The Public and Media Coverage of the War on Iraq
By

Barrie Gunter

Department of Journalism, University of Sheffield, 

Chris Russell

eDigitalResearch.com, 

Richard Withey

The Independent News & Media,
David Nicholas

Department of Information Science, City University, 

The coalition may be winning the war in Iraq but who is winning the media war as information provider for the UK? A recent online survey completed by the British Life and Internet Project
 last Tuesday (8 April) sought to find out. Here is the first extract of their findings.
Background

The War on Iraq has dominated news coverage in all the major news media over the past three weeks. Regular television news bulletins have been extended, special reports have disrupted the normal TV schedules, and round the clock coverage has been provided on 24-hour news services. The newly labelled concept of the 'embedded' reporter has meant that viewers at home have enjoyed privileged access to action from the frontline on an unprecedented scale. The visual quality of this coverage has surpassed any that has gone before drawing the domestic audience in as voyeurs of a virtual war. In addition, the major daily and Sunday newspapers have supplied hundreds of pages of coverage each week along with vivid photographic images from the war front. 

During the early days of the war, questions were asked about amount of attention given to the war by news organisations and more especially about the nature of that coverage.  Some critics accused the major TV stations of treating the war like a form of entertainment. There were concerns also that live eyewitness coverage might be too graphic and therefore potentially disturbing or upsetting to more sensitive viewers, especially children. There were added worries that the television cameras might unwittingly witness the death of British soldiers, with significant implications for their relatives watching back home who would be denied the privilege of private grief.

But what do people think about the way the news media have covered this war? A number of polls were commissioned before and during the war itself concerning public opinion about the war itself. In contrast, discussions of media coverage have been based largely on intuitive analysis or speculation, or in some instances, the lessons learned from research conducted at the time of the last conflict with Iraq in 1991. The online survey reported here provides important evidence directly from the public in Britain concerning its use and perceptions of media news coverage of the 2003 War on Iraq.  
Methodology

For speed of turnaround, given the fast pace at which events have transpired in this conflict, this survey was conducted online. This means that it did not cover a representative sample of the British public, but rather those individuals who have access to the Internet. Today, the online community accounts for over 40% of the general population in Britain. As with all online surveys, this one was dependent on a database of e-mail addresses. In this instance, the database was one compiled from 14667 e-mail addresses.  Members of this online universe were notified about the survey by email containing a link to a web based online survey. 

Online respondents were self-selected volunteers. There was no opportunity to control respondent selection in advance to ensure randomness or to set quotas by key demographics. These caveats therefore need to be borne in mind when considering the data provided here.

Sample

The data reported here were collected over a 10 day period from 29 March to 8th April, 2003. A total of 1909 UK Internet users and some 749 non-UK residents replied, giving a total response rate of 18%. Only the UK responses are analysed and included here. Although not statistically representative of the general UK population, the return sample comprised a wide demographic mix. In all, 58% of respondents were male and 42% were female. Respondents covered a range of age groups: 18-24 (14%), 25-34 (25.2%), 35-44 (25.7%), 45-54 (21.3%), 55-64 (10.4%), 65+ (3.7%). One in three respondents were single (32.9%), more than four in ten were married (43.7%), one in six were living with a partner (17%), and smaller proportions were either divorced/separated (6%) or widowed (0.5%). More than seven in ten (72%) had no children aged up to 16 years living at home with them, while more than one in four (28%) had at least one child. 

News Sources
Respondents were initially asked to name their main sources of events that are happening in the wider world and of events that are happening in their own area or locality. These questions were framed in terms of news sources respondents would normally have used before the onset of the war on Iraq.

For world news, the main source mentioned most often was television (37%), followed by national daily newspapers (23%), radio (22%), and the Internet (16%). Other listed sources such as teletext (1%) and other people (0.2%) were mentioned only rarely.

For local news, the news source most often endorsed as main information provider was local daily newspapers (47%), followed by television (24%) and other people (9%). Other media such as radio (8%), the Internet (6%), national daily newspapers (4%), teletext (1%) and magazines (0.5%) featured less often.

A further question asked respondents to say which had been their main source of news about events in Iraq, since the onset of the war.  Television (53%) emerged as by far the most mentioned news source in this context, followed by the Internet (20%), radio (15%) and national daily newspapers (10.4%). Other information sources received negligible mentions. Female respondents (56%) mentioned television more often than did male respondents (51%). These findings, while confirming the prominence of television, also underline the growing significance of the Internet as an information source for those who have access to it.
Having identified television as the chief news source about the war, the survey next explored which specific television news broadcasts were reportedly used by respondents. A list was provided of the major domestic and some overseas television news sources. Respondents were asked to indicate which ones they ever used and how often. The results below rank these television news sources in terms of the percentages of respondents who claimed ever to have used them during the first two weeks of the war.

80% - BBC News at 9/10pm 

66% - BBC 6 O'Clock News

64% - Channel 4 News

59% - Local News on BBC1

58% - BBC2 Newsnight

58% - BBC Breakfast News

54% - 24-hour news on BBC

53% - ITV News at 9/10pm

42% - ITV News at 6pm

40% - BBC1 Lunchtime news

31% - Text services on TV

30% - Local News on ITV

28% - Sky News (after 6pm)

25%  - Sky News (daytime)

25% - ITV Lunchtime News

25% - GMTV News

22% - CNN

14% - Five News at 5.30pm

11% - Other overseas news

10% - Interactive TV News

8% - RI:SE on C4

6% - Al Jazeera

The results indicate the traditional pre-eminence of BBC news for news about events of major national importance. With this sample, however, Channel 4 News at 7pm also emerged as a significant news source for many respondents. Some gender-related differences also emerged in relation to specific news broadcasts. Men were more likely than women to have reportedly tuned in to BBC2's Newsnight (66% versus 50%), 24-hours news on BBC (63% versus 46%), Channel Four News (69% versus 59%), and text services on TV (35% versus 26%).   Women were more likely than men to have reportedly tuned into GMTV News (31% versus 19%). BBC Breakfast News (20%) and BBC1 News at 9/10pm (13%) were most likely to be tuned into for news about the war every day.

Opinion about Amount of TV News Coverage
When asked for their views about the amount of coverage on TV news devoted to the war on Iraq, six in ten respondents (60%) believed there was too much. More than one in three (37%) believed there was about the right amount of coverage, and a small percentage felt there was not enough (3%).     

Trust in Major News Suppliers
Respondents were asked which news media they would trust to give accurate and unbiased coverage of events in Iraq. This evaluation was applied to a range of broadcast and print news media. News sources were ranked according to the percentage of respondents who said, in each case, that they would trust it a lot. It is important to remind ourselves here that the survey sample was derived to a significant extent from a database of email addresses operated by the Independent newspaper. This sample is characterised by marked numbers of Independent and Guardian readers. Nevertheless, the following ranking emerged: 
50% - BBC Radio

48% - BBC1/BBC2

47% - Channel 4

44% - BBC news web site

43% - Independent newspaper

32% - The Guardian

31% - Guardian news web site

30% - ITV

20% - The Times

16% - Daily Telegraph

15% - Sky News

14% - Five

11% - Independent Radio

9% - CNN

5% - Internet in General 

5% - Daily Mirror

4% - Al-Jazeera

3% - Express

3% - Daily Mail

1% - The Sun

It was not surprising that various BBC news sources were rated as the most trustworthy. In addition, Channel 4 and ITV featured among the most trusted news sources. The Independent and Guardian newspapers, along with the Guardian web site were the most highly trusted print media news sources. This finding is not surprising either given the source of the sample database.  

At the other end of the spectrum, tabloid newspapers were not widely trusted. In fact, the Arab TV news channel Al-Jazeera was trusted as much as the Daily Mirror, Daily Mail and Express, and more so than The Sun. Significant proportions of this online sample indicated that they would distrust a lot both The Sun (56%) and Mail (49%).

Opinions about the Way TV has Covered the War 
Respondents were presented with 21 statements of opinion about the way television news has covered the war against Iraq with which they were invited to agree or disagree. These statements explored opinions that concerned the style of presentation of news about the war, the degree of emphasis on one side rather than another, and the types of images shown in the coverage.

Over half the respondents agreed that most reporters care about keeping military secrets (57%). Although respondents were more likely to agree (44%) than disagree (33%) that TV news has generally presented realistic accounts of the war,  relatively few believed that TV coverage has given the public the complete picture about what is happening (10%). Men (63%) were more likely than women (53%) to agree that reporters care about keeping military secrets.

Significant proportions of respondents agreed that the TV coverage has been over dramatic and sensational (48%) and too superficial (46%). The most widespread critical judgement of all was that the TV war coverage has been too repetitive (65% agreed). Men (51%) were markedly more likely than women (36%) to agree that the TV coverage has been over dramatic and sensational. Men (54%) were also more likely than women (38%) to agree that the coverage has been too superficial.  

Respondents were far more likely to agree that TV coverage has placed too much emphasis on the US point of view (53%) than that it has placed too much emphasis on the British point of view (36%). Fewer respondents still agreed that TV coverage has given balanced coverage of both pro- and anti-war lobbies (26%). One in ten believed that the coverage has placed too much emphasis on Iraqi spokespersons (10%). Women (30%) were much less likely than men (42%) to agree with the view that TV coverage has placed too much emphasis on the British point of view. Women (7%) were also somewhat less likely than men (12%) to agree that too much emphasis has been placed on Iraqi spokespersons.

Further items delved even deeper into public opinion about specific aspects of television coverage of the war on Iraq. One significant development in the coverage of the current conflict is the more widespread use of embedded reporters and of reports from the front line. More than one in two respondents (54%) agreed that the presence of reporters on the front line gives you a better impression of what war is like. Far fewer respondents (27%) agreed that it is unnecessary for TV correspondents to report from the front line.  A narrow majority of respondents (54%) also agreed that the use of experts in TV news has been effective in helping to explain what is going on. Fewer respondents, though still a significant minority (39%), agreed that the use of experts in TV news is simply used to fill time. 

Much of the television coverage has been immediate in its presentation of the war. Events have been updated with great regularity. In the early days of the conflict, there was much live footage shown too. A number of opinion statements directed respondents' attention towards particular presentational aspects of the coverage and specific kinds of reporting. There were some areas of concern, but also a need to hear the bad news as well as the good.

More than half of the respondents (55%) felt that pictures of bombs exploding in Baghdad are likely to be upsetting to children. Yet, few respondents (8%) said that they did not want to hear about how many British soldiers have been killed. Furthermore, despite concerns about the impact of war coverage on younger viewers, respondents were more likely to disagree (45%) than agree (22%) that TV had dwelled too much on images of destruction in Iraq. 

Despite their potentially upsetting quality, fewer respondents agreed (32%) than disagreed (45%) that it was wrong for British TV to show Iraqi TV pictures of captured American service personnel.   

One widespread issue concerned the quality of information in some TV reporting. A clear majority of respondents (71%) agreed that there has been too much speculation by TV reporters about events in Iraq. 

There was also strong feeling about getting all sides to the story. Thus, overwhelming majorities of respondents agreed that it is important for the news media to tell the Iraqi side of the story (89%) and in relation to that wish that more use should be made of Arab reporters to explain the situation in their own countries (80%).
Conclusion
Television has proved to be the major provider of information regarding the war in Iraq. The BBC was the pre-eminent broadcaster to be chosen but with Channel 4 News being seen as viable alternative source. In terms of trust, however, BBC radio outclasses its’ TV cousin. The Internet is fast becoming an additional major trusted source of up to the minute information. 
Criticisms of TV Coverage were that it was too repetitive, and in some cases superficial. There was a need for coverage to be seen to be balanced. There was a general acceptance that front line reporters and studio based ‘experts’ were a useful source of information but sometimes offering too much speculative comment.  
Background to The British Life and Internet Project
This paper reports initial findings from a new research project that has been designed to track the behaviour and opinions of Internet users in Britain. The British Life and Internet Project (BLIP) was launched in late 2002 to explore the way people use the Internet in Britain.
 Surveys are conducted online with known Internet users around the country. The survey has access to some 30,000 UK e-mail addresses that have been compiled from a number of Internet user databases.

The British Life and Internet Project utilises the online research tools developed by UK research organisation eDigitalResearch.com. Periodically, online questionnaires are posted on the BLIP Web site (www.britishlifeproject.co.uk) or e-mailed to members and Internet users invited to respond. Each survey collects information about the demographic characteristics of the sample and respondents' Internet using history. In addition, surveys focus on specific themes that are concerned with the way people use the Internet, what they use it for, their opinions about Internet services and its impact upon their lives. To date surveys and papers have been prepared on Christmas on the Internet 2002 and Broadband usage in the UK. 
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