk.
(Dr Gill Jenkins, Today, October 26)
5 live Breakfast also used the tobacco comparison in its report:
Good morning to you, it’s twenty to nine. Now the World Health Organisation
will publish new guidance later about the cancer risk posed by processed meat.
The guidance is due out about lunchtime but several newspapers are reporting
that sausages, bacon and ham will be put on the same list as cigarettes,
alcohol, even asbestos because of the risk they pose to our health. So would
new advice actually change your habits? Well our reporter Mark Hutchings is
at a café in Cardiff. Morning Mark, I suspect a fair few bacon butties and
sausages being eaten at the moment (Presenter, 5 live Breakfast, October 26)
The rest of the report involved interviews with customers eating breakfast in a Cardiff
café. The morning coverage thereby echoed the newspaper news angle, which implied
an equivalence between processed meat and tobacco, and did not report the findings
in any further detail. As we explore further below, over the course of the day it could
be argued the BBC changed its tone, and presented the WHO report more carefully.
Careful coverage
BBC One’s evening bulletins (at six and ten) and Radio 4’s 6pm bulletin all avoided
the dramatic (and potentially misleading) tobacco comparison, headlining the story in
ways that were legitimate and fairly carefully worded:
A report for the World Health Organisation has concluded that processed meat
can cause cancer and that red meat probably increases the risk. More than 20
experts from around the world have conducted what they say is the most
comprehensive evaluation of the evidence ever, they believe people who eat a
lot of red or processed meat should consider adjusting their diets. (Radio 4,
Six O’CLock News, October 26)
Processed meat can cause cancer. That’s according to the World Health
Organisation. The agency looked at more than 800 studies on the link between
a meat diet and the disease. It found that eating sausages, ham and other
processed meats increases the risk of bowel cancer and that red meat
‘probably’ causes it too. But the WHO also stresses that red meat has health
benefits because it’s rich in iron and zinc. Cancer Research UK says this is a
reason to cut down, rather than to give up the meats completely. (BBC News
at Six, October 26).
Processed meat like bacon, sausages and salami can cause cancer – that’s the
conclusion of a report for the World Health Organisation. It also found that red
meat may well increase the risk of cancer. More than 20 experts from around
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the world looked at hundreds of studies. They say people who eat a lot of red
or processed meat should consider adjusting their diets. (BBC News at Ten,
October 26).
We also found a number of attempts to put the results into perspective for the
audience, for whom the percentages of increased risk may be difficult to interpret. So,
for example, the report by the Health Editor, Hugh Pym, on BBC One’s News at Six
and Ten offered the following assessment:
For now, the official advice remains, there is no need to give up eating meat.
The government guidance for daily consumption of red and processed meat is
70 grams, equivalent to three rashers of bacon. It is estimated that 25% of
people eat more than 90 grams a day. The WHO says that every daily portion
of 50 grams of processed meat increases the cancer risk by 18%. But that
increase is still only equivalent to an extra one in every 100 people getting
cancer. (BBC News at Ten, October 26)
BBC News at Six also put this risk in further perspective:
Diets high in processed meat can be linked to about 34,000 cancer deaths
worldwide every year, according to the WHO. But to put that in perspective, 1
million cancer deaths are due to smoking, and more than 200,000 are caused
by air pollution. (BBC News at Six, October 26)
In general, all three reports conveyed the scientific data accurately and put it into a
meaningful perspective for their audience. BBC online’s coverage was similarly
accurate and considered.
Newsbeat’s coverage, while maintaining its chatty, informal style also provided key
information in context:
Presenter: Just before we go Declan Harvey is here with a story we’re going to
be doing lots more on at 5.45, Dec it’s all about meat.
Declan Harvey: Specifically processed meat like bacon and sausages. They
cause cancer according to a new report released today by the World Health
Organisation, they’re the global body that looks at public health. They reckon
that eating 50 grams of processed meat a day, that’s about two slices of bacon,
increases the risk of developing colon cancer by around 20 percent.
Presenter: And red meat too?
Declan Harvey: Yeah it also says red meat probably cause cancer but there
wasn’t enough evidence. Now this doesn’t mean that eating a bacon sandwich
is as bad as say smoking a cigarette but the World Health Organisation says
the findings are important because countries can now give more diet advice.
For now you can head to our website for more details or you can head to our
app store and download the Newsbeat app. (Newsbeat, October 26)
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The main BBC bulletins relied on the expertise of their Health Editor, while other
outlets did make appropriate use of expertise, notably: Sarah Williams, Cancer
Research UK on Channel 4 News; Dr Kurt Straif, Head of the International Agency
for Research on Cancer on Sky News; Dr Rachel Thompson, Deputy Head of
Science, World Cancer Research Fund on PM, BBC Radio 4; and Sir David
Spiegelhalter, a risk professor from the University of Cambridge quoted on BBC
online.
The meat industry’s perspective
While it was reasonable to get a response from the meat industry, their clear vested
interest in the story meant that, in terms of the science or statistics, their testimony
was very different from the dispassionate expertise used by the WHO. The danger
was that their contribution was used as a counterweight to the WHO report, rather
than a response to it. The most obvious example of this was on Sky News, which
introduced a meat industry rebuttal (unsourced) in their opening headline:
Bacon, sausages and ham, now rank alongside cigarettes as a major cause of
cancer, according to the World Health Organisation. Their report warns that
red and processed meats can cause bowel cancer. But many have condemned
the new findings for leaving a bad taste in the mouth for British meat
industries. (Sky News at Five, October 26)
Sky News then went on to quote a meat industry representative, who suggested that,
since the average intake was around the government’s recognised safety level (which
is a little higher than the WHO’s report of 50 grams a day) most people had nothing to
worry about:
The government advice is 70 grams a day. That is actually the average intake
in this country from the National Diet and Nutrition Survey. The majority of
people in this country need not to concern themselves about the quantity of
meat they are consuming. (Nutritionist, Agriculture and Horticulture
Development Board) (Sky News at Five, October 26)
The BBC’s use of the meat industry was, in this context, more careful. The Today
programme included a long interview with a member of the Meat Advisory Panel, and
at the end of the interview they were challenged by the presenter on their objectivity.
The BBC News Channel used a quote from the Meat Advisory Panel that accused the
WHO of ‘scaremongering’. However, this was presented as a response to the WHO
advice, rather than a counterweight to it:
Eating processed meat can cause cancer, according to experts at the World
Health Organisation. They have placed foods such as ham, salami and hot
dogs in the same category as tobacco – and say they should only be eaten in
moderation. The risk is said to be small, but it increases with the amount
consumed. Red meat – including beef, lamb and pork – is also thought to be a
‘probable’ cause of cancer, although the evidence is more limited. The Meat
Advisory Panel has accused the WHO of ‘scaremongering’. (BBC News
Channel at Five, October 26)

40

BBC One’s news reports at six and ten quoted butchers, offering expertise in a way
that appeared to counter the WHO report:
This butcher’s shop says there is a big difference between the quality of meat
on offer here and low-priced processed food, and today’s WHO advice is not
helpful. [A Butcher says] ‘Food scares don’t help people understanding food.
We need meat as part of a well-balanced diet. It’s a fantastic source of protein,
vitamins and minerals, as long as you eat a balanced amount of it with good
quality vegetables; that’s what we need to progress.’ (BBC News at Six and
Ten, October 26)
While this was in the context of reports that were generally accurate and measured,
the use of vested interests to counter independent scientific data was potentially a
misleading account of the WHO report. After all, the WHO report itself
acknowledged that eating red meat does have health benefits, and included details on
ways to reduce risk by the way red meat is cooked.
Summary
BBC coverage clearly changed over the course of the day. The morning radio news
programmes on Radio 4 and 5 live went with the angle that stressed – somewhat
misleadingly – a comparison between red or processed meat and tobacco. Later in the
day however, BBC outlets reported the story more accurately and provided helpful
context and explanations for their audience. While we have been critical of certain
aspects of some of the later BBC reports, these were in the context of generally wellbalanced assessments of the WHO report. Commercial television was, like early BBC
radio coverage, more problematic: in particular one outlet was both alarmist and gave
too much credence to PR from the meat industry. Although another’s coverage
contained some useful and accurate reporting, they spent much of their report rolling
back from their own headline, which used the dramatic and alarming tobacco
comparison. Indeed, they went a little too far in this respect, introducing inappropriate
statistical terms and offering unsourced counter claims.
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Case Study 2: Reporting the government’s pay rise and new contract to junior
doctors in England
On November 4, the government offered junior doctors in England a new contract,
which, according to the Department of Health, included an 11% rise in pay. 6 This
figure was disputed by many junior doctors and their union, the BMA, who claimed it
would result in a pay cut for many of its members. Various fact checking
organisations have looked into this dispute and, because of the complexity of the
contract (the government’s promise to protect pay to 2019, along with other factors)
have generally concluded it is difficult to arrive at a clear conclusion about whether
the offer will amount to an 11% rise in pay for junior doctors.7 In other words,
independent analysis suggested that the government’s offer was not a straightforward
pay rise on the scale claimed.
The government’s proposal included extending the hours in any week for which
junior doctors are paid basic rates of pay – from the current finish time of 7pm on
weekdays to 10pm, including Saturdays, for the first time. This offer was part of an
ongoing dispute with junior doctors and the BMA about changing pay and conditions
due to the government’s plan to move towards ‘a seven-day NHS in England’ (the
devolved administrations in Scotland and Wales did not share the UK government’s
analysis and did not intend to change the contract). The Secretary of State for Health,
Jeremy Hunt, and junior doctors in England have fought over this issue for many
years, with strike action threatened by the union if the government’s offer was not
revised.
The BMA challenged the Secretary of State for Health’s claims on various counts:




They contested the promise that junior doctors would receive an 11% pay rise.
They argued the new contract could lead to longer working hours and thus
threaten patient safety.
They contested the broader claim that ‘a seven-day NHS in England’ would be
achieved as a result of the government’s changes. They argued the NHS
already operates seven days a week and disputed the findings of studies used
by the government about weekend mortality rates in the NHS. The BMA
suggested that many of these studies show that higher mortality at weekends is
largely a result of the nature of weekend admissions, which tend to be more
serious than more routine weekday admissions.8

The Department of Health’s offer to junior doctors in England was covered by BBC
online, TV and radio, as well as ITV and Channel 4 TV news. Our case study
considered not only how statistical claims were conveyed, but also whether the
government’s proposal was accepted or contested by either journalists or external
sources. While outlets might have used different news angles or perspectives at other
points in time, we focused on the day in which it received most coverage (November
4, when the government announced a new pay offer).
6

The government’s offer was posted here: https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/juniordoctors-contract-offer-main-points/junior-doctors-contract-offer-main-points
7
See, for example, https://fullfact.org/bbc_question_time_dec_3-50088
8
Full Fact has also raised this statistical claim with the government:
https://fullfact.org/bbc_question_time_dec_3-50088
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Many BBC headlines led with the government’s offer of an 11% pay rise, while also
acknowledging that junior doctors’ contracts would include more unsocial working
hours. For example:
The government is to offer junior doctors an 11% rise in their basic pay, but
their new contract would also cut payments for unsocial hours. (Today, BBC
Radio 4, November 4)
Basic pay is to rise by 11%, but other elements, including what constitutes
unsociable hours, are being curbed. (BBC online, November 4)
The Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, has written to every junior doctor in
England to try to head off industrial action over their proposed new contracts.
He’s offering them an 11% increase in basic pay, although some payments for
unsocial hours will be reduced. (BBC News at Six, November 4)
The Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, has written to every junior doctor in
England to try to head off industrial action over their proposed new contracts.
He's offering them an 11% increase in basic pay although some payments for
anti-social hours will be reduced. Junior doctors will receive ballot papers on
industrial action tomorrow. (BBC News at Ten, November 4)
Channel 4 also gave both the government and the BMA’s perspective, with a breaking
news angle in the headline:
The Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, says he’s offered junior doctors an 11%
pay rise in the hope of averting a planned vote tomorrow for strike action
which could hit NHS services in the run up to Christmas. But it looks tonight
as if the ballot will go ahead with the British Medical Association claiming
changes to terms and conditions could still leave its members worse off, even
under the new contracts (Channel 4 News, November 4).
Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News advanced the story, reporting the BMA response to the
offer in its headline:
Junior doctors’ leaders have reacted with anger to revised government plans to
change their pay and working conditions in England, put forward a day before
they ballot for strike action. This evening the British Medical Association said
the offer, contained in a letter to 50,000 junior doctors, failed to protect safe
working arrangements. The BMA said it has little option but to go ahead with
the strike vote, unless ministers withdrew a threat to impose the contract (Six
O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, November 4).
In this and previous examples, the government’s commitment to deliver a ‘seven-daya-week’ NHS was not included in the opening part of BBC coverage. However, after
the Health Secretary was interviewed on Radio 5 live, a subsequent headline story
included the premise for the change:
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The Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, has told 5 live his plans to change junior
doctors’ contracts will improve patient safety. The government has offered
junior doctors an 11% rise in basic pay, but there will still be cuts to extra
payments for working unsociable hours. Mr Hunt says changes to contracts are
necessary to make the NHS a truly seven-day-a-week operation (5 live
Breakfast, BBC Radio 5, November 4).
Once again the 11% pay offer was counter-balanced by explaining there would be
decreases in pay for unsocial working hours for junior doctors in England. But Jeremy
Hunt’s wider case – that changes to the junior doctor contracts would make the NHS a
‘seven-day-a-week operation’ – was also part of the headline. The opening part of
ITV’s News at Ten headline was similar – ‘Now for months England’s junior doctors
have been at odds with the Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt over his plans for a sevenday-a-week health service’ – before explaining the changes to the contract.
Radio 1’s Newsbeat perhaps went furthest in conveying the government’s case for ‘a
seven-day NHS’ in the opening part of its package:
Here’s a problem. Six studies in the last five years have shown that more
people die in hospital at the weekend when fewer staff are working, so the
Health Secretary Jeremy Hunt is on a mission. (Reporter)
We want to be able to promise all NHS patients that they can be confident that
whichever day of the week they’re admitted to hospital they will have the
same high quality NHS care. (Jeremy Hunt, Newsbeat, BBC Radio 1,
November 4)
While these studies were not questioned or examined in more detail by the reporter, it
was pointed out that the government’s proposal would mean junior doctors would
work more unsocial hours for normal pay.
Meanwhile, Radio 4’s PM led with reaction from junior doctors to the pay offer, but
in the final part of the headline also included the government’s claim that the change
in contract was necessary to create a seven-day NHS:
Junior doctors say that they won’t re-join talks about their contracts in
England unless the government promises not to impose a deal on them. The
Health Secretary, Jeremy Hunt, said his offer would increase their basic pay
by 11%, but some payments for working anti-social hours would be reduced.
The doctors say that would leave them worse off. Mr Hunt says that it has to
be done to ensure the NHS provides safe care around the clock and seven days
a week. (PM, BBC Radio 4, November 4)
Following PM, Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News offered perhaps the most detailed
breakdown of the government’s proposal:
It proposes putting up basic pay by 11%, taking a new doctor’s core salary to
£25,500, but that’s just one element of the overall package. Automatic pay
increases linked to time in the job would be scrapped and there’d no longer be
extra money for working later evenings and Saturdays. The government says
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overall three quarters of junior doctors would see their pay go up, with only
about 1% worse off. Many doctors though suspect the long-term impact
would be far worse. Mr Hunt says he’s determined to push through a new
contract, if necessary without an agreement. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio
4, November 4)
On Radio 4’s Today, the opening part of a package explained Mr Hunt’s proposals,
drawing attention to a potential strike and a general rebuttal from the BMA:
Today the government is setting out full details of an offer which will be
distributed to junior doctors via medical colleges. Mr Hunt says almost all
doctors will see their overall pay increased or maintained. About 1%, who
currently work extremely long hours, will see their pay fall, but there’ll be
stronger safeguards to limit the hours employers can require them to be on
duty. The BMA’s ballot on industrial action starts tomorrow. A spokesperson
said the government had so far failed to provide assurances that the contract
would be safe and fair. (Today, BBC Radio 4, November 4)
More generally, BBC packages about the government’s offer to junior doctors all
featured the Health Secretary with relatively similar soundbites. In both examples
below, the reporter reminded viewers the government plans would result in junior
doctors working more unsocial hours and only 1% would receive a pay cut. But
Jeremy Hunt was then given time to put his case across:
We are changing the system which forces hospitals to roster three times less
medical cover at weekends, by reducing some of the weekend rates, but
increasing the basic pay by an average of 11% for doctors, to make up for that.
And that means that we will be able to offer all NHS patients the promise that
they can get the same high quality care whichever day of the week they’re
admitted. I think that will be a good thing for patients and a good thing for
doctors as well. (Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of State for Health, BBC News at
Six, November 4)
We are changing the system which forces hospitals to roster three times less
medical cover at weekends by reducing some of the weekend rates, but
increasing the basic pay by an average of 11% for doctors to make up for that.
(Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of State for Health, BBC News at Ten, November 4)
In both BBC evening bulletins, the reporter did not directly challenge the pay offer,
but used junior doctors to react to it. A video diary of someone working in a labour
ward, for example, explained how the contract would impact on her working life. Jess
Johnston – an Intensive Care Registrar – was interviewed about the deal, the
imposition of a contract, and the possibility of doctors striking. On the BBC News at
Ten, a health commentator was also interviewed and agreed with the government’s
plans because – it was argued – not being paid extra money at weekends was in line
with changes to contracts in the 1990s and reasonable given the limited NHS budget.
Similarly, in Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News, the Secretary of State for Health set out
the government’s case:
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What I need to do is make sure we deliver the safest care possible for NHS
patients. I think that’s something that doctors in their hearts know is the right
thing to do, so I urge the BMA to sit round the table, as a reasonable counterparty in this discussion, and work out the best way forward for patients.
(Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of State for Health, Six O’Clock News, Radio 4,
November 4).
A reporter’s voiceover then added: ‘Dr Johann Malawana, from the BMA, accused
the Health Secretary of acting in bad faith, pushing doctors towards industrial action’,
followed by:
We entered into a meaningful negotiation process three years ago. The fact is
that the government decided to use that process instead to try to beat the heads
of doctors and actually force us into a course of action that we are now seeing.
(Dr Johann Malawana, BMA, Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, November
4).
The Health Editor was then given the space to consider the dispute between the
government and junior doctors. Compared to other broadcast news programmes, he
offered a more critical perspective on the pay rise and the long-term credibility of the
plan:
The argument focuses on who will be the winners and the losers. Whitehall
sources say that over the next four years the policy is cost neutral. Jeremy
Hunt argues that 75% of junior doctors will be better off, but within NHS
management there is a feeling that might be optimistic. There is at least a
consensus that the vast majority will not see any pay reduction. Beyond the
four-year time span envisaged in the government’s proposals, there is a lack of
clarity. Some doctors believe that in the long term they’ll lose out as
automatic pay progression is replaced by a more selective, merit-based policy.
NHS leaders counter by saying ‘there’s no reason to pursue a course which
might lead to an exodus of doctors from England’. An uneasy calm may
descend during the ballot process, which ends on November the 18th. The
BMA believes that a majority for industrial action will intensify pressure on
the Department of Health to find a solution. But the government hopes public
sympathy with the doctors will wear thin if there’s any prospect of disruption
within hospitals. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, November 4)
On ITV News at Ten, rather than featuring a stand-alone soundbite from the Secretary
of State for Health, the government’s claims were questioned by the reporter during
an interview:
In admitting 1% of doctors working excessive hours will in fact see their pay
cut, having said originally that no junior doctor would be worse off, you can’t
be surprised there’s now a lack of trust. (Reporter)
Well that’s not the case. What I said before was very clear – that no doctor
working within the legal safe maximum number of hours would have their pay
cut. 75% of doctors will see their pay go up. The rest will see their pay
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protected. (Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of State for Health, ITV News at Ten,
November 4)
Several ITV sources were then used to question the government’s numbers:
I think what’s very clear to us and I hope – we would like to make clear to the
public – is that we’re not getting a pay rise really at all. (Dr Aoife Abbey,
Registrar)
In my department, we have ten SHO’s – they’re the quote ‘bottom tier’ of
junior doctors and eight registrars that currently work on our rota. We have
six consultants. The sums say that it would be impossible for us as six
consultants, to man that rota in the way we currently do. (Dr Abosede Ajayi,
A & E Consultant, ITV News at Ten, November 4)
Channel 4 News led with a response from Jeremy Hunt, which was immediately
followed by a BMA response:
We’ve had six studies in the last five years that have said we have a higher
than expected mortality rate at weekends, we need to sort that out, I think
that’s what doctors want to do as well. So I think this is a time now for doctors
to look carefully at what the government is actually proposing, not I’m afraid
some of the wild stories that have been circulating. (Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of
State for Health)
This is a junior doctors’ contract. Everything is in the detail. And until we see
that detail, it’s very hard to say whether this is a proposal that’s fair or unfair,
and the fact is that what we’ve seen over the last six to eight weeks is that
there’s been headlines being chased by the government and every time that
we’ve analysed what’s behind those headlines, they’ve unravelled. (Dr Johann
Malawana, BMA, Channel 4 News, November 4)
Although the Secretary of State for Health referred to six studies that showed
mortality rates increased at weekends in NHS hospitals, the interpretation of this
evidence was not challenged by a reporter or a source.
On Radio 5 live Breakfast, a live interview was conducted with Jeremy Hunt. As this
extract below illustrates, although the Health Secretary was pressed about the latest
offer to junior doctors, there was little sustained interrogation of the pay rise or the
finer details of the contract. Indeed, after responding to a question about whether the
pay rise would benefit everyone involved, it was junior doctors – not the journalist –
who were used to challenge the government’s case:
Broadly speaking most doctors’ pay won’t change, but within that, what we’ve
said is, in order to stop hospitals being forced to roster three times less medical
cover at weekends, which is leading to this weekend effect which we are
trying to get rid of, because we want to get all NHS patients to have the
confidence they will get the same high quality care every day of the week. We
are reducing some of the premium payments for weekends, but we are making
up for that by increasing basic pay by 11% and we are giving a guarantee that
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any doctor working within the legal contracted safe maximum hours will not
see their pay cut. (Jeremy Hunt, Secretary of State for Health)
It’s difficult because the junior doctors that are contacting us this morning are
saying that they will see a pay cut actually. Now I don’t know what kind of
hours they’re working, but we’ve spoken to one who’s calculated she’s going
to lose around £12,000 a year because a significant proportion of her income
still comes from that out of hours pay, and also the changes to banding that
you’re introducing. (Presenter)
Well hopefully we can reassure her, because we’re putting up this morning on
our website a pay calculator, where people can actually put in exactly what
their hours are and what their current banding is and they can see what the
impact is on their pay. And we think there will be about 500 doctors out of
45,000 who are working outside of the legal contracted safe hours and
everyone except from those 500 will see their pay protected. And for those
500 what we’re actually saying is we need you to work fewer hours, because it
isn’t safe if you’re working on average more than 56 hours a week over an
eight-week roster. And that’s not good for you and it’s not good for patients.
(Jeremy Hunt)
Well we’ll have to wait and see whether that’s what actually happens when I
guess they start calculating it for themselves. Now that’s interesting you
mentioned safety because again a lot of people are contacting us saying this
isn’t just about pay – this is about patient safety. A tweet earlier said to me
that it will still mean under this new deal that the same number of doctors that
were there for five days will be spread over seven days, with no rota
monitoring – that this will create more stress, more exhaustion, and will put
patient safety at risk. Now are you prepared to make any concessions or
negotiate on that point at all? (Presenter)
Well the whole reason for doing this is to improve patient safety. And perhaps
they should’ve listened to what Professor Sir Bruce Keogh, the NHS England
medical director, said this morning – that these proposals, if they’re properly
implemented, will improve patient safety. And the reason for that is because
we want to give every NHS patient the promise that whichever day of the
week they’re admitted – they don’t know what day they’re going to get ill –
they can be confident of the same high quality care. We’ve had six
independent studies in the last five years that have said that we have higher
mortality rates than we would expect from weekend admissions. (Jeremy
Hunt)
I understand that argument, but you are stretching the same number of
resources further, aren’t you? (Presenter)
Well what hospitals say at the moment is that the reason that they’re not
giving the same cover every day of the week is partly because of these
contracts, which mean that they end up putting more resources in parts of the
week when they wouldn’t want to and have fewer resources at times of the
week when they need them. But it’s not only about junior doctors’ contracts,
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it’s also about having consultants around. At the moment we have almost half
as many consultants in our A & E departments on a Sunday as during the
week, even though Sunday is one of the busiest days of the week for A & E
departments. It’s about getting diagnostic tests done seven days a week, so
you can get those answers back quickly if you’ve got an urgent query. It’s
about making sure you can discharge people into the social care system on a
Saturday or a Sunday that frees up beds. So there’s a whole programme of
things if we’re going to have a truly seven-day NHS. But what I would say to
people who are worried about this is – look at the hospitals that have
implemented a seven-day NHS – places like Northumbria, places like Salford
– they have some of the highest morale anywhere in the NHS, because when
doctors are giving the best care for patients, that’s when their job becomes the
most rewarding and that’s why I think this contract is a big opportunity for
doctors. (Jeremy Hunt, 5 live Breakfast, BBC Radio 5, November 4)
Repeatedly, throughout the interview, the government’s wider justification of changes
to junior doctors’ contracts – the creation of a seven-day NHS and thus a reduction in
weekend mortality rates – went uncontested.
However, in a follow-up interview a junior doctor was interviewed at length and, at
various points, was able to challenge some of the details of the government’s pay
offer including the wider claim that a new contract would create a seven-day NHS. In
this case, when the junior doctor questioned studies about weekend mortality rates,
the presenter challenged the interviewee’s interpretation of them:
Well this last-ditch offer comes the day before the British Medical Association
prepares to send out ballot papers asking junior doctors if they would support
industrial action. Annie Warrington is a junior doctor. Last month she
organised a protest in central London against the changes to the contracts.
Good morning. 11% pay rise – that’s looking pretty good, isn’t it? Nurses are
only stuck on 1%. Happy days for you and your colleagues? (Presenter)
I’m afraid that’s just not the case. In reality I will still be getting a significant
pay cut because, like most doctors, the vast majority or indeed a third of my
income comes from my anti-social hours payment, and that payment will be
cut to the extent that this 11% pay rise will still mean overall I get a pay cut,
and that will be the case for many doctors who work anti-social hours, like me.
(Dr Annie Warrington, Junior Doctor)
Well Jeremy Hunt says no – he says the vast majority of doctors won’t see a
change in their pay. He says if they work within the regulated hours about 500
out of 45,000 could see their pay go down, which is a small proportion of the
total number of junior doctors. (Presenter)
It’s true, and I don’t understand where that figure arises from. Based on the
available evidence, as opposed to a press release, which is what Mr Hunt has
provided the junior doctors with regard to the new contract changes, based on
the available evidence, it is clear that there will be a significant pay cut for
anti-social hours banding, and it is clear, based on the proposed basic pay rise,
that that will not be compensated for. (Dr Annie Warrington)
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Well he wants you to go on his calculator and check this out for yourself. Can
I just ask – how many hours a week do you typically work? (Presenter)
So, like all doctors in this country, I am not allowed to work more than 48
hours a week on average over six months. That’s because of the European
working time directive. So some weeks I may work 72 hours, but on balance
over six months that works out as a 48-hour week. Now interestingly, Mr
Hunt has proposed that junior doctors should work no more than 72 hours a
week ever, and I welcome that, but I also note that the government is intending
to remove the European working time directive that stipulates we should work
no more than 48 hours a week on average over six months. So if they do
remove the European working time directive, which is their stated objective,
then doctors may work 72 hours a week, every week, on average over six
months and that represents a 50% increase in hours. (Dr Annie Warrington)
Right. Ok so you’re not totally by the sounds of it convinced that it’s
necessarily about trying to reduce the number of hours doctors are working.
(Presenter)
I don’t believe it’s about reducing hours for doctors. In my opinion it’s
largely about making doctors work longer hours for less. But I’m actually
much more concerned by his failure to address doctors’ concerns about patient
safety. This contract poses a great threat to patient safety. (Dr Annie
Warrington)
Well he says it’s all about patient safety – it’s all about ensuring there’s better
cover at weekends. (Presenter)
He does and I’m afraid he belies a lack of understanding of how the NHS
functions in that regard. There already is a seven-day NHS – there already are
acute and emergency services at all hospitals designed to provide acute and
emergency services on the weekend. The service on the weekend is staffed by
the same number of people as there is in the week. His contract will not
change that. (Dr Annie Warrington)
Why are mortality so much higher at the weekend then, as study after study
has shown? (Presenter)
The study that Mr Hunt refers to chiefly is a study that describes weekends as
Friday through Monday – that’s 4 days of the week. The people who created
that study observed it would be unsafe to assume that these deaths would be
avoidable, in particular by increasing staffing numbers, because patients who
are admitted to hospital on the weekend are sicker and that confounds the
evidence. It’s not clear why there are more deaths at the weekend – there are
more deaths between Friday and Monday. (Dr Annie Warrington)
Why are people at the weekend who go into hospital sicker? Why is that?
(Presenter)
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Well let’s take an example. On a Monday, let’s say Mr Bloggs comes to
hospital to have his hernia repaired. It’s a planned procedure – he comes in,
he stays the night, he goes home the next day – all is well. That happens every
day of the week Monday to Friday, but on Saturday or Sunday, Mr Bloggs
doesn’t come to the hospital to have his hernia repair – no – it’s Mrs Jones
with her heart attack, and because she’s being admitted as an unwell patient,
she is much more likely to die within 30 days of admission than someone
coming in for a planned procedure as per the majority of patients on a Monday
to Friday basis. (Dr Annie Warrington)
Right. What are the chances of industrial action being avoided then, given
that our NHS is already facing considerable challenges, particularly as we
approach Christmas? (Presenter, 5 live Breakfast, BBC Radio 5, November 4)
In this example, there is a useful discussion of premise behind the government’s
seven-day NHS proposals, with the presenter challenging the interviewee, who offers
a very different explanation of the statistical increase in mortality at weekends.
Although the presenter did not dwell on this point – the remaining part of the
interview focused on whether junior doctors would strike or not – it was one of the
clearest moment in the coverage when the government’s statistical claims about a
seven-day NHS was (albeit briefly) interrogated. We should note, however, that while
the interviewee’s contestation of the figures was questioned by the interviewer, at no
point in the coverage was Jeremy Hunt similarly challenged about this data.
Channel 4 News also conducted an interview with a junior doctor – Dr Roshana
Mehdian, an orthopaedic registrar. Like Radio 5 live’s interview, Channel 4 initially
questioned why junior doctors were not accepting the pay deal. But, once again, it
was only in a live extended interview – not by journalists in packages or in brief
soundbites – where a junior doctor was able to challenge the government’s premise
about the creation of a seven-day NHS which is informed by weekend mortality rates:
An 11% pay offer must sound pretty tempting doesn’t it? (Presenter)
Well I’m glad you brought that up, but I’d just like to make clear that this isn’t
a pay rise at all, not in any shape or form. So there’s been no change in the pay
contract, for the basis for the contract, all Mr Hunt has done is offer us a bribe.
(Dr Roshana Mehdian, Orthopaedic Registrar)
The Department of Health says it will be a pay increase for 75% of doctors, I
mean we don’t have them here to challenge them on that, but that’s what their
saying. (Presenter)
I’ve actually looked through this contract with a friend who is an employment
lawyer, so she’s looked at the details with a fine-tooth comb. All this is, is a
bribe for the next few years for us to ignore the concerns about patient safety.
(Dr Roshana Mehdian)
If it’s a bribe you accept it’s a pay rise? (Presenter)
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No it’s not actually, what it seems to be is an assurance that our pay will stay
the same, for two or three years, then the contract he’s been wanting to impose
over the past few months will come into force and I’m afraid doctors will not
take bribes on this. (Dr Roshana Mehdian)
Do you accept – whether you quibble with the figures – that the new contract
is to support a new 24-hour, seven-days-a-week NHS, which the government
points out was in their manifesto? Do you accept they have a duty to deliver
on that? (Presenter)
We all have a duty to deliver on a 24-hour seven-day emergency service,
which we already do. I for one, and all of my colleagues already work 24
hours a day, seven days a week – I work Saturdays and Sundays. Mr Hunt is
misleading the public when he says this does not happen. And actually it’s
having detrimental effects on patients. (Dr Roshana Mehdian)
He says the BMA is misleading you. Do you feel misled by the BMA?
(Presenter)
Not at all. (Dr Roshana Mehdian, Channel 4 News, November 4)
BBC online news covered the government’s pay deal from a number of perspectives,
such as a straightforward descriptive account of the offer, a response from junior
doctors and an item simply explaining ‘What is the junior doctors row about?’ In the
latter item, the following questions were explored – What has caused the dispute?
How is the contract changing? Will doctors lose pay? Is there a wider context to this?
What about the rest of the UK? Could doctors go on strike then? Another online piece
analysed the government’s numbers against the backdrop on an impending strike. An
extract included:
The junior doctors saga rumbles on. There have been protest marches, claims
and counter-claims and now more detail of the government’s offer…
Whitehall sources say that over the next four years the policy is cost-neutral and will cost no more and no less than what would have been the case if the
existing deal had continued. Mr Hunt argues that 75% of junior doctors will be
better off over that period than they otherwise would have been…
The question of weekend working remains as contentious as ever. Jeremy
Hunt argues that the current contract has a disincentive for hospitals to employ
more junior doctors on Saturdays and Sundays. The BMA counters with the
view that the new proposals remove a financial sanction that deters employers
from making staff work even longer hours. Battle lines have been drawn.
(BBC online, November 4)
As we found in our other case studies, online news had the widest range of
perspectives in its coverage, providing both context and analysis to the ongoing
dispute between junior doctors and the government.
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Summary
Since our analysis focused on the day the Department of Health published its new pay
offer, understandably many BBC outlets led with news about Jeremy Hunt’s latest
proposals about junior doctors’ contracts. But some BBC outlets – notably Radio 4’s
Six O’Clock News – reported the 11% pay rise offer in the wider context of the
BMA’s challenges to that figure and to the government offer in general. Within all
BBC packages there was an attempt to balance both the details of the government’s
pay offer and the reaction to it. The possibility of strike action also informed
coverage, particularly when junior doctors were questioned responding to the
government’s pay offer. BBC television coverage was broadly similar to ITV and
Channel 4 in terms of the framing and balance of competing claims in reporter
packages.
Of course, our analysis only considered one day of an ongoing contractual dispute
between the government and junior doctors. It was also a day when the government
had the spotlight, with a fresh offer about pay and conditions for junior doctors in
England.
Nonetheless, from the perspective of junior doctors, while they disputed the terms of
Jeremy Hunt’s latest pay offer on the day of our analysis, their wider objections
included challenging the government’s use of statistical evidence about weekend
mortality rates. In coverage on November 4, however, few BBC outlets questioned
Jeremy Hunt about the need for a ‘seven-day NHS’ or, when referenced, the findings
of studies showing weekend mortality rates increased in NHS hospitals. It was only in
a couple of live interviews – on Channel 4 and Radio 5 live – that junior doctors were
given the voice to question the premise of the government’s case for a ‘seven-day
NHS’.
And yet, on October 22 – roughly two weeks before the pay offer was announced –
BBC online reported a story casting doubt on the government’s statistical claims. The
opening part of the story read: ‘The health secretary has misrepresented a key study
used to back the case for more seven-day NHS care, the editor of the British Medical
Journal says.’
Our advisory team suggested several ways the BBC could have reported the
government’s revised pay offer to junior doctors in England differently. Overall, the
advisory team felt that:




BBC coverage was neither better nor worse than its broadcast competitors.
This was undoubtedly a complex story which (as its prominence indicates)
justified the BBC providing a critique of all the players’ stances. BBC
coverage was reasonably balanced in its scepticism towards the contenders’
positions but did not deliver a forensic analysis of any of them.
For example, although it is difficult to analyse claims made by the government
when little information is supplied, arguably their case could still have been
more effectively scrutinised. In doing so, there could have been a more
rigorous attempt to understand how the government had come up with the pay
offer of 11%, why 1% of doctors would be worse off, why 75% would have a
pay rise and why hospitals are currently forced to roster three times fewer staff
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at weekends.
More comparisons could have been made about current and projected wage
packets of junior doctors, rather than relying to a large extent on the 11% pay
rise.
The references to studies about weekend mortality rates – which were used to
motivate the government’s changes – should have been questioned more
regularly. Part of the responsibility lay not just with journalists here, but the
original research on hospital deaths and the interpretation of mortality rates
over weekends.
The BBC did well to pick up quite early that the pay package was net zero
cost, though as this came from an unnamed source it was slightly weakened.
It was also not followed through.
Overall, a clearer picture about the rosters and costs of running a hospital over
a weekend could have been provided, or a more detailed explanation could
have been given about the changes which would occur in the event that
Jeremy Hunt’s proposals were adopted. There was time for BBC journalists to
insist upon illustrative clarity from the government.
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Case Study 3: How should the ONS’s unemployment figures be interpreted when
within the margin of error?
Reporting the unemployment rate is now a routine part of economic news coverage.
The primary source of data is supplied by the Office for National Statistics (ONS),
which publishes a monthly statistical bulletin based on a comprehensive Labour Force
Survey of the UK. This includes any changes to unemployment. The methodology
behind the unemployment figures is internationally established: people who have
stated they are not currently in employment and are looking for work. If someone
cannot work for other reasons they are considered economically inactive.
The Labour Force Survey is based on 40,000 households and about 100,000 people.
Although the ONS provides a monthly update about its figures, the survey is carried
out over three months. This means monthly figures draw on three months of data,
which are compared to the findings of the previous three months. October’s level of
unemployment, for instance, relates to June, July and August, and is compared with
March, April and May (the previous quarter). November’s will thus include July,
August and September compared with April, May and June, and so on. The survey’s
sample is not designed to provide robust information for a single month, which is why
the ONS bases its unemployment estimates on non-overlapping quarters.
The ONS’s statistical bulletins provide ample health warnings about the accuracy of
its survey – typically towards the end of its lengthy updates – explaining the sampling
strategy and adjusting estimates at seasonal points of the year, such as when school
leavers seek jobs. As explained in the ONS’s monthly statistical bulletin on October
14, for example, due to the design and sample size of the Labour Force Survey
estimates of the difference between current and previous quarterly unemployment
counts come with a margin of error of +/-81,000 people. Any change in
unemployment counts below this figure may not actually reflect any real shift in the
number of unemployed people in the UK.
Since unemployment figures are now regularly reported, how the media handle the
latest statistics can have important political and economic implications. How
October’s unemployment figures were reported in BBC news outlets and other media
on October 14 thus offers a potentially revealing case study about how a routine set of
statistics are interpreted by journalists.
According to the ONS’s monthly published bulletin, the main points relevant to
unemployment for June to August included:





There were 31.12 million people in work, 140,000 more than for March to
May 2015 and 359,000 more than for a year earlier.
There were 22.77 million people working full-time, 291,000 more than for a
year earlier. There were 8.35 million people working part-time, 68,000 more
than for a year earlier.
The employment rate (the proportion of people aged from 16 to 64 who were
in work) was 73.6%, the highest since comparable records began in 1971.
There were 1.77 million unemployed people (people not in work but seeking
and available to work), 79,000 fewer than for March to May 2015 and 198,000
fewer than for a year earlier.
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There were 970,000 unemployed men, 125,000 fewer than for a year earlier.
There were 803,000 unemployed women, 73,000 fewer than for a year earlier.
The unemployment rate fell to 5.4%, lower than for March to May 2015
(5.6%) and for a year earlier (6.0%). It has not been lower since March to May
2008. The unemployment rate is the proportion of the labour force (those in
work plus those unemployed) who were unemployed.9

Since the ONS’s Labour Force bulletin was released at 9.30am, it was not covered on
Radio 4’s Today or 5 live’s Breakfast. It also did not feature on Newsnight or
Newsbeat. However, it was covered on all evening television news bulletins – on
BBC and ITV, Sky and Channel 4 – and on the opt-out in Scotland as well as Radio
4’s PM and Six O’Clock News. But we begin first with the BBC’s online coverage,
which ran one piece that did not just cover the unemployment figures, it discussed the
methodological assumptions behind them.
The former Head of BBC Statistics (and now a BBC journalist), Anthony Reuben,
published an online piece entitled ‘Why do we report unemployment every month?’
He began by arguing:
On Wednesday, official figures from the Office for National Statistics (ONS)
showed a 79,000 fall in unemployment, which was dutifully reported across
news outlets.
But is it really telling us what we think it is? The ONS is very good at telling
us what the margin of error is with its figures. With the change in the number
of people unemployed, this month it was that they are 95% sure that the figure
is right within plus or minus 81,000 (BBC online).
Because the level of unemployment is reported monthly when the survey is carried
out quarterly, Reuben pointed out that:
…this month’s figure is not really comparable with last month’s figure.
But also, it means that about two thirds of the information in this month’s
release will already have been in last month’s…
Overlapping quarters lead to bizarre anomalies such as happened in February
last year, when the ONS reported that the unemployment rate for October to
December was 7.2%.
Some news outlets reported that as an unexpected rise, because they were
comparing it with the previous month’s figure of 7.1%.
But actually, the figures were comparable not with the previous month’s figure
but the one for the previous quarter, July to September, which was 7.6%.
(BBC online).

9

The ONS published bulletin can be read here: http://www.ons.gov.uk/ons/dcp171778_417237.pdf
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In sum, the former Head of BBC Statistics was specifically signalling that October’s
decrease in unemployment figures was within the margin of error and more generally
warning readers that monthly updates can be misinterpreted. But how well did the rest
of BBC media handle the latest unemployment figures?
The BBC’s main business online story did not provide the kind of details Reuben
referred to, with the opening part stating:
The UK unemployment rate fell to a seven-year low of 5.4% in the three
months to August, figures have shown. It was the lowest jobless rate since the
second quarter of 2008, the Office for National Statistics said. The number of
people out of work was 1.77 million between June and August, down 79,000
from the previous quarter. The number in work rose by 140,000, bringing the
employment rate to 73.6% – the highest rate since records began in 1971.
Some 22.77 million people were working full-time in the three months to
August, up 291,000 compared with the same period last year. The number
working part-time rose 68,000 to 8.35 million (BBC online).
Of course, rather than comparing the latest quarterly figures, when considering longterm trends in unemployment the shift is bigger than the margin of error. But while
longer term trends were included in the BBC’s evening television news bulletins, they
were also upbeat about short-term aspects of the latest unemployment figures in their
headlines:
There’s been further positive news on the economy today. The latest figures
show that the unemployment rate has fallen to its lowest level since 2008. In
the quarter to August it dropped 79,000 to 1.8 million – or 5.4%. Meanwhile,
in the year to August, average earnings went up 2.8% – although this was
slightly lower than analysts were expecting. (BBC News at Six, October 14)
The latest figures show that unemployment has fallen to its lowest level since
2008. In the quarter to August, it dropped 79,000 to 1.8 million that is 5.4%.
And in the year to August average earnings went up 2.8%, that is slightly
lower than experts were expecting, which means they say a rise in interest
rates in the next few months is probably unlikely. (BBC News at Ten, October
14)
Unemployment has fallen to 1.7 million – its lowest level since 2008. The
latest figures also show that a record number of people are now in
employment. Average earnings are still going up, though by less than analysts
expected. (BBC News Channel, October 14)
Since the latest figures showed unemployment at its lowest since 2008, perhaps
unsurprisingly attention was drawn to this fact in the headlines. In the BBC News at
Six and Ten, the survey referred to changes in quarters. While the number and
percentage of people in employment were at a record high in the October statistics,
the BBC News Channel, Radio 4’s PM and Six O’Clock News all talked about a
record number of people in work. This might be considered easier for audiences to
comprehend. But this newsworthy statistic might not be the most helpful statistic here
because the number in employment is regularly a record number because of the UK’s
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continuing population rise. The percentage rate, in other words, provides a better
sense of the relative amount of people in employment.
Radio 4’s PM and Six O’Clock News broadly interpreted the latest unemployment
figures from a similar perspective, with identical introductions to the story:
Unemployment has fallen to a 7-year low and a record number of people are
now in work. (PM and Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 14)
But more generally, at no point in the introduction or the follow-up packages in any of
the BBC TV or radio reports was it acknowledged that the decrease of 79,000 people
in unemployment – the basis of some of the headlines – was within the margin of
error.
However, in many of the packages across BBC outlets, there were varying degrees of
context about the broader findings of the unemployment figures. Radio 4’s Six
O’Clock News provided perhaps most detail, including differences between the
regions and nations, a point also acknowledged on BBC television news:
Unemployment has fallen to 1.7 million, the lowest figure since the summer of
2008. There’s also been an increase in overall employment, there are more
than 31 million people in work the highest levels since records began in 1971.
Unemployment has fallen in most parts of the UK but it’s risen in the West
Midlands, the north-east of England and in Scotland. The Scottish economy is
not growing as quickly as the rest of the country and it’s been hit by the fall in
the price of crude oil which has had an impact on profits and jobs in the oil
and gas sector. 6.1% of the Scottish workforce are out of work, compared to
the average for the UK which is 5.4%. But falling unemployment in much of
the country means that many firms are having trouble finding skilled workers,
a situation that is likely to get worse as older highly qualified staff near
retirement age. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 14)
The rise in earnings was strong, but less than economists expected, and
unemployment is going up in the north-east of England and Scotland. That
means less pressure than there might have been for an early rise in interest
rates. (BBC News at Six, October 14)
While workers’ wages rose strongly, it was by less than economists expected
and unemployment is rising in the north-east of England and in Scotland. That
means less pressure than there might have been for an early rise in interest
rates. (BBC News Channel, October 14)
Reporting Scotland covered the story, whereas it did not feature on BBC 6.30pm TV
news opt-outs in Wales or Northern Ireland. Reporting Scotland’s headline was:
The number of people seeking jobs in Scotland went up by 18,000 during the
summer, while the unemployment total fell for the UK as a whole. The figures
follow other indications that the Scottish economy has stalled. (BBC Scotland
News, October 14)
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The package more specifically unpacked the statistics, with supporting graphics
highlighting the ONS’s survey:
*Through the recovery so far the performance of the Scottish economy has
been close to that of the rest of the UK, on some counts better, but it’s not
looking that way now. We learned today that the number of Scots looking for
work was up 18,000 in a survey carried out June to August, that took the total
to 170,000 unemployed, while in other parts of the UK the number fell.
Scotland now has a significantly higher jobless rate at over 6% than the rest of
the country. The survey also showed the number of Scots in employment was
down by 6,000 and that’s part of growing evidence for turbulence in the
economic recovery. (BBC Scotland News, October 14)
*Stats shown on screen with Source cited at ONS.
Graphic 1 – titled Scotland’s Jobs – Source: ONS.
June-August – Seeking Work. Up 18,000 to 170,000
(This graphic demonstrates the increase in the number of people seeking
work)
Graphic 2 – titled Scotland’s Jobs – Source: ONS.
Unemployment – Scottish Flag 6.1% – Union Flag 5.4%
(This graphic demonstrates the unemployment rate difference between
Scotland and the rest of the United Kingdom.)
Graphic 3 – titled Scotland’s Jobs – Source: ONS.
In work – Scottish Flag – down 6000.
(This graphic demonstrates the number of Scots in work declining)

Once again, however, the margin of error in the Labour Force Survey was not
provided. It is worth noting that extrapolating subsets of data – in Scotland, say, or the
north-east of England – from within the UK survey increases margins of error.
The ONS’s unemployment figures did not generate the same level of attention on
commercial television news. There was no coverage on Channel 4 News, and ITV
only mentioned the latest unemployment statistics within a short item with the
presenter talking to the Economics Editor about the figures in the context of the wider
economic and political picture. However, Sky News reported a headline from the
survey (without acknowledging the ONS as the source) with a slightly different
perspective. It chose to represent the figures as indicating government policy may be
working while drawing on trade unions’ response to act as a counter-balance in the
introduction to the story:
Britain’s unemployment rate is at a seven-year low, bolstering the
government’s claim that their economic plan is working, but union bosses
have warned that public sector cuts and large job losses like at Redcar
steelworks indicates storm clouds on the horizon of the UK jobs market. (Sky
News, October 14)
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In a follow-up package, the survey’s findings were broadly viewed in more optimistic
terms, and explicitly linked to a perceived ongoing improvement in the British
economy.
There are good economic slides and bad economic slides. This is one of the
good ones, trainees at Easy Jet put through their safety practice not only are
they a part of a new intake for the budget airline they’re also part of a broader
phenomena, a slide in unemployment. It’s down to the lowest level since
2008, the latest sign of Britain’s economic recovery. (Sky News, October 14)
In a live studio interview with the presenter, ITV’s Economics Editor, Richard Edgar,
talked through the unemployment figures in more detail than Sky, but without
acknowledging the ONS as the source of the survey. Moreover, the figures were
interpreted in a largely positive light.
I can take you through some of the headline numbers so first of all. There are
140,000 more people in work than the 3 months to August, compared with the
previous quarter, a solid gain the biggest since March and that’s taken the total
proportion of people in employment to 73.6%, that’s the highest since records
began in 1971. And unemployment that ticked down expectantly to 5.4%,
that’s the lowest since 2008, quite a few superlatives there. (Economics
Editor)
The Chancellor must think it’s Christmas really he’s got all this, he’s got
rising wages low inflation, how long’s it going to last? (Presenter))
Well it’s a bit of a goldilocks moment for him, he’s hardly had a bad headline
to deal with for months the IMF thinks he’s going to be Chancellor of the
second fastest growing economy in the G7. (Economics Editor)
Which I’m sure we’ll hear about. (Presenter)
We’ll hear about, this year and next. There are some risks around that it may
all be happening a bit too soon in the electoral cycle for him, we’ve seen
already in China the wobble there ripples around the world and also the
dampening effect of his own austerity cuts which are yet to come. So the fact
that wages are rising faster than inflation now may seem very academic in
2020. (Economics Editor, ITV News at Ten, October 14)
Although the focus was not about changes in the latest quarterly unemployment
figures, neither ITV nor Sky News supplied a margin of error about the ONS’s
Labour Force Survey.
With the exception of Anthony Reuben’s online blog, the reporting of October’s
Labour Force Survey across BBC and non-BBC output did not explain that the 79,000
fall in unemployment was within the margin of error –+/- 81,000 – making the
difference between the two figures not statistically significant. Since news about
unemployment is a set of statistics reported every month, we explored over the course
of 2015 how regularly health warnings were provided about the survey’s reliability in
online BBC news. Excluding February and March – when the fall in unemployment
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was statistically significant – between January and September we found two instances
when a margin of error warning was supplied. In September, for example:
There were 31.09 million people in work, up 42,000 from the previous quarter
and 413,000 higher than a year earlier.
The labour market figures are based on the Labour Force Survey, which is
country's biggest household survey.
The ONS says that it is 95% confident that the figure for the number of people
unemployed is right, give or take 76,000 people.
This means that a rise of 10,000 is well within the margin of error and so is
not statistically significant.
The employment rate for those aged 16 to 64 was 73.5%, unchanged from the
previous quarter but higher than the 72.8% rate in the same period a year ago.
(BBC online, September 16; emphasis added)
In June, a routine BBC online business story began with:
UK unemployment has fallen again while wage growth has hit a near fouryear high, official figures have shown.
The number of people out of work between February and April fell by 43,000
to 1.81 million, the Office for National Statistics said. (BBC online, June 17)
However, it was left to Anthony Reuben to once again point out in a separate analysis
part of the story:
It's important to remember that these are not precise figures.
The headline unemployment number comes from the Labour Force Survey, in
which the ONS interviews about 40,000 people every quarter. That's a very
big survey, but as with all surveys it means there is a margin of error.
In the case of the number of people unemployed, it means they are 95% sure
that the estimate they have produced is no more than 78,000 out either way. So
when they say their best estimate is of a 43,000 fall in unemployment, they
mean that they are 95% sure that the actual figure is between a fall of 121,000
and a rise of 35,000. As we can't be 95% confident that unemployment has
fallen at all, it means that today's reported drop in unemployment is not
statistically significant. (BBC online, June 17; emphasis added)
In short, it appears that health warnings about the reliability of the monthly
unemployment figures on BBC news were, at least online, the exception rather than
the norm.
Summary
In the reporting of a routine set of statistics – the unemployment figures released on
October 14 by the ONS – we found that most BBC news outlets largely accepted the
quarterly fall in unemployment figures without any reference to the margin of error.
The BBC, however, was precise about the fall in unemployment in quarters – not
monthly – closely following the statistical bulletin released by the ONS. ITV and Sky
News largely referenced longer term trends in unemployment, indicating government
policy may be working and a clear indication of economic recovery.
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How should we judge monthly assessments in news coverage – unemployment down,
economy improving – of changes in figures that are not statistically significant? After
all, in two of the seven months prior to October’s announcement the unemployment
rate had actually increased (although on both occasions the rise was within the margin
of error). Our advisory team suggested that:








While news outlets understandably report the latest unemployment figures, the
prominence of coverage and the wider significance of the findings could have
been interpreted in the context of the margin of error.
The BBC strongly benefited from including in its editorial team a statistical
expert. However, this expertise does not appear to have been shared across
different platforms and programmes. This raises the question of whether the
BBC could do more to ensure consistent quality of analysis across services.
Discussing more regularly in coverage the most recent release within the
context of annual as well as pre- versus post-recession changes in
employment, unemployment and inactivity rates might have helped put the
ONS figures in perspective.
Nonetheless, there was an attempt by some outlets to put the figures into
perspective, with comparative figures relating to 2008 and the financial crash.
The BBC (along with the statisticians that produce the figures) have to tread a
fine line between making it clear that these are not precise estimates and not
undermining trust in the statistics. If too much emphasis about the uncertainty
of the ONS’s estimates is provided, audiences might conclude that numbers
have been plucked out of the air. Presenting the numbers in the context of the
longer trend is really helpful, particularly when a figure appears to buck a
trend but is within the margin of error (as this unemployment case study
illustrates). Simple things like using the word ‘estimate’ can also help to
convey that they are not precise figures.

62

Case Study 4: Reporting Economic growth
On October 27, the ONS released its Preliminary Estimate of GDP growth for Quarter
3 (July to September) 2015. These quarterly estimates are routinely covered, and we
examined the broadcast coverage of GDP growth in this context. Prompted by our
advisory team, we asked:





To what extent were the economic conditions behind GDP growth examined
or explained (exploring, for example, potentially more meaningful figures
such as productivity levels or GDP per capita)?
What are the limitations of GDP as a measure of economic performance and
how should reports take account of those limitations?
To what extent was UK GDP growth assumed to be an objective ‘good’?
To what extent did reporters take a longer view of economic growth?

In many ways, the 24/7 character of today’s news, with its focus on immediacy and
breaking news, creates a tendency to treat economic growth figures on their own
terms, as a kind of barometer on the health of the economy. Most of the coverage we
examined was framed in this way, asking whether the figures were – to put it crudely
– good or bad. These headlines are typical:
Britain’s economy grew in the three months to September – but the growth
was slower than economists had predicted (BBC News Channel, October 27)
Well, today the Chancellor received the news that Britain’s economic growth
had been slower than expected, with a contraction in manufacturing and
construction (BBC News at Six and BBC News at Ten, October 27)
Economic growth has slowed in the UK, during the three months to September
the economy expanded by half of one per cent. The government says that the
UK continues to outperform other western countries. (PM, BBC Radio 4,
October 27)
Economic growth has slowed in the UK, during the three months to September
gross domestic product, that’s the value of all the goods and services
produced, expanded by 0.5%, but the manufacturing and construction sectors
contracted. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 27)
Let’s return now to the problems piling up in the Chancellor’s in-tray, on top
of the tax credit defeat he now has to deal with a slowing economy. Output is
still growing but not by as much as economists had been forecasting, half of
one percent in the last quarter and manufacturing is falling as the strong pound
makes life tougher for exporters. (Channel 4 News, October 27).
ITV News took a slightly different angle, focusing on what the figures told us about
the government’s commitment to rebalance the economy (away from the features that
precipitated the 2008 banking crisis):
You may remember when economic growth was driven by the service sector,
consumer spending and the property market, that was all going to change of
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course with the government’s march of the makers. Today we learnt that
growth had slowed and where there was any it was coming from the service
sector, consumer spending and the property market. (ITV News at Ten,
October 27)
This headline from ITV was, arguably, the most analytical, since it made some
attempt to explore what lay behind the figures from the outset. As we shall see
shortly, many of the BBC’s reports subsequently looked at the ‘rebalancing’ issue.
Were the economic conditions behind GDP growth examined or explained, and
do reporters take a longer view of economic growth?
ITV’s headline raised this question directly, although it did not reference statistical
data to support the claims about consumer spending. ITV’s subsequent report was,
nevertheless, the only one to break down the reported service sector growth and
highlight its dependence on the property market:
But when you look under the bonnet not so good, manufacturing is in
recession, it shrunk for the last three quarters, construction is also shrinking
over the past year. But where there is growth in the service sector as you say
it’s also not so encouraging because it’s in the business services, particularly
real estate services in the property market, so it’s far from rebalancing the
economy. (ITV News at Ten, October 27)
The ITV report was, in this sense, the only one to go beyond the broad headlines in
the ONS news release, and look at some of the statistics behind it (notably on the
growth in the business and financial services sector), data that lay a few clicks deeper
on the ONS’s online report.
The BBC reports limited their analyses to the broad categories used in the ONS
headline news release. So, for example, Economics Editor Robert Peston used this
data to ask the Chancellor, George Osborne:
There would have been no growth without a tremendous performance from the
services bit of the economy, the biggest bit of our economy. Manufacturing is
still quite a bit smaller than before the crash. Do you regret the talk you
encouraged that we needed to rebalance the economy? There has plainly been
no rebalancing. (BBC News at Six, October 27)
On the later BBC bulletin, the figures behind this were spelt out:
In fact, our economy is slowing down a bit, with quarterly growth of 0.5%,
down from 0.7% in the previous three months. And all the expansion came
from services, which grew 0.7%. Whereas manufacturing is in recession again,
contracting 0.3%. (BBC News at Ten, October 27)
The report on the BBC News Channel attempted to put these figures in context,
although choosing to focus on the growth in health services (part of the much slower
growth in government services) rather than the rise in real estate activity.
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Customers abroad have to buy pounds to buy goods from British
manufacturers. Because the pound is strong, it costs them more to do that,
making British goods more expensive and therefore less competitive. That’s
one reason why manufacturing is down by 0.3%. Another reason for the
slowdown is construction. You used to see a lot more cranes out there, but
now construction is down over the year, and it’s down over three months, by
2.2%. That was more than made up for, though, by growth in services, notably
health services, from pharmacies to hospitals. The service sector is now nearly
four-fifths of the economy, growing by 0.7%. Strong growth, but not strong
enough to prompt a rise in interest rates. (BBC News Channel, October 27)
The reports on PM and the 6pm news on Radio 4 also put the figures in a somewhat
longer-term perspective:
The British economy is not growing as quickly as it was, growth has slowed
from 0.7% three months ago to 0.5%, that’s still a perfectly respectable rate
and close to the economy’s long-term average but there are some signs that the
global slowdown is being felt here. The manufacturing sector contracted by
0.3% and it’s been shrinking for nine months in a row, probably hit by
difficulties exporting. And output in the construction industry fell by 2.2%,
some of that is likely to have been caused by the wet weather in August, but
that only added to the problems of an industry in the doldrums for some time.
However, there was strong growth in the largest sector, services grew by 0.7%
and the agricultural sector also expanded. (PM, BBC Radio 4, October 27)
If the ITV report was ambitious in looking at the big picture but a little thin on
providing statistical data, some of the BBC reports tended to be more precise and
detailed in their use of statistics but a little less ambitious about the broader economic
conditions behind GDP growth. While there was more detailed analysis from their
specialist correspondents, some of the BBC reports still tended to revolve around a
‘what’s up, what’s down’ view of the economy, without explaining the context (what
‘rebalancing’ might mean, for example, and why it was seen as necessary).
But perhaps the most detailed report was on Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News, which
dwelt on the ‘rebalancing’ issue while putting the figures in a longer-term perspective,
In the circumstances of a slowing economy the drop from 0.7% to 0.5% in the
UK’s quarterly growth doesn’t look too bad. But all the expansion came from
the UK’s huge service sector, especially from business services, finance and
shopping. Even though ministers have for years banged on about the need to
rebalance the economy towards making stuff, the manufacturing sector has
returned to recession and is still more than 6% smaller than it was before the
crash of 2008, the service sector by contrast is 11% bigger. As for construction
it suffered a sharp 2.2% drop in output in the latest 3 months. Now all the
signs are that the slowdown in economy as a whole will worsen as we head for
Christmas and beyond. Even so growth for the year will be 2.3%, which will
be better than most of our European competitors though it’s below our long
term trend. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 27)
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This was the only report to provide detailed figures by sector since 2008, which is
rather more meaningful than the quarter-by-quarter comparisons referred to in most
headlines.
What are the limitations of GDP as a measure of economic performance and how
should reports take account of those limitations? Was economic growth assumed
to be an objective ‘good’?
Those reports that focused on the rebalancing (or lack thereof) of the economy did
imply that GDP figures, on their own, were limited as a measure of economic
progress. As a matter of routine, however, while it was not usually stated explicitly,
the assumption behind most of the reports is that growth of any kind is necessarily
good, with phrases like:
Strong growth, but not strong enough to prompt a rise in interest rates. (BBC
News Channel, October 27)
Growth has slowed from 0.7% three months ago to 0.5%, that’s still a
perfectly respectable rate (PM, BBC Radio 4, October 27)
UK’s quarterly growth doesn’t look too bad (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio
4, October 27)
There would have been no growth without a tremendous performance from
the services bit of the economy, the biggest bit of our economy. (BBC News at
Six, October 27)
The reference to ‘a tremendous performance from the services bit of the economy’
highlights the issue here – a point made in some of the reporting. GDP growth
stimulated by house price rises in the real estate sector is, for example, a mixed
blessing, depending on who you are.
References to rebalancing the economy did imply, to the economically informed
audience member at least, a caveat to the notion that GDP growth is automatically
good, although this point was never explained or explored.
Summary
Clearly, GDP growth is an important economic measure – although it can also be a
crude measure which is frequently revised. Some of the coverage did begin to explore
the complexities behind the GDP figures, generally by breaking the UK economy
down into broad sectors as the ONS had done.
Our advisory team welcomed those instances when some context was provided (in
this case by looking at differential growth rates in various economic sectors), but
noted that this was not always the case, and that other ways of contextualising the
figures were not explored. There was also a tendency to focus on short-term changes
in GDP.
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They also made more general points – beyond the remit of this particular story –
about the way in which news reporting of economic and social progress might be
enhanced. They noted that reports about GDP growth themselves do not tend to make
reference to the less positive aspects of GDP growth, such as its generally negative
environmental effects in an economy still dependent on fossil fuels. News about GDP
growth – and the economy generally – and news about the environment and the steady
increase in greenhouse gas emissions tend to be treated as separate issues in news
coverage.
Broader issues, such as economic productivity, the importance of measuring GDP per
capita (with a growing population), stagnation in increases in leisure time or the range
of indicators now used to measure economic and social progress appear to have done
little to dislodge GDP growth (for the whole UK, regardless of population) from its
prime position in news reporting.
They noted a growing volume of academic research (from psychology to economics),
using a range of approaches to document the stagnating or negative impact of GDP
growth on health, happiness and well-being, as well as the increasingly negative
environmental consequences of economic growth, which make it increasingly difficult
to reach targets to limit climate change. Many of these changes have been
incorporated by the ONS in its collection and publication of data.
The volume of research in this area was summed up in a multi-authored article in
Nature (15 January 2014, ‘Development: Time to leave GDP behind’ by Robert
Costanza et al), which explored the limits of GDP growth as a measure of prosperity
and suggested a range of alternative measures that might better reflect economic and
social progress.
Other economists argue that, on its own terms, the most meaningful GDP statistics are
GDP per capita, which takes into account changes in population. So, for example,
while GDP has recovered to exceed pre-crisis (2007) levels, GDP per capita figures
have lagged a little behind, since the increase in GDP overall in the UK is, in part, a
function of migration to the UK10. In other words, while there may be more output in
the UK than in 2007, there is not necessarily more output per person. Either way,
aggregate measures that take into account population growth may stimulate a more
informed discussion.
It would be unrealistic to expect reporters covering the routine publication of GDP
figures to deal with all these complexities. However, it may be a useful time to reflect
upon and evaluate the range of statistical measures used to measure economic
progress.

10

See, for example: http://www.tradingeconomics.com/united-kingdom/gdp-per-capita
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Case study 5: How many EU migrants claim benefits?
We chose this case study about the Prime Minister’s use of statistics in the context of
debates about EU migrants and welfare claimants for several reasons. Not only did it
fall within our brief to explore both migration and welfare issues, it represented the
findings of our larger sample which showed a large number of statistical references
were made by government sources – particularly the BBC – rather than drawing on a
wider range of alternative perspectives. This case study develops this point by
highlighting how relevant experts can not only help interpret issues but counter claims
made by government officials and politicians.
On November 10, David Cameron gave a speech about EU migrants claiming benefits
in the UK. It was part of a broader speech about the government’s ongoing attempts to
renegotiate the UK’s relationship with the EU. Our focus is on a statistical claim
made by the Prime Minister, where he stated 43% of EU migrants claimed benefits in
their first four years of being in the UK. We consider how this statistic was interpreted
in coverage, including how far it was accepted, challenged or overlooked across a
range of key outlets that day.
Even before the speech was delivered, a Times journalist (who was given advance
reading of it) had tweeted reservations about the methodology and the government’s
attempt to explain the figures. On social media, it quickly became apparent that the
official source had not been released – in keeping with the Code of Practice for
Official Statistics – prior to the speech. Not long after, Full Fact, the fact-checking
organisation, made a formal complaint to the UK Statistics Authority.11 Meanwhile,
Channel 4 published a fact check piece online casting doubt on some of the figures,
but added: ‘until the full figures are published it is impossible to interrogate the
government’s specific claims’12. But how did the BBC cover the use of the PM’s
statistics in some of their key news outlets?
The story was covered online and reported by the BBC’s evening television network
bulletins, Newsnight, the BBC’s News Channel, Radio 4’s Today as well as ITV’s
News at Ten. Radio 4’s PM and News at 6pm as well as a BBC online piece covered
this story, but these items did not specifically deal with the government’s claims about
EU migrants, with a focus instead on the politics of EU diplomacy. Similarly,
although Channel 4 and Sky News made a passing reference to the Prime Minister’s
request for benefit reform and Sky News acknowledged the government’s demand for
restricting welfare and concerns raised by the EU Commission, we did not identify
any relevant statistics informing coverage.
Radio 4’s Today trailed the Prime Minister’s speech – and accepted the government’s
figures – with the following headline:

11

The response from the UK Statistics Authority to Full Fact’s complaint can be found here:
http://fullfact.org/blog/2015/nov/migrants_benefits_where_is_evidence-49481
12
Channel 4’s fact check can be found here: http://blogs.channel4.com/factcheck/fact-check-43-eumigrants-claim-benefits/21964
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Today in an effort to buttress the case for this last fraught area Number 10
released new figures to underline what it says is the scale of the problem.
These suggest some 43% of EU migrants arriving in Britain over the four
years receive benefits, two- thirds of them in work benefits such as tax credits
at a total cost to the tax payer of about half a billion pounds a year (Today,
BBC Radio 4, November 10)
In a follow-up live studio interview, a government Cabinet minister, Michael Fallon,
quoted a variation of the figure but this statistic was challenged by the Today
presenter:
On the benefits themselves we have to argue that large proportions, 40%, of
those that come in from the rest of Europe are claiming benefits straight away,
on average some £6,000 each (Michael Fallon, Conservative MP).
You’re quoting one set of statistics, there are others. Jonathan Portes, former
chief economist at the cabinet office says that if you look at those who are
claiming welfare benefits in this country, 2% of them are EU nationals which
compares to the fact they make up around 6% of the working age population
so the idea they are the ones who are sucking up the welfare benefits is just not
true. (Presenter, Today, BBC Radio 4, November 10)
The interview concluded by Fallon reiterating his point – ‘No but what is a fact, is
around 40% of those who come here are claiming benefits straight away and what we
can’t have I think is a system where there is an incentive for people to move to Britain
from other European states simply because of the level of benefits that they claim’ –
but the presenter did not further question the use of this statistic.
In a Radio 5 live studio interview, Michael Fallon brought up the 40% claim about
EU migrants. But, as the exchange below shows, while the presenter made a point
about the use of statistics, the veracity of the figure or the methodology behind it were
not subject to a great deal of interrogation. The presenter instead chose to focus on
whether benefits attract migrants:
What we want is to make sure that the benefit system isn’t driving migration,
around 40% of those who come here from the rest of the Union are claiming
benefits straight away and that isn’t right. (Michael Fallon, Conservative MP)
Well so the Prime Minister says although those statistics should be said have
been questioned by some this morning – who’ve said these are in contradiction
to what the labour force survey tells us, it all gets complicated. (Presenter)
Yes these are government figures I think. (Michael Fallon)
Yes well it’s how you interpret them. But the question is have you got any
evidence these in-work benefits are of themselves a draw to migrants and
that’s what’s pulling people into this country. (Presenter)
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Well first of all you know the figure of around 40% claiming them is
evidence, the amount you can claim, I think it averages out at around £6,000 a
year. (Michael Fallon)
That’s not evidence people are coming into the country. (Presenter)
No but I think it’s quite telling that 40% of them are claiming straight away
because it shows you the level of earnings they’re coming in at, and the fact
they can earn up to £6,000 a year, you know also tells you these are quite
significant drivers from member states to Great Britain. (Michael Fallon, 5
live Breakfast, BBC Radio 5, November 10)
Fallon’s final response was not questioned – and the interview moved on to talk about
whether the living wage would potentially be a draw to EU migrants.
On the BBC News Channel, no reference was made to the Prime Minister’s claim
about benefits. Instead, the focus was on public opinion and an apparent Euroscepticism. As the news presenter pointed out in the introduction to a package:
Our Home Affairs Editor, Mark Easton, has been to Warwickshire to hear
reaction to today’s developments from voters. The British are reluctant
Europeans. Only a third of us see ourselves as citizens of Europe, the lowest
anywhere in the union. (BBC News Channel, November 10)
On the BBC’s News at Six, the headline to the item did not mention the specific
reference to the 43% of EU claimants – just that reform on benefits was needed.
David Cameron has outlined the reforms he’ll be looking for in negotiations
over Britain’s relationship with the EU. In a letter to EU leaders, the Prime
Minister has included four demands, including curbs on benefits for migrants.
That’s already proving controversial among some countries. And here, some
of the Prime Minister’s own backbenchers accuse him of demanding too little.
(BBC News at Six, November 10)
But within the opening package, the reporter summarised the Prime Minister’s speech
and referred to the 40% statistic with the caveat that it was being questioned.
And this is what he wants – binding principles to protect countries outside the
euro from decisions made within the euro, greater competitiveness, including a
new target to cut red tape, and a legally binding exemption from the EU’s
commitment to ever closer union, and greater powers for national parliaments.
And, crucially, he is also demanding benefit curbs for EU migrants, claiming
40% of those coming are on welfare – a figure some question. (BBC News at
Six, November 10)
The follow-up items then honed in on the use of the statistic, with the news presenter
introducing a report from the BBC’s Economics Editor:
Perhaps the most controversial of Mr Cameron’s demands for reform involve
curbing EU migrants’ access to in-work benefits, such as tax credits.
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According to Downing Street, around 40% of EU migrants claim these
benefits in their first four years in the country. Our Economics Editor, Robert
Peston, has been looking at the figures. (BBC News at Six, November 10)
After providing some context about why migrants come to the UK, the Economics
Editor offered his own set of statistics about the percentage of working EU migrants,
which challenged the government’s figures. But he also pointed out that 1 in 10 EU
migrants claim working or child tax credits because they were disproportionately poor
compared to the population as a whole.
*So what do we know about why migrants are coming here? EU migrants
represent 6% of the working population but only a bit over 2% of welfare
benefits claimants. That suggests that when they arrive from places like
Poland and Romania to coach stations like this one in Victoria, they are not
coming to sit on their bottoms and claim. But if we look at working tax credits
and child tax credits, EU migrants represent around 10% of those. That
shouldn’t really be a surprise, because the evidence suggests they come here to
work and they have to be on relatively low pay. (BBC News at Six, November
10)
*Stats appear on screen in report, source cited as NIESR
The NIESR [The National Institute of Economic and Social Research] source
cited at the bottom of graphics was projected in front of Victoria Coach
Station in Robert Peston’s report:
First graphic states: EU migrants 6% of workforce.
Second graphic states: EU migrants 2.2% of welfare claimants.
Third graphic states: EU migrants 10% of tax credit claimants.
A brief clip of the Prime Minister delivering a speech showed him arguing his case –
‘We need action that gives greater control of migration from the EU … we can do this
by reducing the draw that our welfare system can exert across Europe. Now to those
who say this won’t make a difference, I say look at the figures’. The Economics
Editor then drew attention to the 40% figure, asking: ‘does it stack up?’ Two expert
sources – from academia and a research institute – challenged the government’s use
of statistics by suggesting that the figure was overstated and that, on the whole,
migrants benefit the UK economy rather than undermine it:
Well, they seem to be in contradiction to many of the figures which are
conducted by academics, including ourselves, and those figures are far lower.
(Professor Christian Dustmann, Centre for Research & Analysis of Migration,
UCL, BBC News at Six, November 10)
The evidence suggests that migration is on the whole a good thing for the
British economy. For example the government’s Office for Budget
Responsibility, says that lower migration would mean over the medium to
long term we would have to have higher taxes or lower public spending,
because migrants make a net contribution to the public finances over the long
term. (Jonathan Portes, National Institute of Economic and Social Research,
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BBC News at Six, November 10)
On the BBC News at Ten, once again the specific use of the statistic was not
referenced in the first item, with a focus instead on the tension within the
Conservative Party:
So now we know what David Cameron wants to achieve in his negotiations
with EU leaders, as he prepares the ground for a referendum on Britain’s
future in the European Union. The Prime Minister published a letter outlining
his four main issues – the single market, sovereignty, competitiveness and
immigration. But some of his Conservative colleagues were openly scornful,
and said the list was a gimmick, while the European Commission claimed
some parts were ‘highly problematic’. (BBC News at Ten, November 10).
But in the follow-up package it mentioned – as the BBC News at Six did – the Prime
Minister’s 40% figure, with the caveat that it was ‘a figure some question’. Similarly,
in an online politics item, the government’s claim of 40% of EU migrants claiming
£6,000 a year was repeated but was also signalled as disputed in the final part of the
sentence – ‘although others have questioned those figures’.
Newsnight’s package did not feature any reference to the Prime Minister’s benefit
claim amongst EU migrants, but drew on a figure about how much money would be
saved from their broader reform plans.
And this renegotiation is not about the money? Yes, the Prime Minister says
this change will save half £1 billion per year, a number disputed by others, but
this isn’t about the saving, it’s about making the UK less attractive place for
people to move from Europe to work here (Reporter, Newsnight, November
10).
It was left, once again, to a government Cabinet member, Philip Hammond, to
reference the EU migrant claimant figure. However, as this exchange reveals, the line
of questioning was not about challenging the robustness of this but about whether it
would reduce overall migration levels:
Nigel Farage pointed to the living wage and says when it is ten times that of
Romania that’s an incentive in its own right, the benefits are just tinkering
around the edges. (Reporter)
No the benefits is a serious contribution. The average migrant claiming inwork benefits is claiming around £6,000 per family. That is a significant
addition to wages. (Philip Hammond, Conservative MP)
If this measure got through you think you would dramatically reduce net
migration figures? (Presenter)
Yes, because we would change the calculus. People travelling across Europe
who have got the get up and go to leave a country in Eastern Europe and come
and find a job in the UK have certainly got the savvy to be able to understand
whether they would be better off in net terms in Germany or Sweden rather
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than the UK. If we take £6,000 per year out of their pockets, they will make
different calculations about where they want to go to seek work (Philip
Hammond, Newsnight, November 10).
Hammond’s final use of the statistic was not challenged, with the interview moving
on to the government’s tactics on disincentivising EU migrants.
While Channel 4 News and Sky News did not specifically reference the Prime
Minister’s figures, ITV’s News at Ten did, with arguably more gusto than any BBC
outlet examined. As the opening headline demonstrates:
After quite a few examples of governments that have, how can one put this
politely, massaged or one could say spun figures over the past few decades, it
is always of course worth looking at the methodology. It’s not that the figures
are wrong maybe everyone else has been understating the case but they
certainly were different today. (ITV News at Ten, November 10).
Moreover, in the later package dealing with this story, the reporter explained the
government’s figures with more than a hint of scepticism.
*David Cameron’s figures today certainly were different. They came from
Department for Work and Pensions data from 2013. The government said that
around 40% of all EU migrants, more than 220,000 people, were receiving
some kind of benefits either for themselves or their dependents. 66% of those
EU claimants, around 150,000 people, were on in-work benefits such as tax
credits, claiming on average of £6,000 per year per family. Add it all up and
the government said in-work benefits for EU migrants cost the UK taxpayers
£570 million in 2013. In short a lot higher than most other studies seem to
suggest. So why is that? (ITV News at Ten, November 10)
*Figures are presented on screen and the source is cited as the Department for
Work and Pensions.
Graphics filling screen with Source: department for work and pensions at the
bottom.
First graphic: 40% of all EU migrants, more than 220,000 people.
Second graphic: 66% receive in work benefits, around 150,000 people. £6,000
per year.
Third graphic: in work benefits for EU migrants. £570 million in 2013.
The package cut to experts at Oxford University and, at a later point, to an academic
at a research institute to explain the Prime Minister’s figures. After both soundbites,
the reporter appeared to accept their interpretation of EU migrants above that of the
government:
The DWP statistics from today include children as people receiving benefits if
they live in a household where benefits are being claimed. And the other one
is that it excludes people who are here as students who tend to have relatively
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low rates of claiming benefits. (Madeleine Sumption, Director, The Migration
Observatory, ITV News at Ten, November 10)
The DWP’s figures are a big departure from other research for example
according to the migration observatory from Oxford University in 2013 5% of
working age EU migrants claimed jobseekers allowance and less than 10%
claimed other benefits. And in the first quarter of last year only 14% of EU
migrants were claiming tax credits not much higher than those who were born
in the UK and it seems that what they contribute to the economy appears to
outweigh what they claim. (These figures are presented on screen and the
source is cited as The Migration Observatory)
Graphics filling screen with Source: The migration observatory at the bottom.
First graphic: 5% of EU migrants on Jobseekers allowance.
Second graphic: Less than 10% claimed other benefits.
Third graphic: 2015 14% of EU migrants claiming tax credits. 11% of UK
born.
Immigrants who came from EU countries and moved to the UK after 2000
have been paying in far more in taxes than what they took out in term of
benefits, so they paid their way, they even over paid their way into the welfare
system. (Professor Christian Dustmann, Centre for Research & Analysis of
Migration, UCL, ITV News at Ten, November 10)
***And on the overall impact on the public purse it is worth noting that
according to the official independent budget watchdog the OBR without the
economic contribution of migrants, government debt would be 78% higher by
2062. (Reporter, ITV News at Ten, November 10)
***Figures are presented on screen and the source is cited as Office for
Budget Responsibility.
Graphics filling screen with Source: Office for budget responsibility.
First graphic: Without migrant contribution. Public debt 78% higher by 2062.
Summary
Overall, the case study showed that while some BBC outlets contested the Prime
Minister’s figures – notably the outgoing Economics Editor Robert Peston’s reporting
– others chose not to and focused on discussing the reduction of migration levels more
generally. ITV appeared the boldest when challenging the government’s use of
statistics, openly questioning the spin behind the methodology. In BBC news
coverage, the statistic was questioned to a greater degree in the later evening
packages, perhaps demonstrating the difficulties journalists have in live interviews on
running stories and when interpreting statistics only just released.
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Our advisory team praised some of the BBC’s coverage, but also pointed out that the
government’s figures could have been subject to greater scrutiny at times. They also
suggested some alternative ways journalists could have interpreted the issue of EU
migration and claiming benefits:









13

Robert Peston’s report challenging the Prime Minister’s use of figures was a
good example of an experienced reporter questioning the government’s use of
data.
There is a difference between claiming and benefiting from benefits. If it is
assumed that benefits benefit the whole family, then it does make some sense
to say that 40% of EU migrants benefit from social insurance and meanstested benefits. But the difference between claiming and benefiting (indirectly)
could have been explained more often and more clearly.
Since migrants account for only a small proportion of benefit claimants, there
is a tendency to equate two statements, which are radically different:
‘the percentage of claimants who are EU migrants’ with ‘the percentage of EU
migrants who are claimants’.
There was little context provided in terms of comparing the figure of 40% of
migrants claiming benefits with the percentage of “non-migrants” who claim
benefits.
A different comparative angle could have been used to consider the percentage
of non-EU citizens who claim any benefits. A recent study suggests EU
migrants are less likely to claim benefits than migrants from outside the EU.13
Surveys suggest that many people tend to assume that references to people
claiming ‘benefits’ refers to the unemployed (especially in relation to
immigrants). While some reports did point out that most of the benefits
discussed in this story were in-work benefits (like tax credits), in the context
of public confusion about this story, this could have been explained more
often and more clearly.

http://www.cream-migration.org/files/FiscalEJ.pdf
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Case Study 6: Reporting cuts to tax credits
Since this was a story with statistics at its heart, this case study provides an
opportunity to examine, fairly precisely, how a story that involved statistical claims
and counter claims was reported. It also allows us to pick up on some of the key
themes that emerge from our content analysis.
The government, in order to reduce public spending, proposed to cut working tax
credits, a mechanism introduced by the Labour government to increase the incomes of
the working poor. George Osborne hoped to compensate those on low incomes by
increasing the National Minimum Wage (NMW) while also shifting the burden of
alleviating low pay from taxpayers to employers. A key thrust of the government’s
case was a statistical claim: those on low incomes would gain more (or as much) from
increases to the NMW (and other changes) than they would lose in working tax
credits.
Since their proposed changes were based on fairly clear (and available) data sets, it
was possible to apply detailed scrutiny to this claim, with high-profile independent
analyses conducted by the Institute for Fiscal Studies, the Resolution Foundation and
the House of Commons Library.
The issue came to a head on October 26 when the House of Lords threatened to (and
indeed, did) reject the proposed changes, a situation that was the lead story on most
bulletins. This story is therefore a clear instance where independent data analysis was
available to journalists to directly challenge what was, in essence, a statistical claim
by the government.
Stats behind the story
It is useful to summarise some of the key statistics available to reporters, in order to
make a judgment about the use made of them. We have highlighted some of the most
relevant statistics.
Paul Johnson from the Institute for Fiscal Studies (the IFS – generally acknowledged
as an independent source of fiscal analysis), gave a summer post-Budget briefing on
July 9 2105. The briefing looked at the changes and suggested that:
The biggest single cut to welfare spending is set to come from extending the
freeze in working age benefits, tax credits and local housing allowance out to
2020. That will affect 13 million families who will lose an average of £260 a
year as a result of this one measure. After about 2017 this will mean that most
benefit rates will have fallen back behind their 2008 levels both relative to
price inflation and relative to earnings growth. The next biggest cut comes
from the reduction to work allowances in Universal Credit (UC). This
represents a substantial shift in the design of the UC system. The work
allowance is the amount that a claimant can earn before benefit starts to be
withdrawn. Significant allowances were an integral part of the design of UC,
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intended to give claimants an incentive to move into work. This reform will
cost about 3 million families an average of £1,000 a year each.14
Johnson concluded that it was ‘arithmetically impossible’ for losses in tax credit cuts
to be mitigated by increases in the NMW, and that ‘unequivocally, tax credit
recipients in work will be made worse off by the measures in the Budget’.
The Resolution Foundation also produced a report in July 2015, looking at winners
and losers as a consequence of the proposed changes.15 Their report focused on case
studies, looking in detail at what the changes would mean for particular groups of
people. They concluded that:
The changes to UC announced at the Summer Budget will reduce incentives to
enter work, particularly for non-renting single parents who previously had a
much higher work allowance…The potential boost to earnings from the NLW
[National Living Wage] will help to mitigate in part some of the financial
losses created by these changes, but is unlikely to do enough to offset poorer
work incentives…The NLW will also do nothing to help under-25s who lose
out from cuts to entitlement. Overall, these changes will do very little to
improve the incentives for low paid families to find a path into work and then
to progress – seen as a key route out of poverty – and for many they will make
a difficult situation worse.
Two months later, the IFS published a clear executive summary and report
(September 5, 2015) that directly examined the impact of all the proposed changes16.
The executive summary made the following points:


[The proposed changes] will reduce household incomes significantly,
particularly for those towards the bottom of the income distribution. The
‘National Living Wage’ … would offset 27% of the drop in household incomes
from the impact of net tax and benefit reforms. In fact, as the Office for
Budget Responsibility stresses, the NLW is likely to depress GDP and
employment, and the money for it has to come from somewhere so this can be
taken as a ‘better case’ scenario, at least in the short term.



Among the 8.4 million working age households who are currently eligible for
benefits or tax credits who do contain someone in paid work the average loss
from the cuts to benefits and tax credits is £750 per year. Among this same
group the average gain from the new NLW, is estimated at £200 per year (in a
‘better case’ scenario). This suggests that those in paid work and eligible for
benefits or tax credits are, on average, being compensated for 26% of their
losses from changes to taxes, tax credits and benefits through the new NLW.



The average losses from tax and benefit changes in deciles 2, 3 and 4 of the
household income distribution are £1,340, £980 and £690 per year,

14

Report can be found here:
http://www.ifs.org.uk/uploads/publications/budgets/Budgets%202015/Summer/opening_remarks.pdf
15
Report can be found here: http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/07/Workincentives-briefing.pdf
16
Report can be found here: http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7975
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respectively. These same groups are estimated to gain £90, £120 and £160
from the new NLW (again on a ‘better case’ scenario). This suggests that a
‘better case’ estimate of the compensation these groups are receiving is 7%,
13% and 24% respectively, on average.
This was followed by a House of Commons Library Briefing Paper (Number CBP7300,
October 15, 2015) on tax credit changes from April 2016, which drew similar conclusions,
suggesting that:
Assuming savings accrue only from in-work families (i.e. ignoring the impact
of the reduction in the threshold for CTC only families) gives a rough estimate
of the average loss across all in-work families in the region of £1,300 in 201617 (Our emphasis).
The paper also gave a figure of 3.3 million tax credit recipients (72% of the total) who
were part of in-work families (based on HMRC data on tax credits published
annually).
Both the IFS report and the House of Commons Library Briefing Paper offered a
range of statistics, but perhaps the clearest, most straightforward statistic, which cut to
the heart of the debate, was the IFS report’s executive summary that ‘in paid work
and eligible for benefits or tax credits are, on average, being compensated for 26% of
their losses from changes to taxes, tax credits and benefits through the new NLW’
(Our emphasis).17
We note one other statistic, not because it was especially authoritative but because it
was widely quoted. This was a claim made by Labour MP Frank Field in the
Spectator on September 14, that: ‘The proposed cuts in tax credits leave 3.2 million
strivers in low paid work on average over £1,300 worse off a year’ (Our emphasis).
This is close to the figures given in the Briefing Paper (although it put them together
in a way that the Paper did not, and referred to individuals rather than families).18 This
claim was repeated by Baroness Hollis in the Lords debate on October 26, as well as
by other politicians.
While the government continued to argue its case, it did not offer any detailed rebuttal
to the IFS or other independent analysis. After defeat in the House of Lords, it
decided to delay the implementation of the changes to tax credits.
In our discussion of the news coverage, we see two related but different journalistic
conventions at play. One, which privileges the idea of balance, sees statistics as
inherently political, and therefore represents statistics as coming from a particular
political viewpoint. The other, which privileges the idea of objectivity, uses statistics
as a way to clarify or to get to broader truths.

17

Source can be found here: Executive Summary of IFS report into tax credit and National Living
Wage changes, published September 2015: http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7975
18
Source can be found here: http://blogs.spectator.co.uk/2015/09/george-osborne-could-revolutionisewelfare-but-does-he-know-what-hes-doing/
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Radio news coverage on October 26
The morning radio programmes tended to take the ‘balance’ approach, and avoided
independent statistical assertions or judgments. BBC Radio 4’s Today programme
covered the story by interviewing MPs for the main political protagonists: they began
with Matthew Hancock who put forward the government’s case, then later in the
programme invited Tim Farron for the Liberal Democrats and Owen Smith for Labour
to make the opposition case.
During the interview with Matthew Hancock, the interviewer made a vague reference
to data suggesting people will be worse off, and the Conservative MP responded with
more precise (though questionable) figures.
Families are going to be clobbered by this. Now that’s a funny kind of support.
(Presenter, Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
No, by next year 8 out of 10 people will be better off as a result, but we are
trying to make a bigger change in this country, we are trying to change Britain
from a country that lives beyond its means to one that lives within its means…
So if you take this as part of the overall package with the new national living
wage, the rise in the income tax threshold and the extra child care which
makes it easier and more affordable to get out to work, it is overall a package
to support people, to support the changes in the country that we need to see.
(Matthew Hancock, Conservative MP, Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
The presenter did not respond to the statistical claim that ‘8 out of 10 people will be
better off’ by next year, but instead anticipated a response later in the programme:
Well we will hear the opposition view on that from Labour and the Liberal
Democrats later in the programme…. (Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
The programme then repeated the ‘8 out of 10 people will be better off’ claim in their
next set of headlines:
We heard earlier from the Cabinet office minister Matthew Hancock who said
the Lords should not interfere in that way and he argued that 8 out of 10
people affected by the changes would in the end, because of other changes, be
better off. (Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
During the subsequent discussion with opposition MPs, both Tim Farron and Owen
Smith offered statistical claims to counter the government’s position:
We all know that this is going to hit families who are on low incomes, middle
incomes in Britain and all of the things Matthew Hancock was saying would
be compensatory measures, increasing the national minimum wage, raising the
personal allowance, none of those things in anyway offset the volume of
losses people will have, they’re just not being truthful about that. (Owen
Smith, Labour MP, Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
The thing that matters is the 3 million families who will lose this money,
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who’ll get a letter just before Christmas telling them how much they’ll lose, on
average it’ll be £1,300 per family and these are people for whom that is
probably a 10 or 15% cut in their incomes. (Tim Farron, Liberal Democrat
MP, Today, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
In short, the Today programme left it to the politicians to deal with the statistics. The
opening headline for the story on 5 live Breakfast took a similar approach, presenting
this as a statistical argument between the government and opposition parties, rather
than offering any independent verification from the available reports.
Critics of the changes say millions of vulnerable people on lower incomes will
be worse off after the changes, but ministers argue that other changes to
benefits and taxes will help to ensure that most people are better off. (5 live
Breakfast, BBC Radio 5 live, October 26)
During a subsequent interview with Conservative MP Chris Philp, the claim that other
measures would mitigate the cuts in tax credits was repeated:
The most important principle is that the range of other measures being taken,
taken together do mitigate the effect of these tax credit reductions. Things like
massive increase in the minimum wage, the increase in the tax threshold,
cutting social and council rents by a percent, freezing the fuel duty escalator
which saves you £10 every time you fill up. All of these things together, and
no report by the way, including the IFS, has accounted for all of these effects,
taken together they do alleviate the effect of the tax credit reduction. (Chris
Philp, Conservative MP, 5 live Breakfast, BBC Radio 5 live, October 26)
This was a striking claim with no statistical source offered to substantiate it, one that
was, in the context of the IFS and House of Commons Library briefings, open to
question (indeed, the IFS report was already based on what it called ‘a better case
scenario’).
The interviewer then referred to figures and phrases used in the IFS’s July 9 briefing
(incorrectly referencing it as OBS data, and offering a figure that, on its own, did not
clarify the point) to question this claim:
Just to go on to your argument that the living wage will kick in and it will help
people, people won’t lose out. I mean the independent Office for Budget
Responsibility says the increase in gross earnings from the higher national
wage, minimum wage, of £4 billion actually makes it arithmetically
impossible for there to be full compensation on average, so it’s not true to say
that’s going to make up the slack is it? (5 live Breakfast, BBC Radio 5 live,
October 26)
Baroness Kramer, for the Liberal Democrats, then took her lead from the interviewer
and repeated the source misattribution:
Even when you put all the mitigations together, the Office of Budget
Responsibility is absolutely right, it is arithmetically impossible to replace the
tax credits. (Baroness Kramer, Liberal Democrats, 5 live Breakfast, BBC
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Radio 5 live, October 26)
In sum, during the BBC’s morning radio coverage of the story (when clearly
journalists have limited time to put together packages), reporters made only fleeting
use of the available statistical data, which left the audience to try and make sense of
competing claims made by government and opposition politicians.
This contrasts with the approach taken by BBC Radio 4’s PM programme, which
incorporated the independent data in its headline, albeit in a slightly inaccurate way:
Plans by the Westminster government to change tax credits will affect 3
million families, the independent Institute for Fiscal Studies estimates they’ll
each lose about £1,300 a year. In the House of Lords right now they’re
debating the pros and cons. (PM, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
The information used here – that 3 million working families will lose an average of
£1,300 – (or variations thereof) was the most repeated statistic used across the BBC’s
coverage. As we have pointed out, this does not come from the IFS study (which gave
the figure of £1,000), but appears to come from Frank Field’s Spectator article, or
from Tim Farron’s assertion on the Today programme (although we note that Frank
Field referred to individuals and Tim Farron to families, the latter being more in line
with available data). PM then interviewed David Phillips from the Institute for Fiscal
Studies, who spoke to the difficulty of mitigating the impact of the tax credit cuts:
If the government wants to make its savings, it’s quite hard to see how they
can mitigate these measures except in the short term. So the government plans
to save about £4.4 billion a year from these changes. Now if it wanted to say,
well let’s protect the very lowest income people that are in work, how could it
do that? Well it could spread the pain further including those out of work and
that would mean a bit less pain for those in work, but it would hit an even
poorer group of people. Or it could say we are going to take more off higher
income claimants of tax credits. (David Phillips, Institute for Fiscal Studies,
PM, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
Newsbeat repeated the government’s claim, but, after looking at some individual
cases, later countered it with the IFS data:
Despite the cuts, ministers claim that overall nine out of ten families will be
better off by 2020 because of things like more tax free earnings, extra free
childcare and a new national living wage replacing the minimum wage…
Independent researchers from the Institute for Fiscal Studies think single
parents like Tracey will be some of the hardest hit, and they don’t agree with
the government’s estimate. (Newsbeat, October 26)
It is worth noting here that Newsbeat, which often has a more informal, engaging
style, nonetheless succeeded in pithily combining the use of independent statistical
analysis with a human interest angle.
The Six O’Clock News on BBC Radio 4 began by reverting to the ‘balance’
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approach. Ironically, its headline (unlike PM) correctly used IFS data (given during
their July 9 briefing), but gave the source of this statistic not as the IFS but to ‘critics’
of the government proposal:
The House of Lords is preparing for a series of votes that could disrupt the
government’s plans to cut the benefits called tax credits. Ministers want to
reduce the cost of the benefits to help deal with the deficit, but critics,
including some on the government’s benches, say more than 3 million families
would be an average of £1,000 a year worse off. (Six O’Clock News, BBC
Radio 4, October 26)
In the subsequent report, the government claims were put alongside the IFS figure.
The introduction stated that:
Under the proposals, tax credits would start being removed from workers at a
lower level of earnings and withdrawn more quickly. The government says
that, taken as an overall package, most people will be better off because of a
higher minimum wage, to be called the national living wage, and because
they’ll be able to earn more before paying any income tax. But the
independent Institute for Fiscal Studies says more than 3 million families will
still be worse off. (Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
The report then offered the most detailed set of statistics used in any of the radio
reports, giving the reasons behind the government’s proposed cuts and explaining
their reasoning, but also accurately suggesting that the government’s claims of
mitigation did not stand the scrutiny of independent investigation.
Tax credits were introduced in 2003 but their cost has risen dramatically to
£30 billion a year. The government announced in the Budget that it was
reducing tax credits, it desperately wants to bring down the deficit and these
changes alone would bring in around £6 billion a year by 2020. At the same
time it said that the minimum wage would rise sharply to £9 an hour by 2020,
compensating people for the cuts. But as Paul Johnson, Director of the
Institute for Fiscal Studies, told the Work and Pensions Committee today,
most people on tax credits would still be worse off… The fear is that these
changes will also be a disincentive to people wanting to work longer hours, as
some will lose 80% or more of their extra income in tax and lost tax credits.
(Six O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, October 26)
While the report did not use what our advisory team felt to be the clearest statistics
available from the IFS report, it provided the most detailed picture of the weight of
statistical evidence in BBC radio’s coverage, pitching an unverified government claim
against independent evidence that refuted that claim.
BBC TV news coverage
The BBC News Channel at 5pm mentioned, once again, the 3 million losing £1,300 a
year figure used by Frank Field:
Cuts to tax credits would save the Treasury £4.4 billion a year. It’s estimated
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around three million low income people will be affected. And many may lose
up to £1,300 a year. (BBC News Channel at 5pm, October 26)
The report also included a clip of Baroness Hollis speaking in the House of Lords
debate:
My Lords, we can be supportive of the government and give them what they
did not ask for, financial privilege, or we can be supportive instead of those 3
million families facing letters at Christmas, telling them on average they will
lose up to around £1,300 per year. A letter which will take away 10% of their
income, on average. (Baroness Hollis, Labour, BBC News Channel at 5pm,
October 26)
We note, once again, that throughout the coverage there is a slippage between the use
of three million individuals (as the headline suggests) and families (as suggested in
Baroness Hollis’s speech).
The programme also featured a clip from MP Stephen McPartland who said that:
If I give you the example of a teaching assistant on £11,000 per year, if they
did not have a child between three and four years of age they will not benefit
from increased childcare. And they also will not benefit from the increases in
the personal tax allowance, because they do not earn enough. So one of the
real concerns is that those families on the lowest incomes may lose £1,200 per
year but will not have any mitigation against that and I want the Chancellor to
come forward with proposals to mitigate for those families. (Stephen
McPartland, Conservative MP, BBC News Channel at 5pm, October 26)
The BBC News at Six repeated, once again, the Frank Field statistic, though referring
to families rather than individuals and, given its origin, correctly linking it to the
government’s critics:
The House of Lords is preparing for a series of votes that could disrupt the
government’s plans to save more than £4 billion from the welfare budget by
cutting tax credits. Ministers want to reduce the threshold up to which people
can claim the benefit, and once people reach that threshold, to speed up the
rate at which tax credits are taken away. But critics, including some on the
government benches, say more than three million families would be an
average of £1,300 a year worse off… The government has insisted that taken
as an overall package, most people will be better off. (BBC News at Six,
October 26)
This reporting was firmly within the ‘balance’ approach, in which the government and
their critics trade statistical claims. The programme then switched to a search for
statistical objectivity, while avoiding any specific figures:
Ministers stress that low-income workers will benefit from a higher minimum
wage, and they’ll be able to earn more before paying any income tax. But the
independent Institute for Fiscal Studies says more than three million families
will still be worse off as a result of the changes. (BBC News at Six, October
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26)
The report then proceeded to offer the most statistically detailed analysis we found on
broadcast news that day (although it did not reference sources), using the available
data to unpack the claims made and explaining some of the details, while putting a
human face on the statistics:
First, it’s important to know that three-quarters of the people who will gain
from a higher national living wage don’t claim any in-work support from tax
credits, so that group will win from higher wages, but will not lose from tax
credit cuts. So who will be hit? …most of the pain will be felt by working
mothers. Here is how George Osborne is making one of his biggest cuts. If one
parent, typically the mother, works part-time, right now she can earn up to
£6,420 a year before her tax credit money gets reduced. Next year, they will
start clawing it back if she earns more than £3,850… And that has a big effect.
Take a family with two working parents, the father working full-time, the
mother part-time, both on the minimum wage. They will get a rise next year
because of the national living wage, but they will lose so much in tax credits
that they will end up £1,800 a year worse off. It is also hard for a single
mother working full-time for the minimum wage. Her pay would go up by
£700 a year, but her income overall would drop by £1,500.
The Chancellor has said his critics have not taken account of changes like
more free childcare, and he cited a typical family where a father works fulltime, but the mother doesn’t work, saying they would be over £2,000 a year
better off by 2020 if you include the extra free childcare.
In that example, that might be true if their kids are three or four, but not if they
are older or younger. Looking at all the measures from last July’s Budget, the
national living wage will boost the incomes of low-paid working families by
around £4 billion before tax, but that is set against a £12 billion cut to tax
credits and other benefits. If the government funds the extra childcare help and
caps social rents, it will help those on low incomes to some extent, but that
help is valued at around £1.4 billion. For most working families on tax credits,
that is not nearly enough to make up for cuts. (BBC News at Six, October 26)
This is, by some way, the best example of a reporter using the available data (albeit,
unsourced) to put the government claims to the test, while explaining what they might
mean to particular groups of people.
The BBC News at Ten was able to report the government defeat in the House of
Lords. The Frank Field statistic was used again, while the cost of credits was put in
context, and the report drew from the available data to add other figures. On this
occasion, all the statistics were simply stated, without a source:
At £30 billion, they cost as much as our day-to-day defence costs, I’m talking
about tax credits. Having soared since Gordon Brown as Chancellor created
them in their modern form. In 2002 they cost the equivalent of just over 0.8%
of GDP or national income but due in part to the great recession, they more
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than doubled by 2010 to 1.8% of GDP. No surprise then that a Tory
Chancellor George Osborne, should want to rein them in, but why the fuss?
George Osborne’s plan would take a lot of money from people, most of whom
are doing what would be widely seen as the right thing by having a job. For
more than 3 million working families of whom most have children, the
average estimated loss would be £1,300. The vast majority of the losers earn
less than £20,000 so the sudden cut in spending power would be painful, with
a 10% drop in real earnings pretty typical. (BBC News at Ten, October 26)
The reporter went on to lay out the Chancellor’s options, suggesting that the cuts
could be delayed without jeopardising the long-term goals for deficit reduction:
The way he could significantly soften the blow to living standards would be to
make the whole reform package apply only to future claimers. For the next
few years, that would leave him out of pocket to the tune of up to £4 billion a
year although, after many years, the savings would be similar to those in the
current plan. And what if George Osborne was forced to abandon his whole
tax credit reconstruction? On current forecasts, he would still achieve his
cherished aim of generating surplus on the total budget by end of the
Parliament. (BBC News at Ten, October 26)
The BBC 6.30pm bulletins from Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales all covered the
story. The Wales report focused on the fact that the ‘Conservative leader in Wales,
Andrew RT Davies, has urged the Chancellor to modify the proposals’, but contained
no statistical references.
BBC Scotland News at 6.30pm made use of the IFS statistic (from the July 9
briefing), although without giving its source:
Make no mistake this is not just an academic argument, this is something
which is estimated could affect 3 million families, hundreds of thousands of
families in Scotland, some of who could lose more than £1,000 a year. (BBC
Scotland News at 6.30pm, October 26)
BBC Northern Ireland News at 6.30pm covered the story on October 27, repeating, in
part, the oft-quoted £1,300 a year statistic:
The government’s plan to cut tax credits has been blocked, at least for now, by
last night’s vote in the House of Lords. Critics of the reduction say people on
low pay could lose up to £1,300. (BBC Northern Ireland News at 6.30pm,
October 27)
Newsnight opened with the same, now familiar, statistic while offering some context:
The tax credit cuts will take £4.4 billion from 3.3 million households. An
average of over £1,300 a year. And the higher minimum wage will not close
that gap. (Newsnight, October 26)
The subsequent report focused on the political ramifications of the story, with some
sparring between Baroness Hollis and MP Jacob Rees-Mogg about the figures.
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Commercial TV news coverage
ITV News at Ten took a different approach, both statistically and in terms of focus,
explaining why the government looked to cut tax credits as a source of savings. The
report began with Office for Budget Responsibility data (crediting the OBS as a
source in on-screen graphics):
The questions over the hard cash are the easiest to dispense with. The UK’s
deficit, the amount we borrow to cover expenditure will be £69.5 billion by
the end of this year. George Osborne wants to run a surplus of ten billion by
the end of 2019 so that we can start to pay off our rapidly accumulating debt.
So the axe has to fall somewhere and the changes to tax credit would save £4.4
billion. (ITV News at Ten, October 26)
The package then drew from HM Treasury and Institute for Fiscal Studies data, also
cited in on-screen graphics:
The Chancellor could of course put up taxes but if he wants to cut spending –
there are no easy choices. This shows you how much public money is spent by
department. As you can see welfare with a whopping £231 billion gets by far
the most, with others like health and education more or less untouchable, it
was always likely to be the main target. The Tories won’t touch the £92 billion
state pension fund and while £37 billion in disability benefits aren’t
guaranteed they have already faced cuts. Tax credits with around 7 million
people entitled to them cost £30 billion a year. So in a world of practical
choices you can see why the Chancellor opted to cut here. (ITV News at Ten,
October 26)
While the ITV report used figures to put the government decision to cut tax credits in
context, it did not deal with the government’s claims of mitigation, or use the data to
explore the impacts of proposed changes. It also dealt with the issue very much from
the government’s perspective, and alternative statistical claims were not part of
coverage, such as raising taxes or cutting the deficit more gradually.
Sky News featured an interview with Paul Johnson from the IFS. Johnson began by
setting the fiscal context:
What the Chancellor’s trying to do is save a substantial amount of money from
the welfare bill, not surprisingly he has decided to start with, or do a lot of that
through the tax credit bill, because of course that is the bit that has expanded
most quickly since the beginning of this century, since the year 2000. (Paul
Johnson, Institute for Fiscal Studies, Sky News, October 26)
He then drew from his July IFS briefings to point out:
So low income people in work with children will be losing £1,000 or more in
some cases as a result of the cuts in tax credits… There will be something like
3 million families losing overall. Most people who are on tax credits will be
losing as a result of this. (Paul Johnson, Institute for Fiscal Studies, Sky News,
October 26)
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The interviewer then put forward the government’s claim, which Johnson then
refuted:
The government has certainly suggested, Mr Osborne the Chancellor that the
new national living wage will largely compensate for any short falls.
It’ll help some people a bit, but it certainly won’t largely compensate, that’s
just not the case. The scale of the increase in the living wage just isn’t big
enough to compensate for the scale of the losses that people are likely to see as
a result of the tax credit cuts. You just have to look at the numbers, in the long
run the tax credit cuts themselves are £6 billion and then there’s another four
or five billion of other welfare cuts. The maximum scale of the living wage is
an extra 4 or five billion pounds, spread out mostly among people who are not
actually affected by the tax credit cuts. So overall it’s a much bigger cut, for
those on tax credits, the cuts from tax credits, are much bigger than the
increase in the living wage. (Paul Johnson, Institute for Fiscal Studies, Sky
News, October 26)
Channel 4 News featured a live discussion outside the Palace of Westminster, during
which various statistics were used by MPs – Mark Garnier for the government and
Owen Smith for Labour. The reporter avoided using more general statistics, referring
to a particular case profiled earlier in the programme.
Owen Smith used the figures from the IFS July briefing to assert:
Yes, we will see a vote on that and then we will see a vote on what I think is
the crucial backbench Labour amendment, Patricia Hollis’s amendment, which
would force the government to go away and think again about this, put in
place transitional arrangements that would crucially mitigate the effect of
these pernicious policies for 3 million working families who’re going to lose
over £1,000 each. (Owen Smith, Labour MP, Channel 4 News, October 26)
Mark Garnier countered this with:
My view is George Osborne should stick with what he’s doing and then look
at mitigating factors that can help in the short term for that 20% of those
people who are affected by this. (Mark Garnier, Conservative MP, Channel 4
News, October 26)
The reporter then interjected with a personal story used earlier on the programme:
What about Alfie’s mum? Who we’ve profiled on this programme. £10,500 a
year as a full time teaching assistant, single mother, boy and now she has to
lose £1,400. What can you do for her that isn’t damaging his policy? (Channel
4 News, October 26)
The two MPs then responded:
Alfie’s mum, she is not going to necessarily benefit now from the increase in
the tax-free threshold, so a way to ameliorate that would be instead of
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increasing the tax free threshold, to do it with the national insurance threshold
and therefore you would get that help down to the bottom decile. (Mark
Garnier, Conservative MP, Channel 4 News, October 26)
For the 5,000 people, families, in Mark’s constituency … none of the
measures the government have talked about, increasing the national minimum
wage, childcare, raising the personal allowance, none of them will offset the
cut that they’re going to have. It is true, the Resolution Foundation, the
Institute for Fiscal Studies have all said, even if you raised everybody right to
the top end of what you are proposing as the national minimum wage right to
£9.20, even if you raised the threshold for the personal allowance to £12,500,
which you are proposing to do at the end of this Parliament, families would
still be net worse off. The average family on £15,000 would be £300 worse
off. You cannot deny the reality. (Owen Smith, Labour MP, Channel 4 News,
October 26)
In summary, the commercial channels all used different approaches to the story: ITV
focused on the wider issue of ways to cut public spending; Sky featured an interview
with Paul Johnson from the IFS, and Channel 4 combined the ‘balance’ approach in
which politicians trade statistics with an attempt to put a human face on the story by
profiling how the changes will affect one particular low income family. We note that
none of them used the Frank Field statistic so widely quoted in the BBC’s coverage.
BBC Online
In our discussion of the content analysis, we note that BBC online’s coverage tends to
make greater use of statistics, often with a greater degree of clarity. This holds true in
this case. On the main news page, a story entitled: ‘Tax credits: Lords vote to delay
controversial cuts’, laid out the proposed cuts with some statistical detail:
Tax credits are a series of benefits introduced by the last Labour government
to help low-paid families. There are two types: Working Tax Credit (WTC)
for those in work, and Child Tax Credit (CTC) for those with children. Under
government proposals, the income threshold for Working Tax Credits - £6,420
- will be cut to £3,850 a year from April. In other words, as soon as someone
earns £3,850, they will see their payments reduced. The income threshold for
those only claiming CTCs will be cut from £16,105 to £12,125. The rate at
which those payments are cut is also going to get faster. Currently, for every
£1 claimants earn above the threshold, they lose 41p. This is known as the
taper rate. But from April, the taper rate will accelerate to 48p.There will be
similar reductions for those who claim work allowances under the new
Universal Credit. (BBC online, October 26)
In the overall approach, however, they opted for the ‘balanced’ approach (pitching the
Frank Field statistic against government claims of mitigation):
Opponents of the tax credit changes say they will leave millions of existing
recipients - many of whom work but are on low incomes - some £1,300 a year
worse off when they come into effect in April.
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But ministers say that taking into account other changes, such as the
introduction of the new national living wage, further increases in the personal
tax allowance and an extension of free childcare, the majority of existing
claimants will be better off. (BBC online, October 26)
Perhaps more helpfully, the article also included a graphic drawn from the Resolution
Foundation’s study, which laid out winners and losers (and, in keeping with all the
literature published in this area, implied more losses than gains).

The BBC online News Politics page took a much more editorial approach, laying out
(what the reporter saw as) the politics behind the tax credit row:
When Gordon Brown and his then adviser Ed Balls embarked on their
reshaping of the British welfare state by massively increasing benefits
delivered to lower-paid, working people through the tax credit system, one of
their aims was cynically political. The more people who received these credits,
and the more generous they became, the more frightened those on average or
lower incomes would be of voting Tory…Well in the end the bribe didn't
work. In fact, Labour lost office in 2010 at a time when tax credits were
costing the public sector far more than they had ever done - because incomes
were so flattened by the 2008 financial and economic crisis that the top-up
from tax credits rose very significantly.
So, according to the Treasury, when the modern system of tax credits began
properly in 2001-2, they were costing the Exchequer the equivalent of just
over 0.8% of GDP or national income. But by 2010, the real cost of this
system of subsidising work had more than doubled, to over 1.8% of GDP. No
surprise therefore that a Conservative Chancellor, George Osborne - for all his
commitment to encouraging work - should view this state subsidy as
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excessive. (BBC online, October 26)
The article then moved to the statistical argument that ensued. While the Frank Field
figure continued to be the focal point, the mathematics behind it were explained, with
key sources given:
The available numbers on this are by no means scientifically precise. But the
House of Commons Library says that for 3.28 million in-work families, of
which 2.7 million have children, the average loss will be £1,300 (and the
Institute for Fiscal Studies would broadly corroborate). Now, the vast majority
of these earn less than £20,000, so the sudden loss of spending power for this
group is very significant indeed. A 10% loss of real earnings would not be
untypical. (BBC online, October 26)
The article then explained and analysed the impact of the proposed increase in the
‘taper rate’:
…the second biggest short-term contributor to savings for the government yielding £1.5bn next years - is an increase from 41% to 48% in the so-called
‘taper’ rate at which the tax credits are taken away after a recipient's income
reaches a particular threshold. In a way, that can be seen as a marginal rate of
tax on additional income earned by those on low incomes: for every additional
pound earned, 48p less of tax credits is received. What is striking is that 48%
is higher than the top 45% rate of tax for those earning more than £150,000.
And to many, including Tories, who worry about worsening inequalities, the
symbolism of a taper rate for the poor higher than the top rate of tax looks
unnecessarily inflammatory. (BBC online, October 26)
The article proceeded to consider the competing claims made about mitigation:
George Osborne … would argue that, for many, the loss of earnings will be
offset by the way he is forcing employers to pay their staff more, by pushing
up the minimum wage - renamed as the living wage - well above its past trend,
and also by boosting the zero income-tax threshold. But this compensation
will be only gradual and - as the IFS has calculated - will not provide 100%
restitution to all. Also, even if he were to cut national insurance payments for
those on low earnings - as he is said to be considering - he could not be
confident that there would not still be big losses for significant numbers of
poor workers. (BBC online, October 26)
The article moved on to discuss the implications of slowing the reforms, arguing that
this would make little difference to deficit reduction in the longer term –
Or to put it another way, the government's deficit would be reduced at a
slower rate; there would have been £3bn or £4bn less of a reduction for the
next couple of years, but thereafter the pace of deficit squeeze would have
accelerated. (BBC online, October 26)
– before discussing the political implications of such a decision.
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Overall, it is fair to say that there was more statistical precision, detail, and
explanation provided in these two online articles (which were not especially long)
than in most of the broadcast coverage. This is not to say that the broadcast reporting
was especially slipshod or unhelpful – we note, for example, that Newsbeat’s report
captured the key statistical aspects of the story with engaging brevity – simply that
online news demonstrates a higher level of statistical reporting.
Summary
Overall, our advisory team felt that the reporting of the tax credit story on the day of
the House of Lords vote was relatively even-handed across most outlets, although
some outlets –for example ITV – chose to present the issue in terms of the
government’s broad perspective (towards rapid deficit reduction based on public
spending cuts). The rider that ‘other economic models are available’ would have put
the story into a broader, more impartial political context (although we should note, in
passing, that ITV were, on other occasions, more robust than other outlets in
challenging government statistics). There were many examples of good practice: both
the TV and Radio 4 6pm bulletins on the BBC provided clear, well sourced statistical
analysis, and BBC online was especially detailed and informative. On a more critical
note, the advisory team made the following observations:
While there is clearly a high level of statistical sophistication available at the BBC
(revealed by online coverage and by some specialist correspondents), the use of this
statistical expertise was not reflected across the outlets examined. What was
particularly notable was that despite the abundance of statistical information available
from independent sources (much of it presented with both brevity and clarity), many
BBC outlets tended to recycle (variations of) the same statistic – one whose source
(while extrapolated from credible sources) appeared to be political rather than
independent. Indeed, the helpful statistics provided in the more recent IFS report19
(produced in September) – including one identified by our advisory team as
particularly pithy and germane (that those ‘in paid work and eligible for benefits or
tax credits are, on average, being compensated for 26% of their losses from changes
to taxes, tax credits and benefits through the new NLW’) were ignored entirely. This
indicates that the BBC could improve its consistency of performance by ensuring that
reporters, editors and presenters familiarise themselves with the most detailed and
readily accessible running accounts of statistical stories – likely to be available online.
This story came as close to having clear statistical truths as most political stories can
(analogous, perhaps, to the climate change story, where the weight of independent
evidence is very clearly on one side). In short, all the independent analysis showed
clearly that the government’s claims that tax credit cuts would be mitigated by other
measures were not credible. While some of the coverage did convey the general thrust
of the independent analysis, other outlets tended to present the statistics in a party
political ‘balance’ framework, as a set of claims and counter claims. In other words, it
provides no independent touchstone by which to judge the two sets of claims. Once
again, we return to this point in our general conclusions, in relation to the over
reliance on political sources for statistical information.
19

Source can be found here: Executive Summary of IFS report into tax credit and National Living
Wage changes, published September 2015: http://www.ifs.org.uk/publications/7975
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While there were no egregious errors in the coverage, there were a number of
examples of where the implications of cutting tax credits could have been more
clearly reported. These mainly involved the failure, in some bulletins, to provide (or
to misattribute) statistical sources; and the slippage between using households and
individual wage-earners as a unit of analysis. While understandable in some
circumstances, this particular story was anticipated well in advance with ample time
to absorb and process the statistical information before the day began.
The reporting of the cost of working tax credits was somewhat one-sided. While the
reasons for cutting them were made fairly clear (the government plan to reduce the
deficit), the reasons for introducing them – to alleviate child poverty, for example –
were rarely discussed. Of course, it could be argued that this was due to the focus on
the government cutting tax credits. But it meant statistical claims were not regularly
discussed in the context of why tax credits were initially introduced. This confusion
about authoritative and independent sources is part of the challenge of reporting this
story and stories like it.
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Case Study 7: Interpreting the ONS’s population projections
We chose to explore coverage of the ONS’s population projections in order to
consider coverage of a migration topic, which was part of our brief.
On October 29, the ONS published its national population projections that were based
on the UK population on June 30, 2014. When releasing the figures, the ONS
summarised the estimates on its website by explaining:
What do these 2014-based population projections show?
The UK population is projected to increase by 4.4 million over the next
decade, rising from 64.6 million in 2014 to 69.0 million at mid-2024. This
increase, of 6.9% of the 2014 population, is equivalent to an average annual
growth rate of 0.7% each year over the decade. Over the full 25 year period of
the projection, the UK population is projected to increase to 74.3 million by
mid-2039, with an annual average growth rate of 0.6%. It is projected that the
population of the UK will reach 70 million by mid-2027.
Overall, this means that we are projecting that the population of the UK will
increase by 9.7 million people (15%) over the next 25 years. Of the 9.7 million
projected increase in the population over the full projection period to mid2039, 4.7 million (49%) is due to projected natural change and 5.0 million
(51%) is due to projected net migration.
The summary made clear these population figures were projections, which may
change due to external factors, including demographic behaviour or government
decision-making in policy areas such as migration or university fees. In making sense
of the figures, the ONS primarily focused on natural change (fertility versus mortality
rates) and changes in levels of migration. The ONS’s summary further explained that:
Because immigration is concentrated at young adult ages, the assumed level of
future net migration has a more immediate effect on the projected number of
women of childbearing age and hence the projected number of births, than on
projected number of deaths. Of the 4.7 million natural increase projected
between mid-2014 and mid-2039, only 3.1 million would occur if net
migration were zero (at each and every age) throughout the projection period
(Table 1). Thus about 68% of the projected increase in the population over the
period mid-2014 to mid-2039 is either directly attributable to future migration
(51%), or indirectly attributable to future migration through its effect on births
and deaths (17%).
But it also added:
Care should be taken in interpreting these figures as ‘the indirect impact of
migration’. A fuller assessment of this would cover not only births to women
who have migrated into the UK but also:


births to, and deaths of, people who had migrated to the UK before
2014
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how to account for births to, and deaths of, UK-born people who had
emigrated and subsequently returned to the UK
how to account for births to, and deaths of, UK-born people who had
parents (or grandparents etc) who were themselves immigrants and the
corresponding figures for foreign-born people descended from UK
emigrants.

Another key part of the ONS summary acknowledged the changing population’s
increasing old age dependency ratio – defined as ‘the ratio of people of retirement age
and over to working age people’. In short, more people would be in retirement age by
2039 and fewer people would be working and paying taxes. As a consequence, the
ONS pointed out, paying for future pensions or tax revenues would need to be
planned accordingly by policy-makers who will need to consider how this changing
demography would impact on the broader make up of society or the economy more
generally.
In a final part of the summary, the ONS compared its own estimates to projections
two years before: ‘The population of the UK is projected to grow to 74.28 million in
2039. This is 420,000 higher than the 2012-based projection for 2039. This is partly
attributable to the base 2014 population being 86,000 higher in the 2014-based
projection than in the 2012 projections.’ In other words, the latest population
estimates increased the revised projections compared to the previous study two years
before. The ONS did not indicate whether the revised projections represented a major
difference in the population size of the UK in twenty to thirty years.
Overall, then, the ONS’s explanation about population growth drew attention to both
the pressures on local services and environment along with the longer-term impact of
increasing the working age of a population and the role migration might play in
mitigating some of its consequences.
The ONS’s projection figures were widely reported on BBC outlets, across television,
radio and online. As the figures were released at 9.30am, Radio 5 live and Radio 4’s
Today did not cover the latest study. In most cases, the BBC’s headlines stuck closely
to describing the ONS’s statistics and couched the estimates in relatively cautious
ways, using phrases such as ‘prediction’, ‘expected’ or ‘suggest’. So, for example:
The UK’s population is predicted to rise by nearly ten million over the next 25
years. The growth will be mainly driven by migrants and their birth rate,
according to the Office for National Statistics. There’ll also be an ageing trend
as the baby boomers retire (BBC News Channel, October 29).
The UK population is expected to increase by around ten million in the next
25 years, a rise roughly twice the size of Scotland. The Office for National
Statistics says two thirds of the growth will be due to immigration. It’s also
predicted many more of us will be living longer (BBC News at Six, October
29).
The population of the UK will rise to around 74 million over the next 25 years,
according to the latest official forecast. The Office for National Statistics
predicts that by then almost 10 million more people will be living here. Two94

thirds of the increase will be due to immigration, with people coming to the
UK and the children they have. And, one in 12 of us will be more than 80
years old, with longer life expectancy another big reason for the rising
population (BBC News at Ten, October 29).
New figures suggest that the population of the UK will increase by almost 10
million over the next 25 years. The Office for National Statistics says the
growth, to around 74 million, will be driven primarily by immigration. It also
predicts the average age of people in Britain will rise, so by 2039 just under a
third of the population will be over the age of 60 (Six O’Clock News, BBC
Radio 4, October 29).
By contrast, Sky News chose to add ‘dramatically’ and ‘jump’ to the headline, and
focused primarily on the rise in migration, rather than a relative increase in the elderly
population:
While the Chinese government is trying to increase its population, the number
of people in the UK is expected to rise dramatically in coming years, largely
because of migration. The latest figures suggest it will be the main reason for
a predicted jump of 10 million residents by 2039. (Sky News, October 29)
Meanwhile, ITV’s News at Ten headline was more interpretive about the ONS’s
projections, implying some viewers might find population growth an adverse
development (and not, incidentally, a positive one which might benefit future
generations):
Now if you are one of those who think this country has enough people already
then this is probably not going to be good news. The Office for National
Statistics, a dull-sounding but reliable body, has predicted that our population
is due to increase by almost 10 million over the next quarter of a century. Half
of that is due to come from immigration and the rate of population growth
does seem to be accelerating. (ITV News at Ten, October 29)
Like the BBC, Channel 4 News was more descriptive, choosing to focus on the
ONS’s figures but also comparing the UK with Germany. However, coverage was
limited to one item read out by the presenter:
The UK’s population is set to rise by 7% over the next ten years, according to
the Office for National Statistics. The number of people living in Britain could
be more than 70 million by 2028 and the ONS says half of this rise will come
from net migration. According to experts, if current trends continue the UK
will overtake Germany to become the most populous country in Europe,
before the middle of this century (Channel 4 News, October 29).
Whereas some of the BBC’s headlines acknowledged the increasing age of the UK
population, none did so on commercial television news, which emphasised the rise in
migration or immigration.
The BBC’s online news gave the most detailed and descriptive account of the ONS’s
report:
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The UK population is to increase beyond 70 million in the next 12 years,
official projections suggest.
The Office for National Statistics said the population was expected to increase
by 4.4 million in the next decade, before reaching 70 million in 2027.
That increase is roughly the size of the Irish Republic.
The population is projected to grow by 9.7 million over the next 25 years, to
74.3 million. Latest figures show there are 64.6 million people in the UK.
The statistics predict an ageing population, with some 29.5% of people aged
over 60 by 2039 - up from 23.2% this year.
By then, more than one in 12 UK people are expected to be aged 80 or over.
The Office for National Statistics (ONS) said its latest projections assume that
more people will come to live in the UK than emigrate, accounting for about
half of the projected population increase.
The remainder is attributed to births outnumbering deaths.
Projections were also revised upwards in the latest figures. The population
estimate for 2024 is now 249,000 more than the previous projection in 2012.
(BBC online, October 29)
A section headed ‘Population growth’ then broke down the ONS’s figures in detail:
As of June 2014 there were
64,596,800
People living in the UK
491,100
more than the previous year
259,700 added from net migration
226,200 from natural growth
25% of all births in 2013 were to mothers born outside the UK
(BBC online, October 29)
In several BBC TV and radio news items, the same reporter was introduced as
‘looking at the numbers’, but there were some notable differences between packages.
On the BBC News Channel, the reporter began by explaining the methodology behind
defining net migration:
Let’s start with net migration – that’s the difference between the number of
people leaving the country and the number arriving and staying. Now if there
was no migration the population growth of the UK over the next 25 years is
predicted to look like this: from 64.6 million to 67 [with Graphic on screen
showing the UK population growth]. But then take into account not just those
who arrive, but also the children those immigrants are expected to have, and
the graph jumps a further 6.6 million, to just under 75 million people.
In total, two thirds of the population growth is attributable to migration. (BBC
News Channel, October 29)
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The BBC News at Six package, by contrast, opened with:
For those people who feel the UK is already full, the ONS predicts we are
going to have to make room for a lot more people over the next few years. 9.7
million, to be precise, by 2039, taking the total UK population to more than 74
million people. [The figures are also shown on the screen behind the
presenter]. And the ONS says immigration accounts for 68% of that rise. That
does include people coming to the UK, and also the children they’re expected
to have. But the UK is also an ageing population. And by 2039 it’s predicted
that one in 12 of us will be aged over 80. (BBC News at Six, October 29)
Although there was an element of balance here – between ageing population and
rising levels of migration – the statistics were initially interpreted (like ITV’s
headline) from the perspective of people thinking the UK was already over-populated.
An alternative perspective might have been to highlight – in the opening sentence of
the headline – the importance of migration to an ageing population. Radio 4’s Six
O’Clock News bulletin was more descriptive of the ONS’s population predictions in
its opening package, but drew attention to the likely rise in migrants:
The ONS produces these statistical bulletins once every two years, predicting
future changes to the UK’s population. Without taking migration into account
the population is predicted to grow by just over 3 million over the next 25
years. However, including migration and the children those immigrants are
expected to have, the figure jumps to 9.7 million (Six O’Clock News, BBC
Radio 4, October 29).
The BBC’s language, at times, moved from being descriptive to more judgmental
about the significance of the ONS’s figures. A more judgmental approach was taken
at the beginning of coverage by other broadcasters. In ITV’s coverage, for example
ITV News at Ten’s package began ‘Wherever you sit on the immigration debate these
figures today are pretty startling’. And before introducing an expert to comment upon
the figures, the presenter asked: ‘So how are we going to cope? We were supposed to
be building 240,000 houses a year on previous projections, but we’re actually only
building 130,000. Nor, of course, is it just a question of housing.’
Several BBC news outlets drew on expert sources or vox pops to help explain the
implications of the population projections, with a final piece to camera weighing up
competing views. So, for example, on BBC’s News at Six, Dr Jo Michell, from the
University of the West of England, identified the immediate implications of a rising
population on local services, whereas Professor Christian Dustmann, from University
College London, explained on the BBC News Channel why a rising population could
help alleviate the impact of an ageing population:
It will have an impact on government services such as health and education –
services which are already under pressure because of cuts in government
services and cuts which are planned for the next five years, so the government
should consider whether these cuts are appropriate at such a time (Dr Jo
Michell, University of the West of England, BBC’s News at Six, October 29).
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An ageing population is always a challenge for every country. The UK in that
sense is in a fortunate position because the population overall is growing,
which means that those who are productive are increasing as well. It is very
different in many continental countries such as Germany, which face a
shrinking population (Professor Christian Dustmann, University College
London, BBC News Channel, October 29)
BBC online used the same quotation from Dr Jo Michell, but had a longer
contribution from Professor Dustmann, who compared the UK with other European
countries and conveyed the importance of migration for an ageing population.
The overall trend is ‘very similar’ to past figures, said Prof Christian
Dustmann, director of the Centre for Research and Analysis on Migration at
University College London.
‘What we see in many European countries, in particular the larger economies
such as Germany, is actually a trend in the opposite direction,’ he said.
‘Population is decreasing in Germany, as it is in Italy or Spain. That puts these
countries in a very difficult situation.
‘[When] populations are decreasing, you're dealing with a shrinking workingage population, which basically has to be confronted with an increasing ageing
population which is not productive anymore.’ In the UK, where migration is
contributing to population growth, the challenge was to ensure immigrants
paid more in taxes than they cost in public services, he said.
‘An increase in population means a larger economic base - part of the GDP
growth we have seen is due to immigration,’ he said.
Prof Dustmann said one reason the ONS produces these figures is to prepare
policy makers for ‘future demands’ - and he said they should ‘clearly be
prepared to expand public services’. (BBC online, October 29)
While BBC’s News at Six and Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News used Professor Dustmann
again to represent the importance of a growing population (for the same length of time
as the BBC News Channel), other sources were used to counter-balance this
perspective. On Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News, for example, David Coleman, a
Professor of Demography at Oxford University, expressed concern about the ongoing
pace of the UK’s population rise:
There’s no absolute limit to population size, you can always squeeze more in,
but it gets less and less comfortable as you do that and if you’re increasing the
population by point 6 or point 7 % per year, it’s going to be running or jogging
anyway all the time just to keep still. (David Coleman, Professor of
Demography, Oxford University, BBC News at Six, October 29)
On BBC News at Six, a more human-interest perspective was sought as an alternative
perspective to Professor Dustmann, with three members of the public vox popped
briefly about their attitudes towards rising levels of migrants:
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In South London, as in many parts of the UK, high streets are adapting to the
influx of migrants, mainly from Eastern Europe. People do have concerns
over how many more people the UK can support. (Reporter)
Well I’m living here for 15 years now, so it’s a different story with me. But
now with people coming, it’s a bad situation in Poland, and that’s why they
are coming. (Female member of the public)
Well there’s too many people being let in this country, isn’t there, at the
moment? We can’t cope with what we’ve got. (Male member of the public)
I think it’s just a sign of the times we live in, to be fair. I think migration has
got its negatives and it’s got its positives. (Female member of the public)
(BBC News at Six, October 29)
Although the opinions here mostly represented concerns about migration levels, the
final and perhaps most positive response was then used by the reporter to explain the
importance of net migration to an ageing population, asking ‘who will pay for their
increased health and social care costs?’
Similarly, Sky News sent a reporter to Ipswich to consider the pressures of population
growth on the local community and several people were used in vox pops to explain
their concerns:
That’s a massive amount of people. Where are they going to live? Housing?
Is there going to be enough jobs to go around? Is there going to be enough
health system in place? Is it going to be safe? (Market Trader)
I’m a migrant as well, so… My point was, I wanted to come to England, stay
two years and then go to Australia, but I found that this country gave me the
opportunities I wanted, so that’s why I stayed. I think you should come here
and produce something. If you come here just to take advantage of the
system, I don’t know why that’s allowed. (Coffee Seller, Sky News, October
29)
Citing the ONS’s projections, the reporter followed up these responses by stating the
UK population ‘will jump by almost 10 million over the next 25 years, to over 74
million. Just over half of that increase will be migrants coming to the country. And if
you include children born from those arriving, more than two thirds are associated
with migration’. But the Sky reporter went beyond the ONS’s figures by adding –
without naming a specific source – ‘Analysts say the figures are also conservative
estimates, which exclude the influx of Syrian refugees.’ The use of the phrase ‘jump’
in the population and the addition of ‘conservative estimates’ contrasted with the way
BBC outlets interpreted the ONS’s projections.
Although Sky News ended its package with a more optimistic take on the population
projections for the UK’s economy it did not refer to the possible benefits of net
migration in supporting an older population. The final part of the package, however,
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drew on an expert source to emphasise the impact on local services of population
increase and also discussed the strain on services caused by an increasing number of
the elderly, without connecting these developments to the benefits of net migration:
But a population increase can also be good news for the economy, with some
experts saying that part of GDP growth is due to immigration. The
overarching issue is down to the potential strain on public services. But with
the pressure of also coping with a British population that will continue to age
on average comes concern over a lack of infrastructure. (Reporter)
As people get older they tend to accumulate conditions, so not just heart
disease, they might then get diabetes, they may get all sorts of complications
associated with those. So the problem for the NHS is that we have these
patients coming in and in and in again with all the complications associated
with the conditions that they’ve accrued through their longer lives. (Rosalind
Raine, Professor of Healthcare Evaluation, Sky News, October 29)
ITV’s News at Ten used two sources to interpret the ONS’s population predictions.
The Chief Executive of the Royal Town Planning Institute provided a worrying
assessment of population growth:
Massive strain on water, on energy needs, we’ve got to keep the lights on, and
this at a time when we know we’re at greater risk of flooding and we’re at
greater risk of water shortage, which is why we can’t just leave this to happen
by happenstance – we have got to plan for it. (Trudi Elliott, Chief Executive,
Royal Town Planning Institute, ITV News at Ten, October 29)
However, in perhaps the most positive assessment of enhanced immigration to ageing
populations, the ITV reporter explained the benefits, drawing on the OBR and
interviewing the Director of Migration Observatory:
You might argue the answer is to cut immigration, but that’s no panacea
either. Because we don’t pay to educate them and many return to their
original homes when they retire, immigrants do largely have a beneficial
impact on our public finances. The independent Office of Budget
Responsibility estimates that if we keep going with high immigration we’ll
have a debt to GDP ratio of 73% by 2062, but cut immigration to zero and that
shoots up to a whopping 145%. (Talks over graphic showing debt to GDP
ratio, source on screen cited as OBR) (Reporter)
If you look at the impact of immigration on the wages of people who are
working and living in the UK, generally the studies tend to find that those
impacts are positive but relatively small. There are also impacts on public
finances, so when people come to the UK, they pay taxes here, and that helps
to support the public services that need to be provided to the additional
population. (Madeleine Sumption, Director of Migration Observatory, ITV
News at Ten, October 29)
On both ITV and Sky News, the use of sources played a pivotal role in explaining the
tension between the impact of enhanced migration and the economic need for it in
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ageing populations.
However, in the reporters’ final pieces to camera, the BBC was more cautious in
interpreting the ONS’s estimates and the rising levels of migration:
These predictions have to come with a health warning in that it is not an exact
science, but these figures do give governments an idea of what they should be
planning for in years to come. (BBC News Channel, October 29)
So there’s a conflict: young migrants may have an important role in the future
to help pay for our elderly, but there are worries that the overall cost may be
too high. (TV BBC News at Six and Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News, October
29)
There are no easy answers, but the trend is startling. (ITV News at Ten,
October 29)
In Ipswich, it’s a snapshot of the wider UK picture, but it’s clear the impact of
a growing, ageing and increasingly multicultural population will challenge
every aspect of community. (Sky News, October 29)
ITV’s reporter was the only one to provide comparative figures about population
growth within Europe (rather than leaving it to an expert source, as BBC online did):
At 15% the UK’s rate of population growth is the fourth largest in the EU,
behind only Luxembourg, Belgium and Sweden, whilst the average for the rest
of the EU is only 3%. [reporter talks over graph providing % increases for
comparative growth rates with other EU nations. UK 15%, Luxembourg 67%
Belgium 23% and Sweden 21%. [Source cited on screen ONS] (Reporter, ITV
News at Ten, October 29)
However, the reporter did not then consider the wider implications of population rises
– or falls – cross-nationally.
With the exception of BBC Scotland News, none of the English or other nations’ optouts sampled reported the ONS’s population projections. This was in spite of
noticeable differences in growth between the nations, which were pointed out by
ITV’s News at Ten but by no BBC network news outlet. BBC Scotland focused on
the ageing population of the country, drawing on the latest projections by the National
Records of Scotland. So, for example:
Statisticians at the National Records of Scotland have looked at what might
happen in the next 25 years between 2014 and 2039. Among their various
predictions: a 1% increase in Scotland’s working age population. Contrast
that with an 85% increase in those aged 75 and above. (Reporter, BBC
Scotland News, October 29)
Compared to network coverage, the initial focus was not about population growth, but
creating a better local infrastructure for the elderly of future years, with pensioners
interviewed at a local library along with the Health Secretary in Scotland. The final
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part of the package, however, drew on the author of the study to explain the likely
change of Scotland’s demographic profile in future years:
We expect migration to be the single biggest component of change over that
period, so we’re expecting about 10% of the future change to come from
natural change, that is more births than deaths, but actually about 90% of that
to come from net inward migration. (Tim Ellis, Registrar General, BBC
Scotland News, 29 October)
The package concluded by the reporter interpreting the Registrar General’s comment:
‘Not set in stone, but an educated guess about the changing face of Scottish society’.
In contrast to the network coverage, migration was interpreted more descriptively,
without explicitly weighing up the concerns or benefits it might bring.
Finally, the most detailed coverage of the ONS’s population projections was found on
Radio 4’s PM. It drew heavily on an interview with Ruth Alexander, from Radio 4’s
More or Less, to help understand the numbers, the methodology behind them and to
consider the historical context of population projections. One exchange about past and
future migration predictions is worth quoting at length:
How accurate do we think these projections are? (Presenter)
The ONS population experts themselves say the numbers are uncertain, the 10
million more people in the next 25 years is their best guess, but they do give
themselves some wiggle room and they say, you know, it could be somewhere
in the range of between 68 and almost 80 million depending on what happens
to fertility rates and migration and life expectancy. (Ruth Alexander)
So lots of uncertainty. What does history tell us? How accurate have
projections been in the past? (Presenter)
Well population experts have been telling me today that they’ve been wildly
wrong in the past. In the 1930s it was predicted that by now there would be
just 10 million people living in England and Wales, and only 5 million by the
mid 2030s. Low birth rates were a real worry then and there was a lot of
debate about it at the time, with everyone having one eye on Germany and
what was happening there. So here’s Sir Norman Angell, who was an MP,
author, journalist and Nobel Prize-winner, speaking in 1939 on the possible
extinction of our empire for the sheer lack of people to fill it. (Ruth
Alexander)
People now alive may see this country reduced to little more than half its
present population. Think what that means: half the houses empty; the
railroads with the traffic cut in half; newspapers and publishers with half the
number of readers. Does that prospect look like prosperity? But this decline
of population is not taking place, or not taking place so rapidly, in Italy, in
Germany, in Japan. (Norman Angell)
Happily, as we know, birth rates went up again, but in the 1950s
demographers missed the 1960s baby boom and then in the 60s population
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projections swung the other way. Demographers expected there’d be twice as
many births in the next couple of decades and that the UK would have a
population of 75 million people by 2001. Well that was 16 million higher than
the actual estimate for that year. I mean it’s not even 75 million now, or yet,
perhaps I should say. So it turns out their methods were wrong and also
fertility rates were falling. But we adjusted our methods and got a bit better.
But the future thing in the UK is going to be migration, and that,
demographers say, makes it very difficult to predict really where we’ll be in
the future. (Ruth Alexander, PM, Radio 4, October 29)
For listeners of Radio 4’s PM, the ONS’s population projections were not just
described accurately and cautiously, but a wider context of demographics was
supplied along with a historical reminder about past debates related to falling and
rising migration levels.
Summary
Overall, the BBC’s reporting of the ONS’s latest population projections was largely
measured, describing the figures cautiously and, particularly online, at some length.
Radio 4’s PM not only scrutinised the figures in detail but also conducted a lengthy
interview where changing demography and fluctuating migration levels were put into
historical context.
Across BBC and commercial broadcast media, several packages included at least two
experts to draw out the tension between the consequences of migration and need for it
in an ageing population. It was only BBC online that featured an extended quotation
from an expert that explained the ONS’s 2014 data was largely a continuation of
trends (from 2012, for example), rather than representing anything new or surprising.
While BBC reporters expressed caution and offered health warnings when wrapping
up their packages, the final piece to cameras on ITV and Sky News were more
dramatic about the future impact of the ONS’s projections.
In reviewing coverage across BBC and commercial television news, our advisory
team observed that:






Many reporters focused on the newness of both the ONS’s projections and the
challenges governments face with expanding populations. It was not widely
acknowledged that these estimates had remained broadly the same over recent
years and had long been predicted. There is a strong general point here about
understanding the long-run context of all statistics. In the case of population
statistics, that means a perspective of half a century or more.
Only ITV’s reporter provided comparative figures about future population
sizes across several other European countries. And yet, comparing large
countries such as the UK with others offers one way of exploring both the
need for, and the challenges inherent in, rising populations.
The terms ‘migration’ and ‘immigration’ were, on occasions, conflated. There
could be a potential for this to cause confusion amongst audiences, since they
might wonder if reporters were just talking about people arriving or whether
they were also taking into account people leaving the UK.
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Reporters seemed more comfortable discussing uncertainty in this story than
in stories featuring statistics like unemployment or GDP (even if this was just
subtly by using words like ‘suggested’ and ‘estimated’). Perhaps this was
because projections are about the future, and there was less expectation for the
ONS to know precisely what would happen. Unemployment and GDP figures,
by contrast, measure time periods already passed so there might be an
assumption they would be more accurate.
Despite the ONS providing a critical methodological review (issued with the
projections), there was minimal coverage of how past projections have been
inaccurate and whether the new ones could be expected to be correct.
The coverage of the economic benefits of migration focused on the
sustainability of the pensions system. In contrast, whether the additional
revenue brought in by working migrants could be channelled into additional
local services was not discussed.
The use of statistical specialists in some instances (in the case of More or
Less) demonstrated how this can give real depth and added meaning to a story.
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Case Study 8: Reporting the EU’s agreement to relocate migrants
Introduction
Our content analysis suggested that while statistics are referenced in news stories
about migration, it is a topic in which their use is spread fairly thinly, particularly in
comparison to areas like politics and health. We chose to examine a migration story
where numbers and comparative statistics were particularly relevant, and where there
were a wide range of available statistics.
On September 22 2015, the European Commission announced that European
governments had agreed to relocate 120,000 migrants currently in Italy, Greece and
Hungary to other EU countries in response to the refugee crisis. Mandatory quotas
(subject to legal dispute) were agreed for the first 66,000 of this number (temporarily
based in Italy and Greece) with the remaining 54,000 (in Hungary) to be resettled at a
later date. This is in addition to 40,000 migrants the EU had already agreed to relocate
in July. The scheme covers only those ‘in clear need of international protection’
including unaccompanied children, rape victims and refugees from conflict zones
(Syria, Eritrea and Iraq). At this time, the UNHCR estimated that 500,000 people had
migrated to Europe by sea in 2015.
There were a number of statistics that were relevant to the story, particularly if the
audiences were to grasp the sense of scale. The use of statistics has the potential to be
especially helpful in stories about migration, a topic where surveys repeatedly reveal
public misconceptions.
Some relevant statistical questions for an understanding of this story were:








How many migrants are in Europe, Syria and other conflict zones – and how
does this compare with other historic migrations?
How many will the scheme cover compared with: the numbers the scheme is
promising to cover (66,000, vs 120,000); the numbers who actually will
eventually be relocated; the numbers who are currently in the EU; the numbers
who are expected to reach the EU before the crisis finishes; the numbers who
remain in Syria and other conflict zones?
What/who is being counted? Migrants, refugees, people fleeing conflict,
persecution, poverty or something else?
What are the quotas and how are they calculated? Are there differences across
EU countries – including with the number already in the countries at the point
the agreement was made? How do quotas differ with countries that are not
bound by the agreement – such as the UK, Denmark and Ireland?
How do countries, both within and outside the EU, compare in their record of
accepting asylum seekers and refugees?

Relevant statistical data
There were a number of rich data sets available to help journalists interpret this story.
On the day of the story, the EU Commission issued a Fact Sheet (Quota system),
which contained the following:
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What did Ministers agree on today?
Ministers agreed to the Commission’s proposal to relocate 120,000 people in
clear need of international protection during the next two years.
The Commission had initially proposed to relocate 120,000 people from
Greece (50,400), Italy (15,600) and Hungary (54,000). As Hungary, however,
does not wish to be included as beneficiary of the emergency relocation
scheme, the Council agreed that (an) other Member State(s) confronted with a
similarly evolving pressure following a sudden inflow of nationals of third
countries could benefit instead. The remaining 54,000 (that under the
Commission proposal would have been relocated from Hungary) will after one
year also be proportionally relocated from Italy and Greece to other Member
States unless the situation on the ground changes justifying that the
Commission propose to amend the Council decision in order to include
another country/other countries as beneficiaries of the relocation decision.



How has the distribution key for relocation been calculated?
The proposed distribution key is based on:
a) the size of the population (40% weighting),
b) the total GDP (40% weighting),
c) a corrective factor based on the average number of asylum applications
per 1 million inhabitants over the previous five years (10% weighting with a
30% cap of the population and GDP effect on the key to avoid
disproportionate impact)
d) a corrective factor based on the unemployment rate (10% weighting with a
30% cap of the population and GDP effect on the key to avoid
disproportionate effect).
The corrective factors for the average numbers of asylum applications and
unemployment rate are applied inversely, meaning that high existing asylum
application numbers and a high unemployment rate would result in fewer
individuals being relocated to a Member State.





What is the relocation scheme breakdown per Member State?
(This will be amended to take into account the participation of Norway and
Switzerland)
Italy
Greece
TOTAL
462
1491
1953
Austria
579
1869
2448
Belgium
201
651
852
Bulgaria
134
434
568
Croatia
35
112
147
Cyprus
376
1215
1591
Czech Republic
47
152
199
Estonia
304
982
1286
Finland
3064
9898
12962
France
4027
13009
17036
Germany
306
988
1294
Hungary
66
215
281
Latvia
98
318
416
Lithuania
56
181
237
Luxembourg
106

Malta
Netherlands
Poland
Portugal
Romania
Slovakia
Slovenia
Spain
Sweden
TOTAL

17
922
1201
388
585
190
80
1896
567
15600

54
2978
3881
1254
1890
612
257
6127
1830
50400

71
3900
5082
1642
2475
802
337
8113
2397
66000



Will all Member States have to participate?
The United Kingdom and Ireland have – according to the Treaty - an opt-out
with the possibility to participate should they so choose, while Denmark has
an opt-out without the possibility to participate. Ireland has opted-in and
announced that they are ready to participate in the relocation efforts. Denmark
is also ready to take 1000 refugees in the context of the agreement on the
relocation of 120,000 (without however being part of the relocation scheme)
and Switzerland and Norway as Schengen associated countries have declared
their readiness to participate.



Which nationals are most likely to benefit from the relocation scheme?
The relocation mechanism will only apply to those nationals who have an
average EU-wide asylum recognition rate equal to or higher than 75%, on the
basis of EUROSTAT data for the previous quarter. For 2014, two nationalities
had a recognition rate above 75%: Syrians and Eritreans. According to the
data for quarter 2 of 2015, the 75% threshold is now passed by Syrians,
Eritreans and Iraqis. The nationalities falling within the threshold will be
updated quarterly on the basis of EUROSTAT figures.



Why did the Commission choose the 75% recognition rate?
The 75% recognition rate threshold has two objectives: to ensure that all
applicants who are in clear and urgent need of protection can enjoy their right
of protection as soon as possible; and to prevent applicants who are unlikely to
qualify for asylum from being relocated and unduly prolonging their stay in
the EU.

The International Rescue Committee (IRC), while an advocacy group, clearly has
expertise in this area. In September 2015, it published Europe’s Refugee Crisis
Policy Brief (pdf), which contained the following figures:




The majority of refugees arrive in Greece and Italy, where 258,365 and
121,000 have landed respectively in 2015.
According to the United Nations refugee agency, UNHCR, most people
arriving are likely to qualify as refugees or receive another form of
international protection.
92% of people arriving in Greece are coming from countries experiencing war
or conflict: Syria, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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While the scale of this migration to Europe was large by regional standards, it
is a small part of the problem of enforced migration worldwide. By the end of
2014, 59.5 million people worldwide had been forced from their homes. In
2014 alone 13.9 million became newly displaced—four times the number in
2010.

The UNHCR provides a wealth of statistical information, with the Inter-agency
Information Sharing Portal particularly relevant to this story. This website provides a
total count of refugees over time along with demographic information. The following
screen grab contains an in-depth explanation of refugee numbers, mode of transport, and
demographics. It was being updated from April 2015 so will have given up to date
figures on September 22.
An article in the Telegraph contained a useful compilation of data from Frontex, the
International Organisation for Migration and Eurostat, covering a range of areas and
offering a number of comparative statistics about the origin and destinations of migrants
and refugees.

BBC TV
BBC TV News bulletins focused on high-level European political disputes, and
reporting live on location to give national and migrant perspectives. Newsnight took
an exclusively international angle, and showed a pre-recorded interview with David
Miliband of the IRC.
Only one BBC TV news outlet described what ‘half a million’ meant in historic
context, although without any statistical specificity. News at Ten reported that:
The biggest migration of people into Europe since the Second World War has
forced a new approach from ministers meeting in Brussels today. Over the
next two years, 120,000 of refugees and migrants will be relocated to different
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parts of the European Union but the agreement was far from unanimous.
Under the plan, migrants would be moved to other countries in the EU. Britain
is not part of this new quota system. It’s a fraction of the half a million
migrants who, according to the UN, have already entered Europe by sea this
year. (BBC News at Ten, September 22)
Similarly, most BBC TV reports gave the total number of migrants at some point in
the report, but without a great deal of context. So, for example, BBC News at Six
stated that:
EU ministers have approved a controversial plan to relocate 120 thousand
refugees and migrants across the EU using compulsory quotas. It was agreed
by a majority of countries though many Eastern European nations voted
against. In the last half-hour, the Slovakian Prime Minister has said he will not
comply. Britain has already opted out of the scheme. Over half a million
people, after arriving by sea, have sought refuge in Europe so far this year.
(BBC News at Six, September 22)
Just one BBC TV news outlet – the BBC News Channel – alluded to the fact that
there are clear plans to settle only half of the agreed 120,000 migrants:
But they were outvoted by the big nations, to approve and push through this
plan to redistribute 120,000 refugees from Italy and Greece around the
European Union. What we understand is that only about half of that number
will go ahead in the first instance because Hungary, which was included, is not
taking part. (BBC News Channel, September 22)
Of the BBC TV news outlets, Newsnight gave the most detailed statistical picture
about who the migrants were. Nevertheless, this information did not come from a
journalist using precise figures but was based on a personal reflection by David
Miliband in response to a question:
Now I notice you’re using the word refugees. What proportion of those people
coming in do you think are what you might call fleeing war-torn war areas,
and what portion would you consider to be classic migrants, economic
migrants who are seeking a better life in Germany? (Presenter)
Let me tell you the experience I had last weekend in Lesbos, the Greek island
where about half of all the refugees arriving in Europe are coming through.
About 3,000 a day, just in the latest report we had on Saturday and Sunday.
What I saw was probably 50-60% are from Syria. They’re talking about barrel
bombs from Assad and terror from Isis. Prima facie, they have a very good
claim to be fleeing persecution, to have a well-founded fear of persecution.
There are then another 15-20% who are probably from Afghanistan and
detailed work is necessary, different parts of Afghanistan are in a different
state. I think there is also a significant minority from Eritrea. That leaves you
with 15% who might be from a different region. Obviously I’m not saying that
everyone who comes to Europe is a refugee. And last year the EU returned
about 98,000 people back to the countries they had come from because they
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did not qualify for refugee status. (David Miliband, IRC) (Newsnight,
September 22)
BBC News at Six and BBC News at Ten did not provide any statistics about who the
migrants being relocated might be, although BBC News Channel did provide a
summary:
If you imagine that perhaps half of those would qualify under this plan as
refugees coming from countries of origin such as Syria, Iraq and Eritrea, so
this plan already only addresses something like 50% of the existing issue and
many more obviously are believed to be on the way. (BBC News Channel,
September 22)
None of the BBC TV bulletins gave any statistical detail about the quotas. The angle,
throughout, was focused on the high-level political drama, rather than the nature of
the agreement, or the broader statistical context of the migration story.
Commercial TV
Channel 4’s description of the 120,000 figure attempted to provide a sense of scale,
although without any statistical context:
They’re pouring into Europe, at such rate, that, in 20 days’ time, there will be
another 120,000 people. And 54,000 of the 120,000 may not be redistributed
until next year. And they will be in Central Europe, having passed through
Central Europe in the last couple of months. (Channel 4 News, September 22)
Like the BBC TV news, Channel 4 described who the 120,000 were in broad terms
without any specificity:
What we’re talking about, when we break down that one hundred and twenty
thousand, is that most of them will be Syrians, Eritreans and Iraqis in Greece
and Italy who’ve applied for asylum and who will be redistributed, in theory,
around Europe. (Channel 4 News, September 22)
ITV reported the 120,000 figure, but without any statistical context on the migrants’
origins or to give a sense of the scale and scope of the story. They did, however, break
down the quotas, but only for those countries that had voted against the scheme:
Nevertheless, they will be forced to take their obligatory share. Romania was
allocated two and a half thousand, the Czech Republic sixteen-hundred,
Hungary thirteen-hundred, and Slovakia 800. (ITV News at Ten, September
22)
Both ITV News at Ten and Channel 4 put the story in the context of British offers to
take migrants:
The separate British refugee plan, meanwhile, has swung into action. The UK
is taking 20,000 from camps on Syria’s border where David Cameron went
last week. The government would only say that a modest number of refugees
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on the British scheme arrived in the UK today. But as that number moved to
hundreds, and then to thousands, Number 10 here and local authorities are
now locked in frank discussions about how that will happen and who will pay.
(ITV News at Ten, September 22)
Britain, with what one might argue rather cynical timing, has announced that
the first of the twenty thousand refugees from camps in the region around
Syria, the first of the twenty thousand due to arrive over the next five years,
they arrived today. And it’s believed that fewer than a hundred of them have
arrived and that they’re heading to Bristol and possibly elsewhere. (Channel 4
News, September 22)
BBC Radio
BBC Radio offered more statistical detail, although most of this came from
interviewees (as our content analysis suggests, it is generally more common for
journalists to provide statistical information). The PM programme interviewed Lord
Green from Migration Watch and Elizabeth Collett from the Migration Policy
Institute in Europe, both of whom offered some statistical context (albeit, especially in
the case of Lord Green, from a particular perspective):
The current flow in the European Union are vastly greater than previous ones.
For the UK, for example, Kinder Transport were 10,000 children – children,
which is important – over 18 months. The Hungarians, we took about 20,000
in 1956. East Africans, over 27,000 spread over two year. So, these kind of
numbers are a completely different order of magnitude from what is now
arriving in Europe. (Lord Green, Migration Watch)
For the European Union, the Balkan conflict was the last time we saw a largescale movement of people towards the Europe Union. And that is actually
slightly higher than it is today. What is different, I think, about this crisis
compared to that is that when you’re looking at the Balkans conflict, you were
looking at a finite number of people who were in that region of conflict and, of
course, they were under distress and large numbers of people were moving.
When we look towards the Syria conflict, we’re talking about a much, much
larger population and the flows coming towards Europe are combined with
people coming from Afghanistan, a worsening security situation there, coming
from Iraq, where they’re seeing a worsening security situation there.
(Elizabeth Collett, Migration Policy Institute Europe, PM, BBC Radio 4,
September 22)
Elizabeth Collett also put the European migration issue into its international context,
pointing out that the great majority of migrants were still in the region:
We do have to find a way to create alternative livelihoods for the vast majority
of refugees, more than 85 per cent of refugees, who currently find themselves
in the region of origin and with few prospects for return, and need some longterm solution aside from taking a dangerous journey to Europe. (Elizabeth
Collett, PM, BBC Radio 4, September 22)
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PM also interviewed Paul Collier, Professor of Economics and Public Policy at the
Blavatnik School of Government, who provided figures on the background of the
migrants (although we should note that more precise figures were available):
As of last year, the people getting on boats were about 40% Syrian. So say,
probably a bit more because there are also some Eritreans there. Now, the
latest figures I’ve seen suggest a much smaller proportion, maybe a fifth. And
that’s understandable because one route to get to Germany is overland through
the Balkans. (Paul Collier, Professor of Economics and Public Policy,
Blavatnik School of Government, PM, BBC Radio 4, September 22)
Radio 4’s Six O’Clock News interviewed Melissa Fleming from UNHCR, comparing
the 120,000 figure to the numbers coming to the EU every day.
But the EU has also been criticised by those who argue that its relocation plans
aren’t ambitious enough given the scale of the migration crisis. The UN
refugee agency says nearly half a million migrants have reached European
shores illegally so far this year. The UN spokeswoman Melissa Fleming set
out the scale of the problem. (Reporter)
The relocation plan cannot be effectively implemented without creating
adequate reception facilities in the countries where the refugees and migrants
enter Europe. And we’re talking about an average of 6,000 people entering
every single day on European shores. (Melissa Fleming, UNHCR, Six
O’Clock News, BBC Radio 4, September 22)
The Six O’Clock News used the half a million figure from the UN, although with no
comparisons to provide a sense of scale. Their correspondent did, however, provide a
number of figures about the origin of the migrants:
Half a million refugees and other migrants have already arrived this year,
thousands more are coming every day. Where do they come from? Well, it’s
hard to keep track. But so far this year, about a third of new arrivals are
Syrians. Of course, they represent a tiny fraction of the nine million Syrians
living either as refugees in Jordan, Lebanon or Turkey or as displaced people
inside their own country. Then there are Afghans and Eritreans, representing
around 10% and 6% respectively. There are thousands more hopefuls from
Kosovo, Iraq, Sudan, Somalia, the list goes on. One important question EU
leaders are grappling with is how to separate legitimate asylum seekers from
purely economic migrants. If you’re Iraqi or Eritrean, you’re in. But the
Balkans, including Kosovo, are seen as safe countries to which migrants
should return. It seems that’s easier said than done. According to the EU’s
own statisticians, 425,000 people were issued with a return order in 2013 but
only about 40% of them are thought to have left. (Six O’Clock News, BBC
Radio 4, September 22)
5 live Breakfast covered the story but without reference to any statistics.
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BBC Online
As suggested by our content analysis and by many of our case studies, BBC online
provided by far the greatest statistical detail, across four articles on the story.
Two of the four articles gave a figure for the number of migrants:
The UN says close to 480,000 migrants have arrived in Europe by sea this
year, and are now reaching European shores at a rate of nearly 6,000 a day.
The same two items included this bulleted list giving some detail about the scheme:
‘Who are the 120,000?


All are migrants “in clear need of international protection” to be
resettled from Italy, Greece and Hungary to other EU member states Hungary will also take its share



15,600 from Italy, 50,400 from Greece, 54,000 from Hungary, though
it is unclear how many are still in Hungary



Initial screening of asylum applicants carried out in Greece, Hungary
and Italy



Syrians, Eritreans, Iraqis prioritised



Financial penalty of 0.002% of GDP for those member countries
refusing to accept relocated migrants



Relocation to accepting countries depends on size of economy and
population, average number of asylum applications



Transfer of individual applicants within two months
Source: European Commission’
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BBC online provided the most detail about the quotas, using EU and Eurostat data in
two well-presented and pithy graphs/maps:
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Summary
Our content analysis suggested that while news coverage of migration uses statistics,
their use is sparser than in many other topic areas. This is generally borne out by the
case study, although with some variation across outlets, with TV news coverage (on
both BBC and commercial networks) making the least use of statistics, BBC radio
using interviews with guests to introduce statistical information, and BBC online
using graphs and maps to provide a fairly high level of statistical context.
Overall, however, the use of statistics was generally ad hoc and patchy. Apart from
those consulting BBC online, it might have been difficult for most audience members
to get a sense of scale and scope. Statistical information about series of wider
questions about migration and refugees (where they come from, where they go etc.)
was generally ignored.
Migration is a topic that often generates more heat than light. Our case study indicates
that there may be a case for journalists, especially on TV news, to make greater use of
the statistical information available in order to provide a greater sense of scale, scope
and context about migration stories.

116

Section 4: Current Affairs
We examined Panorama and Analysis programmes broadcast during the month-long
sample. We monitored references to statistics in the same way as our main analysis of
news bulletins – putting them into three categories that included a vague or passing
mention, a clear reference but with little context and one which contained a higher
degree of context or comparative element to a statistic (see Section 2 for operational
definitions of each type of reference).
Although we did not subject the programme to the same kind of analysis, we also
included a list of the programme titles from More or Less, a BBC Radio 4 programme
dedicated to exploring issues involving statistics. During the sample period, the
programme did not feature on Radio 4, but weekly podcasts were available on the
World Service. We draw attention to More or Less because, although a relatively
brief, niche programme, it demonstrates the BBC’s breadth of content supplying a
sophisticated level of statistical expertise. Moreover, the show – and its presenters –
could arguably inform a wider range of mainstream news and current affairs
programming, guiding editors and helping journalists make sense of stories involving
statistics.
In the eight current affairs programmes examined in detail, we found a wide range of
statistical references. Only one programme (Panorama, The Xi Factor) made no
references to statistics. We discovered statistics used in programmes – such as
Analysis (Will George be King?) about the future of the monarchy – in topics where
we might not typically expect any statistical analysis. In total, 75 references were
identified in the seven programmes, suggesting that statistics are routinely used in
most current affairs documentaries.
Perhaps surprisingly, we found that vague or passing references were, proportionately
speaking, more common in current affairs programming than in news (55% of
references compared with 24% in more conventional news bulletins). While over one
third of statistical references in news programmes contained some meaningful
context, we identified only one instance of this in the current affairs programmes (see
Table 4.0). The example was part of an on screen graphic in Panorama’s programme
‘Hooked on Painkillers’.
Table 4.0: The clarity of every reference to statistics (by percentage) in
documentaries
Vague/passing

Panorama
Analysis
Total

%
44 (18)
68 (23)
55 (41)

Clear but little
context
%
54 (22)
32 (11)
44 (33)

Some context
given
%
2 (1)
0 (0)
1 (1)

While most statistical references in Panorama were reasonably clear, they supplied
little wider context. So, for example, in ‘Tough Justice in Britain – Texas Style’
incarceration policies in Texas were examined to see whether there might be lessons
for the UK. It contained a number of clear statistical references (eleven in all), such
as:
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This makes financial sense. Prison costs 17 times more than community
supervision, and yet almost half the inmates reoffend. (‘Tough Justice in
Britain – Texas Style’, Panorama, October 12)
And a number of passing or vague references (six in all), such as:
Interviewee: When you actually look at it there’s a lot of surveys of offenders
saying many of them would prefer to be in prison rather than for example be
in a work release program where they have to hold a job, pay restitution, pay
child support. (‘Tough Justice in Britain – Texas Style’, Panorama, October
12)
Since our sample of current affairs programmes was small, we would be cautious
about jumping to any sweeping conclusions about the use of statistics in these
programmes. Suffice to say, there may be opportunities for a higher level of statistical
analysis in current affairs programmes, where there is time to challenge and unpack
statistical claims (as Radio 4’s More or Less does).
Nevertheless, there were moments when statistics usefully informed both current
affairs programmes. For instance, at the beginning of Panorama’s ‘Hooked on
Painkillers’, the reporter provided a useful context to the issue examined by setting
out the increasing numbers of prescriptions for opioid painkillers. The journalist
discussed a graph with an academic expert:
Roger Knaggs analysed the records of five million patients to find out where
the increase is coming from. The purple bars show cancer patients receiving
prescriptions of strong opioids. They’ve increased gradually. But non-cancer
patients getting prescriptions increased sixfold in just 10 years. (‘Hooked on
Painkillers’, Panorama, November 2)
The example illustrates how statistics can be used to not only help explain the degree
of drug-enhanced use over a defined period, but also provide a relevant comparator to
give a sense of scale. There is also a brief mention of the methodology and, elsewhere
in the section, clear sourcing. Relying on a statistic like this to help meaningfully
explain the wider context of an issue in a current affairs programme was, however, the
exception rather than norm.
It was not always necessary to give a high level of statistical detail to convey
something meaningful. Panorama’s ‘Britain’s Mental Health Crisis’, which
investigated the increasing demand for NHS mental health services, included only ten
references to statistics, none of which were classified as having the highest level of
detail. The clearest statistic used to describe the increase UK-wide only explored one
part of that increase:
Section 136 of the Mental Health Act allows officers to detain people who are
a danger to themselves or the public and take them into protective custody.
The number of people detained in this way is now the highest ever recorded.
(‘Britain’s Mental Health Crisis’, Panorama, October 26)
The programme was nonetheless successful in contextualising the statistics it did use
to show what the increasing demand means and how it came about. For instance:
The Trust has lost over a third of its beds in the last eight years and is running
at over 100% capacity. For every patient sectioned, a bed must be found,
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regardless of how full the hospital is. (‘Britain’s Mental Health Crisis’,
Panorama, October 26)
It then showed a conference call, where NHS staff tried to identify the least unwell
patient who could be discharged to free up their bed.
At times, however, statistics could have been unpacked or explained in greater detail.
At the end of ‘Hooked on Painkillers’, for example, the journalist stated:
1.8 million people have admitted misusing prescription painkillers [On screen:
‘Source: National Crime Survey’]. (‘Britain’s Mental Health Crisis’,
Panorama, October 26)
The programme might, for example, have interpreted the proportion of the UK
population this represents (it is a study relating to England and Wales); whether this
represents an upward or downward trend; or how it compares with illegal drug use.
An Analysis programme on land reform (‘Scotland’s Radical Land Reform’) looked
at the case for and against a new law in Scotland, which, in certain circumstances,
would allow community takeover of private land.
In presenting the cases for and against land reform, the programme might have
scrutinised statistical claims made more thoroughly. In particular, interviewees
claimed that ‘investment’ into private land holdings would move elsewhere if there
were a risk of community ownership. They also claimed that the land was a ‘great
liability’ implying that money was disbursed rather than intended to generate a profit.
While the programme balanced their views with those of a land reform campaigner,
the specific claims about land values and levels of investment went unchallenged. The
programme, in other words, offered different perspectives but did not really unpack
the issue at its heart: who benefits, financially and otherwise, from land ownership
and who is best placed to maximise that benefit? A more effective use of relevant
statistics might have helped to answer these questions.
More or Less
Radio 4’s More or Less produces a weekly 10-minute long topical programme for the
World Service which is also released as a podcast. Table 4.1 shows the four
programmes broadcast during the sample period.
Table 4.1: More or Less programmes broadcast during the four-week sample
period
Date
Episode title
Statistical topics covered
16/10/2015 ‘Foreign Aid: More Harm
Foreign aid relative to GDP received by
Than Good?’
developing countries
Measures of happiness
23/10/2015 ‘Oil’
Nigerian oil thefts
Arctic oil reserves
30/10/2015 ‘Processed Meat and Cancer’ Processed meat and cancer risk
Injuries at Rugby World Cup
06/11/2015 ‘China’s One Child Policy’
China’s one child policy
Forced abortions
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The shows contained a high level of statistical analysis of current affairs topics.
Indeed, one of the programmes discussed the WHO’s announcement about the link
between processed meat and cancer (a case study we explored in Section 3). The
programme was framed as a corrective to alarming media claims that consuming
processed meat could lead to greater risks of developing cancer – although our case
study suggests that most of the BBC coverage avoided such alarmism. It included
input from the author of the WHO report who was able to explain the nature of the
study.
Presenter Ruth Alexander also appeared on Radio 4’s PM from time to time to discuss
topics of statistical interest. During the sample period, she discussed a listener’s query
over the cost of policing Julian Assange (October 13) and examined the detail of the
ONS’s population data (October 29). As our case study on the ONS’s population data
established (see Section 3), the More or Less presenter was one of the few BBC
journalists to put the issue of migration and population growth into wider statistical
context.
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Section 5: The Use of Statistics on Twitter
Journalists increasingly use social media – in particular Twitter – to communicate
breaking news or to comment about the latest issue or event. At the time of the study,
the BBC’s Political Editor, Laura Kuenssberg, for example, had 317,000 followers,
and Robert Peston, the then BBC Economics Editor, had 631,000 followers. In this
section, we consider the extent to which key BBC editors and correspondents in
politics, health, home affairs, business and economics refer to statistics on their own
Twitter posts (excluding retweets) or make links to studies based on research data.
We monitored posts between October 12 and November 8 by the main BBC editors of
politics (Laura Kuenssberg), health (Hugh Pym), economy (Robert Peston) and home
affairs (Mark Easton). We also monitored the named experts (according to BBC’s
webpages) from each area: for politics: James Landale (Deputy Editor) and Mark
D’Arcy (Parliamentary Correspondent); for health: Fergus Walsh (Medical
Correspondent) and Nick Triggle (Health Correspondent); for economic news Kamal
Ahmed (Business Editor); and for home affairs Dominic Casciani (Home Affairs
Correspondent).
Tables 5.0 to 5.9 below list the instances where any mention of a statistic is
referenced in a tweet by these key BBC journalists over the four weeks of monitoring.
Above all, what stands out is the vast majority of tweets do not contain references to
statistics. Although some journalists tweet with far greater regularity than others,
references to a particular set of figures or a research study do not regularly inform any
BBC Twitter postings. Perhaps because of his specialism (as our quantitative study
revealed), Kamal Ahmed (Business Editor) was the most active tweeter of statistics,
tweeting twenty statistical references over the course of the month on issues such as
share prices, economic growth and the latest sales figures. Mark Easton (Home
Affairs Editor) tweeted eleven posts referencing statistics, notably about the British
crime survey. Laura Kuenssberg (Political Editor) who is well known for regularly
tweeting breaking news, featured eight posts that were statistics related (despite our
quantitative study showing stories about UK politics included many references to
statistics). Three of these related to how the House of Lords would vote on the issue
of reducing tax credits, whilst another three referenced figures relating to the
government’s proposal to change pay and conditions for junior doctors.
We found five or fewer statistics-related tweets from Hugh Pym (Health Editor),
Robert Peston (Economics Editor), Mark D’Arcy (Parliamentary Correspondent) and
Dominic Casciani (Home Affairs Correspondent). We did not identify any statistics
related to tweets posted by James Landale (Deputy Political Editor), Fergus Walsh
(Medical Correspondent) and Nick Triggle, (Health Correspondent).
Apart from references to the ONS, we found no tweets where a journalist specifically
sourced or linked to an independent research study. There were references to
government claims – ‘If govt really offering junior docs 11pc pay rise that's a major
shift -few wks ago firm they wouldn't budge + aware that meant a strike’ (Laura
Kuenssberg) – but research produced by think tanks, research bodies or universities
did not inform the issues BBC journalists were tweeting about (reflecting the broader
findings of our quantitative study about the use of statistics in news coverage).
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In summary, if people are looking for statistical analysis, then reporters’ tweets are
probably not the place to look. Given Twitter’s short form constraints, this is much as
we would expect, although we might have expected to see audiences referred more
often to independent research or data.
Table 5:0: Statistics-related tweets for Laura Kuenssberg, BBC Political Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 12
Eu ref.
Also today, 300 lawyers including former judges
criticise govt plan to take in 20k refugees, ‘too Low and
too slow’
Oct 19

Tax credits

Treasury digging in on tax credits, publishing figs
claiming changes since 2010 save 15bn a year equivalent of wages for 200k nurses

Oct 20

Tax credits
Westminster vote

Ayes 295 Noes 317 in tax credits vote - closer than you
might have expected

Oct 26

Tax credits house of
Lords vote

Ratio of govt business Lords defeating so far since June?
74 percent

Oct 26

Tax credits House of
Lords vote

Vote was 307 - 277 - Lords just strayed into new
territory - next vote is on even stronger motion, Labour
peer Baroness Hollis

Nov 3

Junior Doctors strike

If govt really offering junior docs 11pc pay rise that's a
major shift -few wks ago firm they wouldn't budge +
aware that meant a strike

Nov 3

Junior Doctors Strikes

Basic pay increase offer will be 11pc, but payments for
anti-social working will go down

Nov 3

Junior Doctors Strikes

As always the plan, there is no more money, but
expectation is most junior docs, maybe as many as three
quarters will earn more

Total
tweets

8

Table 5.1: Statistics-related tweets for Hugh Pym, BBC Health Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 15
Care Quality
CQC: safety remains biggest concern after inspections
Commission
2014/15 - inadequate/needs improvement 74pc hospitals,
31pc GPs, 43pc adult doc care
Oct 15

Care Quality
Commission

CQC assessments cover year to May 2015 - fewer than
half sites so far visited

Oct 21

Lord Carter report

Lord Carter says up to £2billion a year could be saved
by standardising hospital surgical procedures - will write
to acute trusts with data

Nov 4

Hunt – Junior Doctors

Jeremy Hunt has set out more details of junior doctors
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contract offer - he says 75 pc will be better off, most of
the rest see unchanged pay
Nov 4

Hunt – Junior Doctors

Total
tweets

5

Govt concedes 1 pc junior docs doing excessive hours
will see pay fall with better safeguards against excessive
hours

Table 5.2: Statistics-related tweets for Robert Peston, BBC Economics Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 12
ONS
Londoners impoverished says @ONS: 2008-10, 13% of
London jobs paid less than living wage, but rose to 19%
in 2014
Oct 14

Economy

Private sector pay rising three times faster than public
sector (3.4% Vs 1.1%). How many of best in public
sector will quit?

Oct 14

Unemployment

Unemployment rate at 5.4% is back to where it was
before 2008 crash and pay rises adjusted for inflation are
historically strong 3%

Total
tweets

3

Table 5.3: Statistics-related tweets for Mark Easton, BBC Home Affairs Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 14
Employment
UK employment rate now 73.6%, HIGHEST since such
records began in 1971. @ONS
Oct 15

Crime

Crime Survey for Eng/Wales suggests all crime DOWN
8%. Violent crime DOWN 4% (although not statistically
significant). @ONS

Oct 15

Crime

Increases in recorded violent crime ‘prone to changes in
recording practice’ @ONS advises. More violence
without injury now counted.

Oct 15

Crime

The best measure of crime trends in England & Wales
suggest crime is now lower than at any time since
comparable records began.@ONS

Oct 15

Crime

Handy graph on story of crime in Eng/Wales. Top line
shows trends. Bottom line police records. @ONS

Oct 15

Crime

@ProtectRPolice @DCCDaveThompson @ONS
Recorded crime slightly up due to better recording and
more reporting. Overall crime is down.

Oct 15

Crime

@WeVote4Change @montie @ONS But people's
experience of crime is lowest since records began and
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fell record 8% last year.
Oct 20

Marriage

Since same-sex marriage introduced in March 2014,
7,366 couples tied the knot to June 2015 (Eng/Wales).
55%f/45%m. @ONS

Oct 23

Holidays

Britons took 9% MORE foreign holidays this summer
than last. @ONS

Nov 5

Housing

Annual UK house price growth now at 9.7% with the
average home costing a record £205,240, says
@AskHalifaxBank

Nov 5

Housing

27% of UK men aged 25-29 live with their parents.
@ONS

Total
tweets

11

Table 5.4: Statistics-related tweets for James Landale, BBC Deputy Political Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Total
0
tweets

Table 5.5: Statistics-related tweets for Mark D’Arcy, BBC Parliamentary
Correspondent
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 23
Westminster
Gerald Howarth Defence Spending bill ‘wins’ 2nd
reading 16-1- but falls because fewer than 40 MPs
voted.
Nov 3

Westminster

Total
tweets

2

Money resolution for @chhcalling AMI Bill passed 281
227

Table 5.6: Statistics-related tweets: Fergus Walsh, BBC Medical Correspondent BBC
Date
Topic
Tweet
Total
0
tweets

Table 5.7: Statistics-related tweets: Nick Triggle, BBC Health Correspondent
Date
Topic
Tweet
Total
0
tweets
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Table 5.8: Statistics-related tweets: Kamal Ahmed, BBC Business Editor
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 12
Business
Willis: 5% of people who buy cars put environmental
performance at the centre of their purchase. #VW
Oct 18
Economy
Slightly above expectations, but still weakest since the
financial crisis: China's economic growth slows to 6.9%
Oct 21
Business
CMA banking inquiry identifies "number of competition
problems" and says current account customers could
save £70 a year by switching
Oct 23
Business
TalkTalk shares down 9% #cyberattack
Oct 26
Business
TalkTalk share price under pressure again this morning.
Down 6% #TalkTalk
Oct 26
Business
TalkTalk share price now flirting with 10% down on the
day. Down 16.1% in a week #TalkTalkHack
Oct 27
Business
BP hit by low oil price: underlying profit £1.17bn for the
quarter, compared with £1.96bn third quarter of 2014
Oct 27
Business
Share price up 6% as TalkTalk refuses to waive
termination fees - can't afford to lose thousands of
customers
Oct 27
Business
TalkTalk shares up 8% after high bar set on customers
being able to terminate contracts, my analysis of why is
here
Oct 27
Business
TalkTalk share price now up 15% Investors seem to
think worst of #TalkTalkHack dealt with. V high hurdle
set for customers to leave TalkTalk
Oct 28
Business
Ahead of public share sale, Lloyds Q3 pre-tax profits up
28% to £958m
Oct 29
Business
Barclays announces statutory profits before tax up 7% to
£4bn for first nine months of the year
Oct 29
Business
Low oil price bites. Shell’s third quarter 2015 - a loss of
$6.1bn (£4bn) compared with $5.3bn (£3.5bn) profit for
the same quarter 2014
Nov 3
Business
M&S underlying profits up 6.1% to £284m, food sales
up 0.2%, general merchandising sales - including
womenswear - down 1.2% like-for-like
Nov 4
Business
Am told new car registration figures to be revealed
tomorrow will show VW sales figures down 8%. Seat
and Skoda also down #emissionscandal
Nov 4
Business
Grim retail. Morrisons - total sales down 2%; like-forlike sales down 2.6%; food deflation -2.2%. Every figure
in trading statement is -ve
Nov 5
Business
Breaking: New car registrations fall 1.1% in October
Nov 5
Business
Breaking: VW sales hit by emissions scandal - VW
down 9.9%; Seat down 32%; Skoda down 3%; Audi
holding on, up 2.24%
Nov 5
Business
VW overall UK sales fall for its 4 main brands (VW,
Audi, Seat, Skoda) is 6.8% #emissionsscandal
Nov 5
Business
Sales of "alternatively fuelled vehicles" (electric, hybrid)
rise 13.8% #smmt
Total
20
tweets
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Table 5.9: Statistics-related tweets for Dominic Casciani, BBC Home Affairs
Correspondent.
Date
Topic
Tweet
Oct 13
Crime general
Headlines today saying tecorded hate crime is up 18% but here are the figures showing long-term trend is
down:
Total
1
tweets

126

Section 6: Omissions
In the four-week sample period in October and November, we monitored the first four
pages of the leading UK newspapers in order to establish whether print media covered
major stories informed by statistics that the BBC failed to report. The newspapers
were the Daily Mail, the Sun, the Daily Mirror, the Guardian, the Independent, the
Times, the Daily Telegraph). By BBC, we mean any news outlet examined in the
main content analysis section.
Overall, we found the BBC covered many of the stories involving statistics that
newspapers covered. Over the sample period, the main topics involving statistics
covered by newspapers fell into the following broad areas: NHS problems; health
research; crime and policing; and economic policy.
NHS problems included: findings of the Care Quality Commission (CQC) report into
health and social care, the junior doctors’ pay row with Jeremy Hunt, and stories
about a lack of funding in the NHS, including shortages of different types of staff.
Health research stories included those on testing, prevention and treatment of:
Alzheimer’s; ovarian cancer; fertility problems; young people’s mental health
problems; Down’s syndrome; ME; asthma; obesity; Ebola; the WHO report on the
link between red meat and bowel cancer (see case studies in Section 3); the
prescription of statins, and the suggestion that a sugar tax should be introduced.
Stories about crime and policing included the effects of cuts on different types of
services, and crime statistics that revealed an increase in sex crimes, hate crimes and
cyber crime. Economic policy stories included: the proposal of tax credit cuts (see
case studies in Section 3) and changes made to the state pension scheme. Other major
stories were: UK population growth; the migrant crisis; increasing house prices, the
VW emissions scandal and job losses in UK steel plants.
Nearly all major stories that appeared across more than one newspaper were also
covered by the BBC, although some were examined from a different angle. So, for
example, newspapers focused on the lack of neonatal nurses in the NHS, rather than
staff shortages more generally. On the BBC Ebola was discussed in terms of the case
of nurse Pauline Cafferkey and the declaration that Sierra Leone was Ebola free,
rather than Ebola research that found people who might be immune. The omissions
we identified included figures for specific types of crime, particular health studies
(including stories on the under-use of statins) and other studies of limited scope, such
as women’s use of pornography and a change in table manners.
The following tables list week by week the major stories involving statistics reported
across the UK’s national newspapers. We have marked those stories:



When the BBC broadly covered the same story from the same angle as the
newspaper.
When a story was covered but from a different angle/perspective (marked with
Y under the BBC column).
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An empty box in the BBC column signifies those stories involving statistics that the
BBC did not cover.
At first glance, this analysis appears to show that the BBC’s statistical coverage of
stories is more in line with the tabloid newspapers (notably the Sun and the Mirror)
than the broadsheets, although this reflects the more limited range of stories run by
these newspapers (and hence the likelihood of both running the same stories). Overall,
BBC coverage shared most stories (covered with the same angle) with the Telegraph
(15 stories covered by both from the same angle over the four week period). The
Guardian covered the highest number of shared stories but with a different news focus
(9), and the Times the highest number of stories that were not covered by the BBC
(29).
The Daily Mail
Date
12/10/2015

13/10/2015

15/10/2015

16/10/2015

16/10/2015

20/10/2015
20/10/2015

21/10/2015

22/10/2015
22/10/2015

23/10/2015

26/10/2015

Topic
Facebook’s low tax
payments
Cost of providing
24/7 police presence
outside Ecuadorian
Embassy
CQC report

Headline
Facebook Insult To
Taxpayers
(continued page 2)
£12m Wiki-farce

BBC
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

The Damning Of
NHS Hospitals

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Deportation of
foreign criminals

Private jets to
deport asylum
seekers
Study into sleep
Who needs eight
patterns
hours’ sleep? No
one, say experts
Cancer study
IVF and a link to
ovarian cancer
New IVF technology £200 test that boosts
chance of IVF
success
Energy prices
Families losing
£120 a year as Big
Six fail to pass on
fuel price falls
Sugar tax
48 cubes of sugar in
a child’s meal
Women’s porn usage Third of young
women look at porn
every week
WHO meat report
Bacon’s a cancer
risk say world
health chiefs
Alcohol health study Month off drinking
slashes risk of

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Y Sugar tax
reports in general

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
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29/10/2015

Public Health
England report on
child obesity

29/10/2015

EU immigration
crisis

29/10/2015

Population growth

30/10/2015

Study on earning
potential
Migration crisis

30/10/2015

06/11/2015

Speed awareness
courses

05/11/2015

Breastfeeding study

04/11/2015

Junior doctor
contracts
UK foreign aid

03/11/2015
02/11/2015

Hottest day in
November

02/11/2015

Competitive mums
study

The Guardian
Date
12/10/2015

14/10/2015

disease
Junior schools
where most children
are overweight by
age 11
Now Brussels
demands an extra
£384m from UK to
tackle migrant crisis
UK population set
to rocket
Do you have a male
or female brain?
One million more
Syrians may be
heading for Europe
Fury over speed
camera racket

Y Immigration
crisis in general

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Breastfeeding may
not help cut
allergies in children
after all
Cash bid to halt
doctors strike
Foreign aid: the
damning truth
The hottest
BOTH
November day ever COVERED,
at 72F…and it’s
SAME ANGLE
time to hit the beach
One-up-mumship!
Telltale signs you’re
a pushy mother

Topic
Facebook’s low tax
payments

Headline
Facebook’s £35m
staff bonus – and
£4,327 tax

Funding gap in
English NHS &
nurse-patient ratio

NHS bosses’ letter
on staffing sparks
fears for patient
safety

BBC
Y Facebook’s
low tax payments
covered, but staff
bonuses not the
focus
Y Funding crisis
covered in
general, and
change to
immigration
rules for nurses
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14/10/2015

Vinyl sales increase

15/10/2015

CQC report

15/10/2015

Results of study

16/10/2015

Ebola research

16/10/2015

Grammar schools

19/10/2015

Police budget cuts

19/10/2015

Neonatal nurse
shortage

20/10/2015

Secret US
detentions unit

20/10/2015

Share price increase

21/10/2015

Steel job losses

21/10/2015

Wedding industry

21/10/2015

Social care budget
cuts

26/110/2015

Exit polls in Poland

Vinyl may come at a
price, but sales are
booming and
expected to hit 2m
Watchdog in
warning over
hospital cuts
(continued page 8)
Ebola virus can
persist in survivors’
sperm for nine
months, study finds
Study finds group of
women ‘immune to
Ebola’
New grammar
school is a one-off,
claims Morgan
(facts and figures
section)
Cuts force police to
give up targeting
cannabis use
Staff shortages
‘putting vulnerable
babies at risk’
Revealed: how
7,000 suspects
‘disappeared’ in
Chicago
Now that’s a
celebrity
endorsement:
Weight Watchers
value soars as Oprah
takes a share
PM urged to tackle
Xi over cheap
Chinese steel
imports
Gay couples tying
the knot, but
wedding firms slow
to embrace a
lucrative market
Social care cuts
leave 1m pensioners
struggling
Poles lurch to the

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Coverage
related to Pauline
Cafferkey and
Sierra Leone
being Ebola free
Y As above

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Cost of gay
couples’
weddings

Y CQC report on
health and social
care 15th Oct
Y Poland’s
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26/10/2015

Drink-related
violence

27/10/2015

Viewer objections

29/10/2015

Charity payment
scandal

29/10/2015

Housing prices

30/10/2015

Leaving EU

06/11/2015

Bank action house
prices

05/11/2015

Cancer drug on
NHS

04/11/2015

Junior doctor
contracts

04/11/2015

VW emissions
scandal

04/11/2015

New passport

03/11/2015

Refugee crisis

03/11/2015

Care home group
crunch

03/11/2015

VW emissions
scandal

right with election
of Law and Justice
party
Police want to call
time on 24-hour
drinking
We won’t hide Mr
Hyde, insists ITV,
as 500 object to
gory scenes served
up at teatime.
Ministers ignored
repeated warnings
on Kids Company
Average price of a
home in London hits
£500,000 as boom
continues
Britain warned top
credit rating could
be lost if it votes for
Brexit
Carney says Bank
may need to act over
house prices as rates
stay low
Cancer drug back on
NHS as company
lowers price
Hunt to offer junior
doctors 11% pay
rise
VW crisis spreads to
CO2 emissions from
800,000 cars
New passport
celebrating 500
years of culture
features only two
women
New peak in refugee
arrivals confirms aid
workers’ fears
Alert over ‘cash
crunch’ at biggest
care home group
US authorities
accuse VW of
installing defeat
devices in luxury

election – not
results of exit
polls

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Lots on
housing crisis
from different
angles

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y – refugee
crisis, not aid
worker angle

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
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02/11/2015

The Independent
Date
13/10/2015

Comparison
between 1939 and
now

Topic
Legalising drugs
could benefit the
Treasury

16/10/2015

Increase in cyber
crime

16/10/2015

Increase in cyber
crime

19/10/2015

Neonatal nurse
shortage

21/10/2015

Sugar tax

22/10/2015

NHS reform plans

22/10/2015

Economic intergenerational
imbalance will be
short-lived
Financial incentives
for hedge funders to
leave EU
Eating less red meat
good for planet and
people

26/10/2015

27/10/2015

27/10/2015

Tax credit cuts (p1,
continued on p. 4)

27/10/2015
30/10/2015

Unconscious racial
bias in universities
Economic prospects

30/10/2015

Inequality in Britain

models
Where and what
were we in 1939?
Answers are put
online

Headline
Treasury makes
financial case for
legalising drugs
(continued page 4)
Millions hit by
UK’s invisible
crime wave
Crime online

Lack of nurses
‘putting babies’
lives at risk’
It’s official: we do
need a sugar tax
Weekend mortality:
Hunt accused of
‘missing the point’
Vanishing
retirement

BBC

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

EU vote: ‘Out’
backers to make
millions from Brexit
A meaty matter
Y plenty on
WHO report, but
less on
environmental
angle
Peers Block
BOTH
Osborne Agenda
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Colour Blind
Shut out: the
generation Britain
betrayed
In fairness

BOTH
COVERED,
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SAME ANGLE
05/11/2015

International study
on medics

03/11/2015

Refugee crisis

02/11/2015

IVF

The Daily Mirror
Date
12/10/2015

13/10/2015

13/10/2015

15/10/2015

20/10/2015

23/10/2015

26/10/2015

29/10/2015

Topic
Refugees rush across
Mediterranean to
avoid bad weather

UK needs 75,000
more medics to
reach nations’
standards
700 child refugees a
day now claiming
asylum
RIP IVF on the
NHS

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Headline
7,000 migrants a
day in race to beat
the freeze

BBC
Y Refugee crisis
covered on this
day and others,
but this angle was
not the main
story
State pension changes Beware of the state Y Introduction of
worse for some
pension top-up
pension changes
pensioners
scheme
covered, but
economic
disadvantages not
focused on
Living wage and
A living rage
BOTH
minimum wage
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Right to buy - council £3.4bn black hole
Y Housing crisis
houses to be lost
warning over Tory covered
right-to-buy plan
extensively, but
BBC on this day
focuses on effects
of immigration,
not right-to-buy
Steel job losses
Show us some
BOTH
steel, Mr Cameron COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Banking changes
Save £70 switching BOTH
proposed
accounts
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Tax credit cut plans
Osborne Tax
BOTH
Credit Panic
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Health study
Watching TV for 3
½ hrs a day linked
to seven fatal
diseases
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30/10/2015

Population growth

74 million Brits

04/11/2015

Junior doctor
contracts

Junior docs ‘get
11% rise’

03/11/2015

UK steel crisis

67% want to
protect UK’s steel
works

02/11/2015

Living wage

Osborne’s £1 off
flesh

The Sun
Date
15/10/2015

Topic
CQC report

Headline
2 in 3 hospitals
failing patients

16/10/2015

Hospital parking
charges

Pay and Dismay

21/10/2015

Reducing cost of
Chinese tourist visas
Poor NHS budgeting

Wish yu were here

21/10/2015

22/10/2015

23/10/2015

Police force not
racially
representative
Sugar tax report

26/10/2015

Immigration crisis

27/10/2015

WHO meat report

29/10/2015

Police budget cuts

06/11/2015

Benefits fraud

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Steel crisis
covered
extensively, but
not polls on
government
intervention
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BBC
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Carers’
discount dispute
on BBC 30th Oct
onwards, but not
charges in
general

Hospitals pay £5bn
over odds

Y NHS
budgeting
problems in
general
No black cops in 4 BOTH
forces
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
You can lump it
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Sort it out or the
BOTH
EU falls apart
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Banger out of order BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Cuts will finish off BOTH
bobbies on the beat COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Benefits fraud leaps Y Benefit fraud
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04/11/2015
03/11/2015

figures
Personal debt
Kids Co scandal

to £1.3bn
Card Sharks
Kids Co’s £3m just
‘a punt’

02/11/2015

Cancer survival rates

Cancer divide: 8 in
10 survivors live in
richest areas

The Daily Telegraph
Date
Topic
12/10/2015
Emissions test costs

Headline
Emissions tester
paid £80m by car
firms

13/10/2015

Bewick’s swan
arrives early

Swan heralds long
winter

13/10/2015

Link between health,
height etc. And the
month of the year
you are born
Owning a ‘handbag
dog’ could cost you
more in rent
Cyber crime
included in crime
stats for first time

Get started now to
give your baby a
healthy head start

13/10/2015

14/10/2015

14/10/2015

14/10/2015

14/10/2015

15/10/2015

15/10/2015

Kings College
research – GP
referral rates to
cancer services
Water rates

Inheritance tax
receipts at 5 year
high
CQC report

Price hike at Greek
visitor attractions

High price of
owning a handbag
dog
Crime figures to rise
by millions after
cyber offences are
included
Thousands of
needless cancer
deaths as GPs
ignore guidelines
Water firms failing
to pass on lower
costs to customers
Inheritance tax grab
hits a five-year high
ahead of reforms
Three in four
hospitals are unsafe
(continued page 2)
Prices soar at
Greece’s top
attractions to tackle

target 28th Oct
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Cancer
treatment
problems covered
generally and
A&E diagnosis
on 2nd Nov

BBC
VW emissions
scandal covered
on 13th Oct, 3rd
& 4th Nov, but
not this focus
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Cancer
treatment
covered
generally
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
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19/10/2015

New HRT study

19/10/2015

Social change poll

19/10/2015

20/10/2015

Pension scams
possible with
reforms
Police budget cuts

20/10/2015

Cancer study

20/10/2015

Failing hospital trust

20/10/2015

Tax credit cuts

21/10/2015

Dementia study

21/10/2015

21/10/2015

Economic intergenerational
imbalance
Increase in schooltime holiday
penalties issued
Cancer research

21/10/2015

Fertility study

22/10/2015

Banking reforms
proposed

22/10/2015

Alzheimer’s disease

21/10/2015

deficit
HRT ‘is safe’ for
menopausal women
after all
Internet and cheap
flights make life
better now, say
grandparents
Pension reform ‘the
next mis-selling
scandal’
Police set to
withdraw from
streets as cuts bite
IVF women at
higher risk of
ovarian cancer
NHS inspector
raises alarm over
hospital
Osborne says tax
credit cuts will save
Britain £15bn by
next year
Give up all drink or
risk dementia

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Y CQC report on
the 15th
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Other
dementia
prevention
reports covered,
including effects
of exercise,
games etc.

Pensioners now
wealthier than
workers
Number of termtime holiday fines
triple over two years
Delay breast cancer
checks, say US
experts
Quarter of an aspirin
a day can boost
fertility of women
trying for a baby,
say scientists
Crackdown on bad
BOTH
bank service
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Mediterranean diet
BOTH
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study

slows ageing of
brain, study shows
Sugar tax could help
save 80,000 lives

23/10/2015

Sugar tax

26/10/2015

Interest rates

Interest rates to stay
put, Carney hints

27/10/2015

Alzheimer’s drug

28/10/2015

Study of ME

29/10/2015

Health study

29/10/2015

NHS pay row

29/10/2015

State pension
changes proposed

29/10/2015

Charity payment
scandal

30/10/2015

Health study

30/10/2015
30/10/2015

Doctors lobby for
drug law change
Population growth

30/10/2015

Entrepreneur visa

05/11/2015

UK needs more
medics

05/11/2015

Slipper sales

6p a day drug could
keep elderly out of
care homes
Exercise and
positivity ‘can
overcome ME’
Statins can stop flu
jab working
No pay cut from
reforms, junior
doctors told
New ‘flat rate’ state
pension could lead
to 20 million being
worse off, experts
warn
Kids Company
asked, ministers
gave
Cut back on
carbohydrates rather
than fat if you want
to lose weight
Repurposed drugs
are vital, say doctors
UK population to
rise by 10m over 25
years
Concerns over new
arrivals on
entrepreneur visas
who end up working
in takeaways
UK needs 75,000
more medics to
reach other nations’
standard
Relax and put your
feet up, slippers are

COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
No, but on 5th
Nov, BBC
reported B of E
announcement
about rates
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
Y Pension
changes
discussed

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
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05/11/2015

Power plants
breakdown

02/11/2015

Cancer diagnosis in
A&E

The Times
Date
12/10/2015

still in fashion
Electricity
emergency after
power plants break
down
One in four cancers
diagnosed in A&E

Topic
Wage figures

Headline
Private sector wages
rising at fastest rate
for a decade

12/10/2015

New court charges
avoided by barristers

12/10/2015

Rise in crimes due to
police recording
errors

13/10/2015

Trust paying advisor
£1m a year to help
with finances
Owning a ‘handbag’
dog could cost you
more in rent
NHS savings
proposed

JPs give lower
sentences to avoid
new charges
Throwing a sock
and stealing a puff
of perfume:
Britain’s new
crimewave
Failing hospital
pays boss £1m a
year to cut costs
Craze for pampered
pooches drives up
cost of London pads
NHS could save
£1.4bn by letting
junior staff do more
Clampdown on ‘ripoff’ salaries for
NHS bosses
(continued page 2)
Legalising cannabis
would swell
Treasury pot
Britain will need
three cities the size
of Birmingham for
migrants
Hate crime offences
rise by a fifth

13/10/2015

13/10/2015

14/10/2015

Pay caps for
managers on
temporary contracts

14/10/2015

Legalising drugs
could benefit the
Treasury
Migration figures,
pros and cons

14/10/2015

14/10/2015

Hate crime figures

15/10/2015

Ticket price rise for

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BBC
Y Inflation and
the effect on
wages in general
14th Oct, but not
private sector
focus

Y NHS contract
negotiations
from 17th

Y Immigration /
housing
shortage on 14th
Oct
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Ticket for the
138

Greek monuments
16/10/2015

Nursing figures

19/10/2015
19/10/2015

University funding
cuts recommended
Cultural change

19/10/2015

Fertility study

19/10/2015

NHS spending cuts

19/10/2015

Sugar tax

19/10/2015

Neonatal nurse
shortage
New IVF technology

20/10/2015
21/10/2015

22/10/2015

Economic intergenerational
imbalance
Young people’s
mental health

22/10/2015

Banking reforms
proposed

23/10/2015

Sugar tax report

23/10/2015

Opposition to
fracking
Tax credit cuts –
proposed alterations

23/10/2015

26/10/2015

Down’s syndrome
testing

27/10/2015

WHO meat report

Acropolis? It’s
ruinous
Bar on foreign
nurses lifted to
avoid winter staff
crisis
‘Universities are
awash with cash’
Table manners go
the American way
Looking to
conceive? Boxers
give sperm a
fighting chance
Cap on agency fees
will cut hospital
staff by thousands
My sugar tax is
working, says Jamie
Oliver
Shortage of nurses
puts babies at risk
Breakthrough boosts
odds on IVF success
Pensioners have
more cash than
those in work
Parents will get
mental health
training after Times
campaign
Banks must help
savers to find deal
with rivals
Act now on junk
food to save our
children
Women ‘don’t
understand fracking’
Children’s chief
raises alarm on tax
credit cuts
NHS set to offer
women a safer test
for Down’s
Processed meats
blamed for
thousands of cancer
deaths a year

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Y Schools
encouraged to
discuss mental
health 22nd Oct

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
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27/10/2015

27/10/2015

28/10/2015

29/10/2015

29/10/2015

30/10/2015

Earnings of corporate Rich barristers find
lawyers
crime really doesn’t
pay
Risks of cycling
City cycling is too
risky for me, say
police chief
Behavioural Ecology Why women’s sex
study
lives sizzle in a cold
climate
Under-use of statins
Doctors withhold
statins that would
save 2,600 lives
Immigration figures
One million
migrants seek
asylum in the West
this year
VW emissions
VW drivers in line
scandal
for £600m payout

30/10/2015

Sex crime figures

06/11/2015

House prices

06/11/2015

Cheap mortgages

05/11/2015

Trip costs taxpayers

04/11/2015

Weight loss study

04/11/2015

VW emissions
scandal

03/11/2015

Dog/asthma study

03/11/2015

Elderly medication

03/11/2015

NHS waiting times

One person in a
thousand has been
convicted of sex
crime
House prices
forecast to rise by
20% over next five
years
Cheap mortgages
get 18-month
extension
Bercow’s three-day
Japan trip cost
taxpayers £8,500
Half an hour of
walking better than
gym for losing
weight
Petrol vehicles are
sucked into VW
emissions scandal

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE
BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

BOTH
COVERED,
SAME ANGLE

Y General VW
emissions
scandal story on
this date

Family dogs reduce
the risk of asthma in
children
Elderly take too
much medication
Health service ‘at
risk of sudden
collapse’
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Appendix
INTERCODER RELIABILITY SCORES
We recoded approximately 10% of the whole sample to generate intercoder reliability scores.
We first tested the reliability of coders identifying a news item, whether a news item
contained a reference to a statistic and the story subject per media type – BBC online, radio,
television and commercial television – amongst either 3 or 4 researchers coding this material.
As the table below shows, there was a consistently high level of agreement across all media.
Type of news item
Media
Online
BBC TV
Radio
Non-BBC TV

Level of agreement
91%
93%
91%
92%

One statistic referenced
Media
Online
BBC TV
Radio
Non-BBC TV

Level of agreement
92%
93%
94%
92%

Story subject
Media
Online
BBC TV
Radio
Non-BBC TV

Level of agreement
90%
91%
90%
92%

However, a smaller team of researchers examined one or more references to statistical
references within a news item. With the exception of the nature of statistical reference, which
coded the degree of contextual clarity, we found high levels of inter-coder agreement across
each variable (see table below). Although the nature of a statistical reference remains a robust
variable with an 82% level of agreement, it was the least reliable because it was often difficult
to distinguish between the relative degree of context in statistical claims made by journalists
or sources. This reinforces the wider point made in the report that many statistical claims in
news coverage were not precise and lacked context.
We also carried out statistical tests on relevant variables using Krippendorff’s Alpha. All
variables received strong reliability scores.
Statistics variables
Variable
Number of statistical references within a news item
Who referenced a statistic: journalist or external source
Nature of statistical reference (vague/unpacked/context)

Level of agreement
91%
94%
82%
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Geographical relevance of statistics
Source of Reference

90%
92%

BBC Trust Statistics Project 2015
Instructions for Coders
Guidelines for completing coding sheet.
NOTE: FOR QUESTIONS 1 TO 15 THE UNIT OF ANALYSIS IS THE NEWS ITEM
1) TV/Radio/Online: Circle one option
2) TV - Circle the appropriate programme
3) Radio - Circle the appropriate radio programme
4) Online - Circle the appropriate page
5) Date – Add date programme was aired
6) Order: Story order – the order the story appears in the bulletin. Where the same story is covered in the news
item/ conventions that follow each is ‘story 1”.
7) Item Order: if the news item that follows the previous one reports on the same subject matter then it would
be coded as order No 1, Item order No 2. However if the same story develops into what is clearly still
connected but with a different thrust then code as a separate story. For example, Leveson inquiry into
journalistic ethics and standards often began with footage of various individual testimony. Often the story then
developed into a political row concerning one governments ministers alleged relationship with News Corp. This
is a divergence from the original core story – The Leveson enquiry – and is more about the political process so it
should be coded as a different story accordingly e.g, Order No 2, Item No 1. Same principle applies if a story
that follows the previous is completely different.
**Employ the same principle for Online coding and radio coding e.g. supplementary links to main stories should
be coded as Order 1, Item order 2.
8) Start Time: Note the time of the start of the item on BOB or file e.g. 00:01:25 – this is to allow easy location
access for story if needed for later reference.
9) End Time: Note the time of when the item ends e.g. when the presenter/reporter finishes speaking.
10) Total Time: Calculate the amount of seconds for the entire piece you have recorded e.g. 360 seconds.
11) Type of Item/Convention – Choose the relevant category. Apart from the ‘Presenter’ category, it is
assumed that most items will contain a short introduction by the presenter. Do not include headline summaries.
Also, do not include adverts/links, or – especially on Radio 5 Live, studio chatter or UGC/audience text/ email
summaries.
Pre-Edited
Presenter only – report presented by presenter in studio. If item being delivered by only presenter as a
standalone, with or without images or film. If the presenter piece is an introduction to a subsequent item, just add
to the longer item that follows in terms of time and code the entirety as the longer item – e.g. 30 second presenter
introduction to a two-way.
Main presenter and package – Pre recorded report introduced by presenter.
Reporter and package on location – reporter on location introduces a pre-recorded report. Not in the studio and
not indicated as live.
Studio interview – pre-recorded interview between presenter and reporter/guest.
Studio discussion – pre-recorded discussion between presenter and two or more respondents.
Live
Presenter/reporter both live on location – live conversation between both parties in the same location (outside
the main studio)
Live 2 way – live conversation between either presenter/journalist or journalist/journalist while in different
locations.
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Presenter/reporter/respondent studio interview – live interview between presenter and another reporter or
respondent.
Presenter/reporter/respondent studio discussion – live discussion between presenter and two more respondents.

Online
Stories 123 – Main stories on page; listed top. Then lower left, then lower right.
Top Stories – Stories in ‘Other Top Stories’ list on right hand of page.
Also in News/Sport – Stories in the ‘Also in the News’ and ‘Sport Headlines’ on the relevant page.
Features, Views, analysis – Stories in the ‘Features, Views, Analysis’ bar underneath headlines.
Supplementary to story 1 – Links to story one, linking to related stories.
12) One-sentence summary of story – summarise content of story as concisely as possible.
13) Story Subject – tick one category to indicate the main subject focus of the story.
14/15) Story Reporter location – indicate with an ‘S’ the main location to which the story is linked. Indicate
with an ‘R’ the location of the reporter, if known. (For example, of the subject of the story is relevant to the UK
as a whole, but the reporter is based in Westminster, these would be coded as ‘S’ next to ‘Gen UK’, and ‘R’ next
to ‘Westm./Downing St’)
NOTE: FROM THIS POINT ON THE UNIT OF ANALYSIS CHANGES FROM THE NEWS ITEM TO
REFERENCES TO STATISTICS.
Every time a reference to a statistic is found it is assigned a number, which is used in Q16-20. So the first
reference to a statistic will be ‘1’ and a ‘1’ will be marked where appropriate in questions 16-20. When the next
reference to a statistic is found it is marked down as a ‘2’ and so on
16) Who references statistics? – Identify the person who makes reference to a statistic. Distinguish between
journalists or an external source e.g a politician, trade union leader, businessperson etc. If possible, list them by
name and how they’re presented (eg, job title, organisation they represent etc)

17) The nature of the reference to statistics
Vague or passing reference – Mentions of things going up or down, faster or slower, growing or shrinking. No
mention of a figure or any context to make sense of it. eg
Clear reference/not substantially unpacked – A figure, proportion, percentage (or similar numerical item) eg,
Unemployment is now at 3%
OR a comparison (over time, borders etc) without a figure eg, Unemployment is it its highest in 4 years.
Some minor context – A figure, proportion, percentage or comparison (or similar) which is contextualised, but
in a relatively brief way eg, Conservatives have today announced the lowest unemployment figures in four years.
Labour, have cast doubt in the claims, saying they don’t include the underemployed.
18) Geographical relevance of statistical reference. Indicate if a statistic has been stated as having relevance to
the UK as a whole, Britain (Mainland Great Britain, England, Scotland and Wales.), one of the UK home
nations, (England, Scotland, Wales, Northern Ireland), or is not specified. Also state if another nation or
geographical region is referenced which is not included on the above list. References to specific places (eg,
Leamington Spa, Cornwall) in, for instance, England, should be marked as ‘England’.
19) Source of reference journalist/external sources/politicians. – If a statistic is attributed (eg, to an
individual/organisation) indicate who it is attributed to. Journalists should be written into the white space and
external sources in the box.
If a statistic isn’t attributed we have to assume the person making the reference is the source of the information.
In which case they should be noted down as above too. (For example if a journalist or politician states a statistic
without citing a source, the journalist or politician is considered to be the source. If a journalist or politician cited
an ONS figure the ONS would be noted as the source.)
20) Political Party sources. State if a statistic is made by the Conservative Party, Labour Party, SNP, Liberal
Democrats, UKIP or other political parties.
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