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Impartiality Project – Summary of Quantitative Research 
 
1.0 Introduction 
 
Previous qualitative research conducted by Sparkler as part of this project found that audience 
perceptions of impartiality are influenced by three key elements – neutrality, open-mindedness 
and distance. We subsequently commissioned Ipsos MORI to conduct a face-to-face omnibus 
survey of over 2000 people in order to quantify some of this information.   Specifically, to gauge 
attitudes on: 
 
• the importance of impartiality;  
• what kind of views and opinions a broadcaster should report on; and  
• how journalists and reporters attempt to achieve impartiality.  
 
 
2.0 Summary of Findings 
 
This section draws out the key findings of the survey and tables showing the overall results can 
be found as an annex to this document.  Demographic data has been highlighted where an 
interesting or significant difference is found.  
 
2.1 Importance of Impartiality 
 
Whilst 44% of those surveyed think that it is impossible for broadcasters to be impartial, the 
majority (84%) do agree that although it may be difficult to achieve, broadcasters must try 
very hard give the public a fair and informed view on events and issues.   
 
In addition, 61% think that although broadcasters may think they give a fair and informed 
view, a lot of the time they don't. This was especially true of the mid-market tabloid readers 
with 67% of them more like to agree with this statement.  
 
2.2 Broadcaster approach to impartiality 
 
In terms of the broadcasters approach to impartiality, the majority of those surveyed (83%) agree 
that broadcasters should report on all views and opinions, however unpopular or extreme 
some of them may be, with over a third of respondents strongly agreeing.  Looking at ethnicity, 
whilst still the majority view, only 61% agree with this statement. 
 
Over half of the sample (57%) agrees that broadcasters often fail to reflect the views of 
people like them. Those with no access to the internet tended to agree with this more.  This 
could be due to the fact that those with access to the internet are able to explore a more diverse 
range of views and opinions online and are perhaps therefore more likely to assess the output of 
a broadcaster as being relatively limited.    
 
Considering voting intention, LibDem supporters are more likely than supporters of other 
parties to disagree with the statement ‘broadcasters often fail to reflect views of people like 
me’. 
 



 
2.3 How journalists / reporters attempt to achieve impartiality 

 

 
Looking more specifically at the level of support for the Sparkler findings of neutrality, open-
mindedness and distance, it was found that there was a high degree of support regarding the 
importance of these elements.  
 
2.3.2 Neutrality 
 
95% of respondents think that it is important for journalists and reporters to stay neutral if they 
are to attempt to give the public a fair and informed view; with over a third of those surveyed 
agreeing that it is vital.  This is especially true of those living in the Midlands compared to the 
South with 40% and 27% agreeing that it is vital, respectively. 
 
2.3.3 Open-minded 
 
Similarly, the omnibus survey supports the finding that open-mindedness is a key component 
towards achieving impartiality with 96% of respondents acknowledging that it is important for 
journalists and reporters to stay open minded and not make assumptions or judgements about 
people of events. Over a third of those surveyed think this is vital (38%).   ABC1s are much 
more likely than C2DEs to agree that open-mindedness is vital and, unsurprisingly, this is also 
true for quality newspaper readers compared to readers of the tabloids.  88% of those surveyed 
who are from an ethnic minority agree that open-mindedness is important compared to 97% of 
white people. 
 
2.3.4 Distance 
 
Regarding the notion of ‘distance’, whilst the majority agree (89%) that it is important that 
reporters and journalists maintain a certain distance and don’t get too close to the issue 
they are reporting on, only 18% of people think that this is vital to achieve impartiality.   
However, when asked how important it was that journalists stood back and asked critical and 
rigorous questions of others, 93% agree that it is important with over a fifth of people 
believing this is vital.  In particular, men, ABs and quality newspaper readers are much more 
likely to agree that reporters and journalists should behave this way. 
 



 

 

Annex 1: Attitudes towards impartiality – survey results  
(Source: Ipsos MORI; 26th-30th October 2006; 2,048 face to face interviews; adults 15+) 
 
Q1. The Importance of Impartiality    
Respondents were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the following statements: 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Tend to 
agree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

Agree Disagree 

Impartiality is difficult to achieve, but broadcasters must 
try very hard to do so 

40% 44% 11% 3% 0% 3% 84% 3% 

It is impossible to be impartial – there is no such thing 9% 35% 20% 25% 8% 3% 44% 33% 
Broadcasters may think they give a fair and informed 
view, but a lot of the time they don’t 

15% 46% 19% 15% 1% 3% 61% 17% 

 
Q2. Broadcaster approach to impartiality 
Respondents were asked how important it is that reporters and journalists …: 
 Vital Very 

Important 
Fairly 
Important 

Not very 
important 

Not at all 
important 

Don’t 
know 

Important Not 
Important 

Stay open-minded, for example, not making assumptions 
or judgements about people or events 

38% 48% 10% 1% 0% 2% 96% 1% 

Stay neutral – and do not give their own view, however 
difficult that is  

33% 47% 14% 3% 1% 2% 95% 3% 

Maintain a certain distance – and not getting too close to 
the issue they are reporting on 

18% 47% 24% 6% 1% 3% 89% 8% 

Stand back, and ask critical and rigorous questions of 
others 

22% 49% 21% 4% 0% 3% 93% 4% 

Let us hear different people give us their own stories in 
their own words 

26% 54% 15% 2% 0% 2% 95% 2% 

Give us a considered analysis of events that are taking 
place 

22% 55% 17% 2% 1% 3% 95% 3% 



 

 

 
Q3. How journalists and reporters attempt to achieve impartiality 
Respondents were asked to what extent they agreed or disagreed with the following: 
 Strongly 

Agree 
Tend to 
agree 

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree 

Tend to 
disagree 

Strongly 
disagree 

Don’t 
know 

Agree Disagree 

Broadcasters should mainly focus on reporting opinions 
that are reasonably widespread or that many people 
believe 

13% 41% 19% 19% 6% 2% 54% 25% 

A broadcaster should report on all views and opinions – 
however unpopular or extreme some of them may be  

35% 48% 9% 6% 1% 2% 83% 6% 

Broadcasters often fail to reflect views of people like me 17% 40% 25% 14% 1% 3% 57% 15% 
 
 
Q4. Attitudes towards news and current affairs of those surveyed: 
I am very interested in news and current affairs and make an effort to view, listen to or read about news and current affairs 
at least twice a day  

32% 

I am interested in news and current affairs and make an effort to listen to or read about news and current affairs at least 
once a day 

39% 

I am interested in news and current affairs if the topics are relevant to me, and try to view, listen to or read about news or 
current affairs most days of the week. 

14% 

I only read, watch or listen to news and current affairs occasionally, but will watch if there are topics I am interested in or 
big news stories 

10% 

I am not that interested in news and current affairs 5% 
Don’t know 1% 
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