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Unit 1 in GCSE Government and Politics is 
concerned with Democracy in Action. This includes 
the issue of what contributes to a democratic 
system. The media is believed to play an important 
part in making a system democratic and this 
Factfile provides information on the media and on 
Political Information in a Democracy.

This Factfile will focus on the political role of the 
mass media. Specifically, it will look at how the 
media can contribute to a democracy in society. 
There are different views on whether the media 
succeeds in doing this and these will be examined.

First of all, it is necessary to define what a 
mass medium is. A medium is any means of 
communication but a mass medium is a means 
of communication with a mass audience. This 
requires technology and this technology only really 
developed in the 20th century. 

The growth of the mass media has led to what some 
have called “media saturated” society. A century 
ago, people had very little exposure to mass media. 
Today, we are constantly bombarded by it in lots of 
different forms.

Today there is much concern about the effects 
of social media upon democracy with many 
politicians using it to make statements and claims 
that others consider to be false. Some allege 
that social media communication threatens to 
undermine democracy itself.

However, concerns about the political impact of 
the mass media are nothing new and go back to 
the very beginnings of mass communication. In 
the 1930s, dictators seemed to be able to use mass 
communication to undermine democracy.

This Factfile will consider:
• Does the media have a positive or negative effect 

upon democracy?
• Can the media affect how people vote?
• Can media-smart politicians gain election 

through media control?
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8rEmAuRZhAk
https://theoryofmediaocracy.wordpress.com/2012/09/07/media-saturation
http://www.voicesofyouth.org/en/posts/how-strongly-can-social-media-influence-and-control-people-s-lives-
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Different Types of Media
Television 
TV can be controlled by the state or can be privately 
owned. State control is typical of authoritarian 
systems such as China. In the UK the BBC is a 
publicly owned and funded broadcaster (TV Licence) 
but is independent of the government. Other 
channels are privately owned and depend for their 
income on advertising. All TV channels are required 
to be neutral and balanced in their coverage of 
the news and politics. OFCOM is responsible for 
ensuring that TV channels’ output is neutral and 
balanced. Political parties can not advertise on 
commercial TV stations (unlike in the USA) but 
are allocated some Party Political Broadcast slots 
during election periods.

Radio 
Radio in the UK is also part publicly owned (BBC) 
and part privately owned. The same requirement to 
be neutral and balanced in coverage of news and 
politics also applies to all radio networks. OFCOM 
also regulates radio content. No political advertising 
is allowed. 

Newspapers 
Newspapers in the UK are privately owned. There 
is no requirement for papers to be neutral and 
balanced (although they are subject to laws relating 
to libel, privacy and decency). British newspapers 
are political and traditionally have backed political 
parties. The majority of papers support the Tory 
Party and there is much debate about whether this 
matters or not. To counteract falling paper sales, 
many newspapers have moved to become e-media. 
They continue to publish a paper but also have an 
on-line digital version as well.

Social Media 
Social Media are clearly not controlled by the 
state. Equally obviously, there is no requirement 
for what individuals tweet or blog to be neutral 
and balanced. Laws relating to privacy, libel and 
copyright do apply to social media and five people 
are convicted each day in the UK for internet 
“trolling”. Social media have been used extensively 
by some politicians to by-pass traditional media 
and to communicate directly with people: Donald 
Trump has taken this to a new level.

Media Facts (2017)

• 95% of UK homes have a TV;
• Average daily time spent watching TV is 216 

minutes or 3.5 hours;
• 48.7 million of the 15+ population listened to 

radio in a week;
• Average weekly radio listening is 21.5 hours;
• Average time spent per month browsing on a PC 

or laptop: 31 hours;
• 13.5 million people read the Sun or Sun on 

Sunday each week in paper or digital form. 12 
million read the Daily Mail or Mail on Sunday 
each week;

• There are 31 million active Facebook users in 
the UK (60% of the population). The figure for 
Instagram is 14 million and for Twitter 15 million 
active users.

How Politicians Use the Media
Politicians have always used the mass media to try 
to influence the population: as early as the 1920s 
Hitler tried poses in front of a mirror in order to 
judge how impressive they were. 

As the media has expanded and new means of 
communication have emerged, politicians have 
been eager to exploit the new opportunities it 
offers them. So what are some of the ways in which 
politicians seek to use the media?

Staged Political Rallies: politicians appear before 
a cheering and clapping crowd. However, the 
crowd is made up exclusively of party workers and 
supporters.

Photo Opportunities: politicians create positive 
associations by visits to factories, schools, 
hospitals, disaster scenes. 

Family Stories: using your family to create positive 
messages and images. Why do politicians hold their 
partner’s hand so much?

Social Media: allows the politician to by-pass 
the traditional media and avoid having to answer 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/zc8tv4j/revision/1
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/tv-radio-and-on-demand/information-for-industry/guidance/programme-guidance
http://www.bbc.com/news/election-2015-31711345
https://www.theguardian.com/law/2016/aug/12/social-media-law-an-essential-guide
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2016/09/22/watch-why-social-media-is-donald-trumps-most-powerful-weapon/
http://rarehistoricalphotos.com/hitler-rehearsing-speech-front-mirror-1925/
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difficult questions. Is this the reason why Trump 
favours Twitter so much?

Claim Media Bias: politicians will respond to 
negative media coverage by arguing that the media 
is biased against them. So they are not at fault, it is 
simply a media conspiracy. “False News”?

The Power of the Media
There is no question that the mass media is a 
massive presence in contemporary society. What is 
not so clear cut is what effect the media has. What 
power does it have to influence the opinions, beliefs 
and voting decisions of people?

There are several different theories that seek to 
answer this question and each takes a different 

view on the power of the media. The theories are:

• The Hypodermic Theory
• The Uses and Gratifications Theory
• Cultural Effects Theory

Hypodermic Theory Uses and Gratifications Theory Cultural Effects Theory

Dating from the 1920s, this 
theory was the first attempt to 
explain how mass audiences 
might react to mass media. It 
is a crude model and suggests 
that audiences passively receive 
the information transmitted via 
a medium. The ability of the 
“Great Dictators” in the 1930s to 
use the media to influence their 
populations was a big influence 
on this theory. Don’t forget that 
this theory was developed in an 
age when the mass media were 
still fairly new – radio and cinema 
were less than two decades old. 
Governments had just discovered 
the power of advertising to 
communicate a message, and 
produced propaganda to try and 
sway populaces to their way of 
thinking.

So this theory suggests the media 
has a very direct and powerful 
effect upon the population.

During the 1960s, as the first 
generation to grow up with 
television became grown 
ups, it became increasingly 
apparent to media theorists that 
audiences made choices about 
what they did when consuming 
texts. Far from being a passive 
mass, audiences were made 
up of individuals who actively 
consumed texts for different 
reasons and in different ways. 
In 1948 Lasswell suggested 
that audiences were capable of 
Selective Exposure (where people 
choose what to watch, read, listen 
to, based on their existing values) 
and Selective Retention (where 
two people can watch or read the 
same report and take different 
things out of it, based on their 
existing views). 

So the media has very little 
power to influence. It can only 
reinforce what people already 
think.

Cultural Effects Theory 
recognises that society is heavily 
influenced by the media. The 
media audience is made up of 
people from a variety of social 
backgrounds. The media doesn’t 
have a direct effect on the 
audience but the media gradually 
influences the audience over a 
period of time. The cultures and 
backgrounds of viewers will affect 
the extent which the media may 
influence them and how they 
respond to it. For example black 
people who are associated with 
trouble and crime, will eventually 
be victims of stereotyping. Media 
coverage of unemployment 
and single parent families, give 
the impression that they are 
“scrounging”. 

These stereotypes and messages 
affects the culture of British 
society which gradually has 
major political consequences.

THE HYPODERMIC NEEDLE THEORY

DEVELOPED IN THE 1920s AND 1930s

PASSIVE AUDIENCE

NO INDIVIDUAL DIFFERENCE
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Rights and Responsibilities of the 
Media
It is widely believed that a free media can make 
a significant contribution to a society being 
a democratic one. (Bookmark/link here with 
planning framework content on Political Ideas and 
Concepts). State control and manipulation of the 
media is a common feature of societies that are not 
democratic. 

First, what is a free media? It means that the mass 
media are not controlled and used by the state 
and used for propaganda purposes. The media 
is independent and its content is not censured 
or restricted by the state. By contrast, in non-
democratic societies the media is controlled and 
censored by the state.

How does a free media contribute to democracy? 

• By informing the electorate and influencing 
public opinion

• By holding those in power to account

Informing the electorate. In order to make 
informed choices between parties and politicians 
at elections, voters need to have accurate 
information. A free media can give voters a range of 
information and views on which they can base their 
choice. They are able to elect the party that most 
represents their views. 

Nelson Mandela: “An educated, enlightened 
and informed population is one of the 
surest ways of promoting the health of 
democracy.”

Holding those in power to account. It is essential 
in a democracy that leaders and governments are 
held to account. When this is not the case they may 
be incompetent or abuse their power or become 
corrupt and use power in their own interests. So a 
free media is an important means of scrutiny. 

Examples of Media scrutiny
• The Watergate affair. The Washington Post 

newspaper reveals illegal activity by President 
Nixon causing him to resign

• MPs’ expenses scandal. The Daily Telegraph 
reveals how many MPs abused the parliamentary 
expenses system for their own advantage: some 
MPs go to prison

• BBC Panorama reveals that the Blair government 
exaggerated Iraq’s military capability in order to 
justify invading Iraq

• BBC Northern Ireland highlights the Renewable 
Heating Initiative scandal

However, in performing its informing and scrutiny 
roles the media must act responsibly. This means 
that it must respect the privacy of those it reports 
on. (This has become a prominent issue in media 
coverage of the Royal Family). The media should 
scrutinise but should not pry into areas that are not 
relevant, such as individuals’ private lives.

The line between proper scrutiny and invasion of 
privacy is a difficult one to draw: do we need to 
know about a politician’s sexuality, for example? 
In making decisions on whether the media 
has exceeded its scrutiny role, OFCOM uses the 
standard of “in the public interest”. Does effective 
scrutiny require the media to publicise a piece of 
information?

Newspaper Ownership
• The Sun, The Times and The Sun on Sunday are 

owned by Rupert Murdoch’s News Corporation. 
• The Independent, the i, and The Independent 

on Sunday are owned by Alexander Lebedev’s 
Independent Print Limited. The Independent is 
now online only. 

• The Guardian and The Observer are owned by 
Scott Trust Limited. 

• The Daily Mirror, The Sunday Mirror, and The 
People are owned by Trinity Mirror plc. 

PRICE HARRY CONFIRMS 

ROMANCE THEN GOES ON 

WARPATH

Royal family are refusing to add to speculation

http://www.dictionary.com/browse/scrutiny
http://www.history.com/topics/watergate
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/mps-expenses/
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2013/mar/18/panorama-iraq-fresh-wmd-claims
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-38301428
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-northern-ireland-38301428
https://www.ofcom.org.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0022/86305/bc2015-10-section_8_privacy.pdf


FACTFILE:  GCE HISTORY OF ART / ARCHITECTUREFACTFILE:  GCSE GOVERNMENT AND POLITICS / UNIT 1 / POLITICAL INFORMATION IN A DEMOCRACY

© CCEA 2017

©
 Im

ag
es

: T
hi

nk
st

oc
kP

ho
to

s.
co

m

• The Daily Express, The Sunday Express, The Daily 
Star and The Daily Star on Sunday are owned by 
Richard Desmond’s Northern and Shell. 

• The Daily Telegraph and The Sunday Telegraph, 
are owned by the Barclay Brothers’ Press 
Holdings. 

• The Daily Mail and The Mail on Sunday are owned 
by Lord Rothermere’s Daily Mail and General Trust 
plc. 

Arguments For and Against 
Greater Media Regulation
Should the government become more involved in 
regulating the media and its output? This question 
has been around for a long time but has been asked 
more frequently in recent years. The reasons? First, 
the continuous growth in the extent to which we 
are exposed to the mass media, especially with the 
expansion of e-media and social media. Second, 
because of the phone-hacking scandal involving 
British newspapers.

The evidence that some British newspapers were 
illegally accessing prominent individuals’ phone 
conversations was one of many reasons why 

concerns were raised that the media was out of 
control. It led to a lengthy inquiry and report, 
known as the Leveson Inquiry.

There are two views on greater media regulation 
by the state:
For: the media now has so much power to gather 
information on individuals, to influence attitudes 
and beliefs and has behaved very irresponsibly. 
It therefore needs to be more tightly controlled 
through a body that would ensure the accuracy of 
reporting, would protect individuals’ privacy and 
would punish media organisations that were guilty 
of misconduct. It is a threat to democracy when 
unaccountable media organisations are able to 
wield such enormous power.

Against: greater media regulation would be the 
start of a process leading to greater censorship 
and would undermine the freedom of the media. 
This would remove an essential feature of any 
democratic system and would enable corrupt 
governments and leaders to evade effective 
scrutiny.

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-24894403
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-20543133

