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Summary 

- The media plays a vital role in healthy democracies. It provides an arena for the exchange of 

information and opinion, a source of accountability, and a means for politicians to 

communicate with the public. 

- Media independence and pluralism are essential to support this role. But recent concerns 

have been raised about both. In addition, parts of the media have been accused of amplifying 

polarising rhetoric, and spreading damaging misinformation and disinformation. 

- Maintaining a healthy media sector requires action from both politicians and the media. 

Politicians should refrain from undermining or driving down public trust in reputable media; the 

media in turn must take seriously its responsibility for accuracy and the tone of public debate. 

Background 

In a democracy, the media educates, informs and entertains – including through news, opinion, 

analysis, satire and drama. It is a key route through which the public hears about politics, and it plays 

an important role in shaping the public agenda and forming public opinion. 

However, in recent years frequent concerns have been expressed about the health of the news 

media. Attacks on media independence or broadcaster impartiality have raised alarm. Media market 

changes have led to cuts in local and investigative journalism and have amplified polarising rhetoric 

and misinformation. Monopoly ownership may yield undue concentration of power. 

Why does the media matter for democracy?  

The media is central to democratic participation. It creates an arena for the exchange of opinion, 

discussion and deliberation – a space sometimes referred to as the ‘public sphere’. It provides a 

channel of communication between politicians and the public, allowing politicians to communicate 

their beliefs and proposals, giving the public the information that they need in order to participate, and 

allowing the voices of the public to be heard by politicians. The media also assists in holding 

politicians to account – through reporting, and direct scrutiny such as interviews. 

https://cps.org.uk/research/to-inform-educate-and-entertain-british-broadcasting-in-the-twenty-first-century/
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2021/mar/11/uk-risks-echoing-toxic-us-media-without-strong-regulator-says-bbc-anchor
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/161991468155123204/the-public-sphere
https://www.article19.org/resources/world-press-freedom-day-joint-declaration-on-media-freedom-and-democracy/
https://www.article19.org/resources/world-press-freedom-day-joint-declaration-on-media-freedom-and-democracy/
https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200512-how-the-news-changes-the-way-we-think-and-behave
https://constitution-unit.com/2022/07/05/what-is-democratic-backsliding-and-is-the-uk-at-risk/
https://www.unesco.org/en/threats-freedom-press-violence-disinformation-censorship


https://lordslibrary.parliament.uk/future-of-public-service-broadcasting/#heading-1
https://cmpf.eui.eu/what-are-news-deserts-in-europe/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021/impartiality-unpacked-study-four-countries
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2021/impartiality-unpacked-study-four-countries
https://www.ifj.org/who/rules-and-policy/global-charter-of-ethics-for-journalists
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2012/nov/28/leveson-inquiry-press-police-politicians
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2012/nov/28/leveson-inquiry-press-police-politicians
https://bills.parliament.uk/bills/3505
https://pressrecognitionpanel.org.uk/
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/news/bbc-under-scrutiny-heres-what-research-tells-about-its-role-uk
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2022/aug/24/emily-maitlis-says-active-tory-party-agent-shaping-bbc-news-output
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/update-gb-news-impartiality
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/new-investigations-into-gb-news-and-talk-tv
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/thats-a-wrap-tvs-most-complained-about-programmes-of-2023-revealed
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/thats-a-wrap-tvs-most-complained-about-programmes-of-2023-revealed
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/update-on-Ofcom-investigations-into-broadcaster-campaigns
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/news-centre/2023/ofcoms-rules-on-politicians-on-tv-and-radio
https://www.ft.com/content/a3d0cdff-638c-4ce5-bbb8-b6e61c60183d
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2. Threats to media independence 

¶ In a context of ongoing attacks on public service broadcasters, threats to change existing funding 

or ownership models raise fears of a ‘chilling effect’ on reporting. Such proposals include the 

recently announced formal review into the BBC’s licence fee funding model, which follows 

suggestions for change made during the Johnson government. The privatisation of Channel 4 – 

proposed in 2021 but scrapped in 2023

https://www.channel4.com/news/rona-fairhead-interference-has-chilling-effect-on-bbc
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/bbc-licence-fee-review-launched-as-action-taken-to-ease-rises
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2022/jan/16/bbc-licence-fee-to-be-abolished-in-2027-and-funding-frozen
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9280/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/channel-4-means-more-to-the-british-people-than-an-empty-sell-off-xg7p5kq2m
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/arch-critics-of-bbc-dacre-and-moore-tipped-for-top-jobs-in-tv-lzn0lvxbs
https://constitution-unit.com/2023/05/10/the-report-on-richard-sharp-raises-big-constitutional-questions/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-65434455
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-67874362
https://rsf.org/en/country/united-arab-emirates
https://reutersinstitute.politics.ox.ac.uk/digital-news-report/2022/have-news-audiences-become-more-polarised-over-time
https://constitution-unit.com/2023/10/31/healthy-political-discourse-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter/
https://constitution-unit.com/2023/10/31/healthy-political-discourse-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter/
https://theconversation.com/7-ways-to-spot-polarizing-language-how-to-choose-responsibly-what-to-amplify-online-or-in-person-177276
https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/brexit/2017/05/16/acrimonious-and-divisive-the-role-the-media-played-in-brexit/
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3903436/Enemies-people-Fury-touch-judges-defied-17-4m-Brexit-voters-trigger-constitutional-crisis.html
https://www.thepaperboy.com/uk/daily-mail/front-pages-today.cfm?frontpage=53873
https://www.thepaperboy.com/uk/daily-mail/front-pages-today.cfm?frontpage=50534
https://www.isdglobal.org/digital_dispatches/how-do-news-headlines-of-mainstream-and-alternative-media-talk-about-climate-activism/
https://www.cam.ac.uk/research/news/media-fuelling-rising-hostility-towards-muslims-in-britain
https://theconversation.com/disinformation-is-part-and-parcel-of-social-medias-business-model-new-research-shows-217842
https://pressgazette.co.uk/news/uk-local-newspaper-closures-2022/
https://www.bbc.com/lnp/ldrs
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2023/nov/12/bbc-faces-broad-backlash-over-cuts-to-local-radio-output
https://www.unhcr.org/innovation/wp-content/uploads/2022/02/Factsheet-4.pdf
https://consoc.org.uk/online-harms-to-democracy-the-governments-change-of-approach/
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/research-and-data/tv-radio-and-on-demand/news-media/news-consumption
https://www.channel4.com/news/factcheck
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-65650822
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¶ However, presenters and interviews are not always able to interrogate claims made in real time. 

This can lead to false or misleading claims going unchallenged. In some cases, presenters have 

also spread inaccurate information, for example relating to the Covid-19 booster vaccine . 

National newspapers such as the Daily Telegraph, Mail Online and Sunday Times have also been 

found to have breached newspaper accuracy standards. 

6. Monopolies  

¶ Media pluralism is threatened by concentrated ownership, which can reduce the diversity of 

viewpoints that are represented and lead to an overall media bias toward particular political views.  

¶ Anxieties about media ownership are nothing new. In 1931, Stanley Baldwin famously 

characterised placing the power of the media in the hands of a few individuals as ‘power without 

responsibility’. However, concerns about the extent of media concentration in the UK persist, 

especially with respect to the press. Presently, three companies – DMG Media (publishers of the 

Daily Mail, Metro and i), News UK (the

/constitution-unit/constitutional-principles-and-health-democracy
mailto:constitution@ucl.ac.uk
/constitution-unit/get-involved/subscribe
https://fullfact.org/health/nadhim-zahawi-covid-flu-booster/
https://www.theguardian.com/media/2023/mar/06/gb-news-broke-ofcom-rules-presenter-covid-vaccine-claims-mark-steyn)
https://www.ipso.co.uk/rulings-and-resolution-statements/ruling/?id=10895-22
https://www.ipso.co.uk/rulings-and-resolution-statements/ruling/?id=14369-23
https://www.ipso.co.uk/rulings-and-resolution-statements/ruling/?id=14834-23
https://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/quotation/quotes_harlot.htm
https://www.kiplingsociety.co.uk/quotation/quotes_harlot.htm
https://www.mediareform.org.uk/blog/new-report-who-owns-the-uk-media
https://yougov.co.uk/politics/articles/17715-how-left-or-right-wing-are-uks-newspapers
https://constitution-unit.com/2023/10/31/healthy-political-discourse-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter/
https://constitution-unit.com/2023/10/31/healthy-political-discourse-what-is-it-and-why-does-it-matter/

