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News, Citizenship and the Internet: BBC News Online’s
Reporting of the 2005 UK General Election

ABSTRACT PhD thesis by Einar Thorsen

This thesis considers the importance to democracy of online spaces where citizens can
cengage in dialogue on issues of public concern. Specifically, it evaluates the BBC’s news
and features provision on its website dedicated to the 2005 UK Parliamentary General
Election, entitled Election 2005. Particular attention is given to sections such as the
Election Monitor, the UK Voters' Panel and Have your say, to which people were

encouraged to submit their views and comments for posting. Given the leading status of
BBC News Online in the UK (the remit for which is defined, in part, by its Royal Charter

obligation to provide a public service), it is vital to examine the Election 2005 website and

its role in the democratic process.

The principal aim of this thesis is to analyse the ways in which BBC News Online

deployed its website to facilitate spaces for citizens to engage in dialogue during the 2005

UK General Election. To achieve this aim, the thesis makes use of web dialogue analysis,

which i1s a method proposed and defined for the purpose of this project. The case study is

divided into three chapters: the first dealing with online news in which citizen voices were

found to be marginalised; the second concerning different genres of online feature articles,

wherein citizen voices was the most prominent source; and the third focussing on sections

where people were encouraged to submit comments.

Through analysing the nature of source utterances (quotations and paraphrases), and
comments submitted to debate sections, the thesis found little dialogue taking place in any
of the sections on the BBC’s Election 2005 website. It argues this was caused by a) the
deliberate intention of BBC staff to discourage dialogue, and instead facilitate a ‘global
conversation’, b) the manual process used to publish comments to the site, and c) people

being at the time unaccustomed to participate in any meaningful debate using online
forums. In this way, the thesis seeks to contribute to a developing area of scholarship

concerned with news media representations of national elections, online journalism and

citizenship.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The rescarch contained within this thesis considers the importance to democracy of spaccs

where citizens can engage in dialoguc on issucs of public concem. The project cvaluates

the nature of source utterances (quotations and paraphrases) and dialogue within both the

BBC's onlinc news and featurcs provision on its sitc dedicated to the 2005 UK
Parliamentary General Election', entitled Election 2005. Particular attention is given to
scctions such as Have your say, which cncourage pcople to submit their comments for
publication. This chapter will first provide a brnief overview of the 2005 UK General
Elcction, the role of the intemet and the Election 2005 site, before outlining its aims and

objectives, and concluding with an overview of the remaining chapters.

The 2005 UK General Election was viewed by many political commentators as being a
potential landmark 1n Bntish eclectoral history for two reasons. Firstly, the Labour Party
had the opportunity of sccuring an unprecedented third term. Secondly, it was positioned
as a referendum on New Labour politics, and in particular likely to be dominated by issues
of trust following questions around the legality of the Iraq war and its failure in uncovering
weapons of mass destruction. The campaign, which officially lasted from 5™ April — s
May 2005 (though had in eamest begun many months prior), was regarded by many as a
non-event. This was in part for its predictable outcome, but also the stage-managed
approach to campaigning by the main political parties (see Lilleker ct al., 2006). Labour
secured a landslide victory, albeit with a reduced majority, winning 356 seats. The
Conservative party won 198 scats, and the Liberal Democrats 62, with other partics

claiming 25 seats between them.

Following a seemingly lacklustre campaign, voter tumout in the 2005 election was 61.4%.
Whilst a slight increase, this remained indicative of an overall dramatic decline in voter
turnout over the 40 years leading up to the election — falling from 77.2% in 1964 to the all-
time low of $9.4% in 2001. The 2005 figure 1s still a significantly low number considering
the MPs clected are intended to represent the interests of the population as a whole.
Moreover, Chadwick (2006) points to rescarch that indicates the voter tumout in the UK is
lower among first and second time voters than the rest of the clectorate, thus suggesting the

downward trend might continue as the population ages.

! 2005 UK Parliamentary general election is hercafier referred to as the ‘UK General Election’, 42005 UK
General Election’, or 2005 election’ depending on the context.
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Commentators were widely expecting the internet to play a decisive role in 2005 UK
Genceral Election, but also hoping it would help stem the decline in voter tumout among
young adults. As will be discussed in Chapter 3, this optimism was founded in part on the
success of different forms of intemet usc during the 2004 US Presidential Election.
Specifically its usc as a vehicle for raising campaign funds and mobilizing activists, but
also the increasing influcnce of the political blogosphere. It was also no doubt inspired by
the 2002 South Korcan Presidential Election, where the citizen journalism site OhmyNews
and online activism were largely responsible for a relatively unknown candidate from the
Millennium Democratic Party, Roh Moo-hyun, gaining office. While no comparable site

cxisted in the UK, it demonstrated how the internet could make a tangible difference to the

clection outcome.

However, advocates were ultimately left disappointed by the perceived failure of the
internet to influence the 2005 UK General Election and mobilise young voters. This is not
to say that the internet was not used widely, indeed intemet access was by then above 60%
(Dutton et al., 2005:10) with around 27% of the UK population using it to access electoral

news, which equates to around two thirds of those who looked at news online (Ward,

20006:10). To put this into perspective, more people turned to the internet as an election
news source, than those who watched Channel 4 News, Sky News or listened to Radio 4.

Despite such a widespread adaptation, the intermet was still some way behind radio,
tclevision and newspapers as a primary news source, with only 5% of the population
ranking it as their first choice destination (Ward, 2006:10). It was still reported in a
Hansard study as having made an impact for those accessing election information online,
however, with 18% agreeing ‘that the Internet helped make a better informed choice, and
19% that it helped them make their mind up, either by confirming their vote choice or by
changing 1t’ (Lusoli and Ward, 2005:20). However, the above figures are all based on

opinion polls or surveys and should as such only be considered to be indicative of broader

trends and pattemns.

The discourse crcated by news coverage of the internet during the election campaign 1s

important since attention, positive or negative, raises awareness of online tools and their
uses. The lack of prominence of the intemmet during the campaign may therefore in fact
have reinforced a lack of connectivity with online material. In the absence of any such

detailed research, a small study was conducted for the purpose of this thesis. Specifically it

analysed news reports published in the period 1% April 2005 to 10™ May 2005, based on a
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LexisNexis scarch containing the following terms: ‘internct OR website OR online OR
blog OR citizen AND clection’. The scarch retumned 432 ncws reports, though results were

not coded empirically and the findings are intended only to give an indication of what

arcas were being addressed. Broadly speaking then, the newspapers were concerned with:

* Intemct polling and in particular YouGov, which was by far the largest issuc in

rclation to the usc of Internct in the clection campaign;

* Surveys or basic polls carried out by the press themselves or results of surveys

published onlinc;
* References to online counterpart of print based papers and content provided by thesc;

 \Websites allowing voters to work out which party best matched their stance on a

scries of 1ssucs and thus who to vote for;
* Websites facilitating tactical voting and vote swapping including refcrences to
people selling votes on eBay;

* \Websites allowing political betting not included reference to the gambling bill

discussed prior to the election;

* Websites where people could find additional information about partics and

candidates;

* Official blogs from partics and candidates;
* Analytical or commentary blogs;

* Satirical blogs and counter blogs.

While this highlights some examples of innovative forms of intemnet use, such as tactical
voting sites, the internet appear to have a comparable ‘non-event’ fecling as the election
campaign. This might in part be because of a similar aura of predictability and landslide
victory to that of Labour being replicated in the online world. Not, of course, the Labour
Party website, but rather the BBC News Online website. During the 2005 campaign it
accounted for 78% of all intemet news traffic, about one in five of the total election news
audience (Ward, 2006:10). By comparison, blogging, which had featured noticeably in the

US Presidential Election the year before, attracted only 0.5% of the online audience duning
the election (Ward, 2006:11).

Importantly, my analysis above found no mention of online spaces where citizens could

frecly engage in dialogue on issucs of public concern (the blogs mentioned were not
forums of active debate). Citing a MORI telephone survey commissioned by the BBC,

Ward (2006) noted that just over 10% of respondents visited clection websites in 2005 to
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ask questions and discuss issucs. However, the relatively low adaptation of these features

docs not ncgate their importance in offering opportunities where democratic debate can
take place. Indeed, it is vital to analyse these online spaces in their infancy to ensure they
arc developed further and continue to play an incrcasingly important role in facilitating

dialoguc among citizens on issues of public concern.

Although there is an increasing collection of literature around online campaigning, little of
this actually touches on the role of news websites in elections — with the notable exception
of blogging in the US, especially following the 2004 election. Scholarly contributions in
this arca have to date been limited both in scope and detail, partly due to difficulties in
defining the ficld of the rapidly evolving nature of the intemet as an object of study.
Importantly, the rolc of journalism as a ‘Fourth Estate’ appears to be lost in relation to
most research around democracy and the internet. For instance, even the Hansard Society’s
Digital Dialogues investigation® does not explore news websites as a possible space for
promoting dialoguc between central government and the public, despite discussing

technologies such as blogging and forums that are in widespread use by news providers.

Investigations into the internet and national elections tends to emerge from either political

communications research or journalism studies. Political communications research tends to
focus on (1) the use of internet technology to market political parties to prospective voters,
(2) mecasures of if and how these prospective voters make use of these provisions, (3)
forms of use relating to government and associated institutions, not the campaign.
Research within journalism studies tends to focus on (1) the changing working practices
for journalists dealing with online news, (2) the rate at which people visit such sites. Of
course there are overlaps, but the focus from both camps are thus either on the facilitators
of civic engagement or on the participants (either though perceived use or experience of
technology). However, no research has yet to be conducted on the actual representation of
citizen voices in online news, or the nature of their contnibutions to interactive forums
(especially those hosted by news organisations), during election campaigns. This thesis
will thus make a noticeable contribution to redressing the deficit in scholarly attention to

the interplay between national elections, online journalism and citizenship.

? URL: http://www.digitaldialogues.org.uk/
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1.1. Aims and objectives

Given the ovenwhelming dominance of BBC News Online in the UK, its Royal Charter
obligation to providing a public scrvice and the lack of strong altematives, such as
blogging in the US, it is csscential to analyse the Election 2005 site and its rolc in the
democratic process. The aim of this thesis s thus to explore how BBC News Online used
its website to facilitate a space for citizens to engage in dialogue during the 2005 UK
General Elc;:tion. Web dialogue analysis has been devised for the purpose of this thesis
and 1s uscd to examine clection news and features on the BBC News Online, Election 2005
site, including scctions allowing pcople to post comments for publication. This analysis 1s
contextualised, as appropriate, by interviews with members of the BBC Intcractivity tcam
who worked on the Election 2005 sitc. The thesis will consider the importance to
democracy of public spheres where citizens can engage in dialoguc on issucs of public
concem. Morcover, it will cvaluate the cxtent to which the BBC was successful in
facilitating such a space onlinc during the 2005 election. The thesis will scck to provide a

sound basis for our understanding of online news discourses and online public spheres,

whilst contnbuting to existing rescarch on media representations of national elections.

In order to address these broader issues, the thesis will more specifically seek to answer
questions rclating directly to the re-inflection of public opinion — cither mediated 1n news
and features or as expressed by citizens themselves in debate sections — on the BBC News
Online’s Election 2005 site. The main casc study is therefore positioned to answer the
following series of questions:

* What were the characteristics of the different genres present on the Election 2005

site?
* How did the BBC’s usc of citizens as sources in news and features on the Election

2005 site compare to that of political or institutional sources?

 \What was the naturc of dialogue between sources in news and features on the
Election 2005 site?

* What were the parameters controlling citizens’ engagement with the Election 2005
stte?

 What were the levels of participation from citizens on the Election 2005 site?

 What was the nature of citizens’ engagement with debate and comment opportunities

on the Election 2005 site?
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The cmphasis on dialoguc may rcasonably be assumed to have taken place in the dedicated

debate scctions, as these were the spaces where people could freely submit comments for
publication. Howevecr, this thesis is cqually concerned with the nature of source utterances

within onlinc news and features articles, and the nature of dialogue between these.

1.2. Chapter overview

The present thesis is categorised into seven chapters as detailed below.

Chapter 1: Introduction
The current chapter positions the study and gives and outline of the present thesis.

Morcover, it identifies the aims and objectives of the thesis and describes the research

problematic.

Chapter 2: BBC News, The Public and Online Civic Engagement

The second chapter begins by detailing theoretical perspectives concerning the relationship
between journalism and democracy. Specifically it examines Habermas® notion of the
public sphere and related models of deliberative democracy. It will also discuss
complements to this theory that includes making use of Bakhtin’s idea of dialogism to

better understand the communicative dynamic in such public forums. Particular focus is
also placed on the evolution of the BBC and its public service remit, the development of

public access programming and different forms of mediated participation (e.g. letters to the

cditor and vox populi). Focus then turns to online communicative spaces and the
democratic potential of forms of intemet use. In this light 1s also examines the nature of
online participation, not least the development of vartous forms of citizen journalism. The
need for mainstream journalism to change to a more dialogic form in this new media
landscape is also highlighted. Finally the chapter turns to a historical review of BBC News
Online — with emphasis on the 1997 and 2001 UK General Elections as well as the re-

inflection of public service standards online.

Chapter 3: BBC News Online and the 2005 UK General Election
The third chapter briefly explores the different themes and agendas of the 2005 UK

General Election, before discussing in detail the role of the internet during the campaign. It

describes both the different types of online content, such as blogging and tactical voting

websites, and the levels of internet access and use. Particular attention is then given to the

BBC’s Election 2005 site, which is the subject of the case study in the present thesis. The
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chapter cxplores the policies and guidclines underpinning the development of the site, but
also the working practices of members of staff involved in supporting it during the

campaign. The chapter also discusses methodological issucs conceming the study of online

ncws and wceb bascd dialogue. Attention is given to web sphere analysis as a way of
situating thc object of study in a larger context. It then puts forth a new multifaceted

approach called web dialoguc analysis and describes how it has been applied to the casc

study in the following three chapters.

Chapter 4: Citizens as sources in clection news

The fourth chapter is concemed with the use of sources in clection news and the nature of
their engagement when given a voice cither through quotation or paraphrase. The present
thesis is primarnily concerned with the voice of citizens, though the chapter contextualiscs
the analysis of these sources in relation to party political and institutional sources. It
explores the contexts in which citizens arc allowed a voice and focuscs in particular on
instances where these sources arc represented as having engaged in dialogue with others.
This includes every news report published on the front-page, and incorporates Have your
say style comments submitted by members of the public for publication on small number

of such articles where this was allowed.

Chapter S: Citizens as sources in election features

The fifth chapter describes the use of sources in election features, which as it explains
rcpresent several different narrative genres: factual, analytical and human-interest
narratives. Each of these encompasses one or more different subsections of the Election
2005 site, which includes amongst others senalised features such as Election at-a-glance
and Election Bus, election analysis columns, transcripts from interviews or specches and
non-senialised features. Like the previous chapter, 1t analyses the nature of source
utterances in the form of quotations and paraphrases, and in particular where these are seen
to engage in dialogue. The chapter again focuses primarily on citizens® voices and
contrasts these to party political and institutional sources. It also discusses differences

between the genres to provide an additional comparative element to Chapter 4.

Chapter 6: Dialogue and civic engagement

The final case study chapter is concermned with the special election features on the Election
2005 site, which offered citizens a space to frecly express their opinion. These were the
Election Monitor blog, the UK Voters'’ Panel and Have your say featurcs. The formats of

these sections were different from the two preceding chapters and their particular genre

Einar Thorsen Chapter 1: Introduction Page 15 of 286



characteristics arc discussed in detail. However, the main attention is on the comments

submitted for publication to each of these sections by members of the public. In particular
it explores the extent to which thesc sections may have contributed to engender a dialogue
between members of the clectorate. Of concern will also be the extent to which the BBC
first defincd and then controlled the topics and parameters of debate, thus restricting the
framework in which citizens were able to express themselves and engage 1n deliberation.

Nevertheless, there was a significant amount of activity on the site, and the chapter will

also scck to examine in detail the levels of participation.

Chapter 7: Conclusion

The final chapter brings together the findings of the three previous chapters and discusses
these firstly in relation to the research questions outlined above and secondly in relation to
the normative standards outlined in Chapter 2. This essentially provides an evaluation of
the discursive forms and practices of the Election 2005 site, and the extent to which it
engendered dialogue among citizens. Moreover, it will examine the extent to which there 1s
a dichotomy of two different domains, one for elite sources and another for ‘ordinary
citizens’, and analyse the tension between these both in terms of form and function. The
problems with limited degree of interaction between these will also be discussed. Finally
the thesis will be brought to a conclusion by discussing developments relating to user
generated content on BBC News Online since the 2005 election. Current innovations by

the Corporation will also be addressed, which may give an indication of BBC News

Online’s direction in preparation for the next UK General Election due to take place no

later than 3™ June, 2010.

Page 16 of 286 Chapter 1: Introduction | Einar Thorsen



Chapter 2: BBC News, The Public and Online Civic

Engagement

This chapter will begin by bricfly cxploring theoretical perspectives that underpin the
oricntation of this thesis. Specifically the chapter will discuss Habermas® notion of the
public sphere, related modecls of deliberative democracy and the application of such

framcworks to the intemet and its associated forms of use. These ideas arc important since

they inform and provide a conceptual vocabulary for much of the work conducted in
rclation to the role of news and citizenship in democratic socictics, not to mention the

dcmocratic potential of the intemnet.

There is a strong link between the perceived purpose of media in the public sphere and the
idcals of public service broadcasting. The chapter will therefore discuss the historical role
of the BBC in relation to the British public through its public scrvice obligations. As will
be demonstrated, this is scen by some as the only way to cater for the type of diversity
required in a public sphere. The chapter will then look at ways in which the BBC has
actually operated as a forum for debates through public access programming. Other ways
in which public opinion and debates can be re-inflected or even constructed by the media is

also examined, such as letters to the editor, opinion polls and vox populi.

Having discussed the traditional forms of media, the chapter tumns to review the literature
surrounding democracy and the internet, which have by some been seen as a potential
facilitator of public spheres. It also examines the nature of online participation and the
changing nature of journalism within the contemporary media landscape. The chapter
concludes by reviewing the history of BBC News Online with particular emphasis on
news, the evolution of public service standards online, citizen feedback or interaction, and

recent UK General Elections.

2.1. News, Democracy and the Public Sphere

Western democracies have in recent electoral cycles seen a trend emerging of decrcasing
voter participation, which has also been the case in UK Gencral Elections since the mid-
1960s as descnbed in Chapter 1. The suggestion is thereforc that the representative

democratic systcm is malfunctioning — that is how can politicians claim to be truly
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representative of the clectorate when the majority of people did not vote for them or even
at all? However, the decline in voter participation is merely one way of measuring a

democratic deficit — which Dahlgren argues must ‘be seen as the consequence of the
inability of the political systcm to mect social expectations’ in what he terms ‘a corrosive
climate of cynicism’ (2001a:43). The media, Dahlgren argues, have a partial role 1n
precipitating this democratic deficit (see also Blumler and Gurevitch, 1995), but moreover
‘it necds to be seen in the context of ‘economic insecurity, unemployment, low wages,

declining social services, and growing class cleavages’ (Dahlgren, 2001a:43).

Whatever its conscquences, the democratic deficit as witnessed in the West is not simply
about the low voter turnout, but equally about what happens in the public sphere — between
clections and during the campaigns leading up to the ballot. The extent to which the
clectorate feel distanced from day-to-day political decision-making or indeed any contact
with the political establishment. Thus in practical terms being unable to influence the
development of policy and political manifestos that are eventually brought to the public at
clection time. Any altermative democratic models or communicative spaces must in my

view be understood in this context, as they often seek to redress not just the decline in

voter-turnout, but the very fabric of democratic functions.

2.1.1. Habermas and the public sphere

Central to the study of democracy, citizenship and media has been Habermas’ notion of the
public sphere, derived from his historical examination of the feudal public sphere in the
16™ and 17" Centuries, and bourgeois public sphere in France, Germany and England
during the 18" and 19" Centuries and subsequent decline in the mid-19" and early 20th
Centuries (Habermas, 1989). Essentially a critique of society’s ‘structural transformation’
as a consequence of early capitalism, Habermas argued that these societies developed at
least in an ideological way a bourgeois public sphere that facilitated a form of dialogic
opinion or will formation that sought to hold the state accountable for its actions. The
bourgeois public sphere was operationalised through gatherings of members of the
bourgeois class in physical spaces — namely salons (France), Tischgesellschaften
(Germany) and coffee shops (Britain). While these physical spaces differed, their form of
discourse shared particular aspects, which Habermas identified as a disregard for status, a
sense of common concern, and relative inclusivity. Specifically Habermas noted that, for
the bourgeois, the public sphere meant ‘the authority of the better argument could assert

itself against that of social hierarchy’ (highlighting rational and critical debate), ‘discussion
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within such a public presupposcd the problematization of arcas that until then had not been

questioncd’ (that 1s, moving beyond the confines of the traditional authoritics such as the

Church), and finally that ‘cveryone [bourgcois] had to be able to participate’ (Habermas,
1989:35-6).

Newspapers and printed pamphlets, Habermas argued, played a eentral part in circulating

information and facilitating critical dcbate in the bourgeois public sphere. Following a
rclaxation of statc ccensorship, newspapers began to incorporate opinion in addition to

containing nccessary information about trade (e.g. shipping dctails and govermment tax
announcements). This cnabled a shared discussion of sorts to take place between people in

diffcrent locations.

The decline of the bourgeois public sphere was precipitated by industrial capitalism in the
mid-19™ and carly 20" Centurics. Of particular importance was the impact of advertising
and popularisation of the press. This rcliance on advertising fostered a perception of

audiences as consumers of goods, rather than as citizens participating in politics. In other
words, public communication beccame moderated by the demands of big business.

Subsequently, editors would in pursuit of larger markets seek to commodify their news

product by appealing to the lowest common denominator, or ‘dumbing down’. This

contrasted with the media at the time of the bourgeois public sphere, which had tended to

‘level up’ in the interest of sclf-cducation and cultivation (see Roberts and Crossley, 2004).

Habermas described the result of these changes as the ‘refeudalisation of the public
sphere’. Essentially he argued that as capitalism and liberal democracy developed,
members of the public were reduced to the role of spectators in relation to reificd elite
political figurcs, institutions and private corporations — similar to the role of the monarch
in feudal society (sec Habermas, 1989:201). This ultimately led to the decline of rational-
critical debate, the hallmark of the bourgeois public sphere. Consequently the opportunitics

for ordinary citizens to participate or influence democratic decision-making was reduced.

Critics argue that that Habermas® vision privileges the views and expressions of the
dominant groups in society. Specifically, his insistence that only issues in the ‘public
interest’ are viable topic for discussion in the public sphere, ignoring matters of ‘private
need’ (Benhabib, 1992). This is problematic as what constitutes ‘public interest’ is
typically defined by the most powerful, ‘in such a way as to sustain their privilege’ (Wahl-

Jorgensen, 2007:13). Morcover, critics have highlighted that the ‘everyone’ referred to in
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Habermas® account above was necessarily limited to those who counted as ‘citizens’,
which in the historic period covered excluded the vast majority of the population,

cncompassing as it were predominantly educated, property-owning men (see Calhoun,
1992, Frascr, 1992). Looking at America, Fraser (1992) argued there was a multiplicity of
co-cxisting public spheres, made up of pcople excluded from the dominant sphere of
debate — in particular women, uneducated and unemployed or low-income workers (see
also Allan, 1997, Eide and Knight, 1999, Keane, 2000, Negt and Kluge, 1993, Ornebring
and Jonsson, 2004, Papacharissi, 2002). These alternative or counter public spheres were
not equally powerful, but facilitated collective identities and interests. Fraser contended,

however, that no government has ever existed that equally engaged and considered the

diversity of such voices.

Habermas® seemingly uncritical embrace of ‘rational debate’ has also been a cause of
criticism. Politics is inherently passionate and partial (Goodwin et al., 2001), in which
pcople rarely get involved because of some abstract notion of ‘common good’ (Hauser,
1999). Similarly, De Luca and Peeples (2002) argue that real-life debates are not based on
rationality or consensus, but are instead essentially messy and conflicted. Moreover, they
contended that the focus on ‘rationality’, ‘consensus’ and °‘civility’ did not adequately
incorporate the forms of participation enabled by modern mass communications and in
particular the internet. This has in their view ‘fundamentally transformed the media matrix
that constitutes our social milieu, producing new forms of social organization and new
modes of perception’ (cited in Wahl-Jorgensen, 2007:14). Similarly, Habermas’ suggestion
of a ‘golden age’ of media production (Hallin, 1994) has been accused of cultural snobbery
and elitism (see for instance Dahlgren, 1995, McGuigan, 2002). By way of example,
Hartley (1996) points to reportage of the French Revolution to suggest that the media have
always been inscribed with a certain degree of manipulated bias. Others argue that people
never passively consume media, but actively manipulate it for their own interests and
discuss everyday dilemmas in their day-to-day lives (Billig, 1991, see also Roberts and
Crossley, 2004). However, regardless of such criticisms, few contest the usefulness of

public spheres as a concept and ‘powerful tool for analyzing a fundamental problem of

limited participation in mass democracies’ (Wahl-Jorgensen, 2007:15, see also McNatr,

2000).
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2.1.2. Communicative action and deliberative democracy

While Habermas® study as detailed above was an examination of a set of historical
conditions and proccsscs, he also sought to establish a set of normative idcals for how
modem democratic socicty ought to function and how citizens should participate in this
(scc Calhoun, 1992). Specifically, citizens in a democratic socicty ought to be actively

cngaged in public discussion, with the explicit purpose of holding government to account.

Such discusstion should reflect the halimarks of the bourgceois public sphere as described
above - in particular a rational, recasoncd and open minded debate, where people judge
arguments on their ment rather than the status of the speakers. In his later works,
Habermas also distinguished between two different types of communication pragmatics:
‘strategic action’ and ‘communicative action’ (Habermas, 1992, 1996), where the former

‘s goal-oriented and manipulative’, whilst the latter *aims for mutual understanding, trust,
and shared knowledge’ (Dahlgren, 2001a:40, sce also Forniis, 1995).

Unsurprisingly, communicative action is closely associated with deliberative democracy,

insofar as it emphasises communication among people as a way of grounding democratic

actions (scc Benhabib, 1996). Democracy in this sense is viewed more as an ongoing
process than tum-based representative terms. Moreover, democracy not only requires free

specch, but a form of democratic speech, as Noveck argues:

It 1s a half-truth to say that democracy depends upon freec speech. Rather, the
participative practices of democratic life require open, equal, rcasoned deliberation.
Deliberation is more than just talk; it involves weighing approaches to problem
solving in such a way that the viewpoints of all members of the community can be
heard. Decliberation 1s a special form of speech structured according to democratic

principles and designed to transform private prejudice into considered public opinion

and to produce more legitimate solutions.
(Noveck, 2004:21, emphasis added)

Clearly one of the desired goals of dcliberative democracy then is the formation of
conscnsus or common opinion, which can underpin deccision-making (as opposed to
delegating this opinion forming to clected representatives). This is not to suggest that
differences, or ‘private prejudice’, cannot exist of course. Rather that pcople are open and

willing to concede their position 1n the presence of a more convincing argument.

In his more recent works, Habermas (1992, 1996) also moved away from the stringent
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normative component of the public sphere, which he replaces with a more erratic

conception of discussion and debate (see Roberts and Crossley, 2004). Building on this
new interpretation, Hirschkop (2004) has drawn on Russian philosopher Mikhail Bakhtin
as a way of describing the intricate dynamics of public spheres (see also Roberts, 2004).
Bakhtin (1984) argued that every word always exists in relation to other words, where it
simultancously informs and i1s informed by its social context. This constant state of
ongoing and endless re-infliction of meaning, Bakhtin referred to as dialogic ot dialogism.
Such a process of dialogic interaction between various truth-claims, essentially rejects

‘offictal monologism’ containing a ‘ready-made truth’ for a heteroglossic notion of reality
(see Bakhtin, 1984, Morris, 1994, Morson and Emerson, 1990). More specifically, Bakhtin

(1984) asserts that: ‘truth 1s not born nor is it to be found inside the head of an individual
person, it is born between people collectively searching for truth, in the process of their
dialogic interaction’ (Bakhtin, 1984:110 emphasis in original). Arguably then, the
importance s not just the extent to which public spheres actually facilitate Habermas’
(1992, 1996) communicative action, but equally that any dialogue is taking place in the

first place.

However, there are inevitably practical restrictions to all-encompassing deliberation and
dialogue (see Coleman and Gotze, 2001, Goodin, 2003, Peters, 1999). In particular, the
large population of most nation states would leave very little time for each citizen to
express their contribution, never mind the time required to observe, consider and react to
all such contributions. Morcover, while stressing the importance of engaging the public in
‘authentic polylogue’ instead of top-down ‘consultations’, Coleman (2004) notes that
people predominantly engage in political discussion with family. Their detachment from
the political apparatus is exemplified in an Oxford Internet Survey, he argues, by 88% of
respondents having no face-to-face contact with their elected Member of Parliament and
further exasperated by a lack of trust in political institutions (only 48% of respondents
trusting local councils and 43% the British government) and politicians (18%).
Ncvertheless, some attention has been given to theorising the transition from a
participatory democracy to a deliberative democracy (e.g. Vitale, 2006, see also Dahlgren,

2001b), with several studies proposing pragmatic ways of engaging citizens in processes

which could help realise deliberative democratic processes — including ‘deliberative
opinion polls’ (see Fishkin, 1993, 1997), citizen juries (see Crosby, 1995, Armour, 1995)
and National Issues Convention or Forums (see Fishkin, 1993, Gastil and Dillard, 1999).
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2.1.3. Fragmented public(s) and mass media as communicative space

Common for all of the practical solutions to deliberative democracy or recreating public

spheres described above, however, is that they take place outside of the traditional mass

mcdia. That ts, the solutions arc situated — often implicitly — within a given media
landscape that informs thc communicative spacc they attempt to create, but the deliberation

itsclf docs not take place within the mass mcdia. Journalism is perccived as upholding its

historical role of informing citizens, as Gans cxplains:

The country's democracy may belong directly or indirectly to its citizens, but the
democratic process can only be truly meaningful if these citizens are informed.

Journalism's job is to inform them
(Gans, 2004:1)

However, the role of mass media is not simply about informing or educating the public. It
also serves as a platform for some of the dialogic exchanges of a public sphere to take

place — that 1s, a communicative space or public sphere in its own right (sec Page, 1990).

In the context of deliberative democracy, Strombiick (2005) contends that the role of
journalism extends far beyond that of simply informing citizens. Strdmbick argues that
‘[s]ince it is through media and journalism that citizens mainly access political discussions,
the deliberative model of democracy places exacting demands on media and journalism’
(Strombick, 2005:340). In particular, Strombick states the core normative demands placed
upon journalism are that it should ‘[a]ct for inclusive discussions; mobilize citizens’
interest, engagement and participation in public discussions; link discussants to cach other;

foster public discussions characterized by rationality, intellectual honesty and cquality’
(Stromback, 2005:341). Clearly these demands are not simply about creating a
communicative space within the mass media where the public can engage in political
debate. Nor is it simply about the qualitative charactenistics of the dialogue taking place.
Indeed, it is implicit that the media organization should actively pursue such a function by

mobilizing and connecting citizens.

Informing and providing a communicative space for the public in a coherent and universal
manncr might not be straightforward when, as some scholars argue, the public is becoming
increasingly fragmented — resulting 1in part from the diversification and specialisation of
mecdia (see Swanson and Mancini, 1996, see also Dahlgren, 2001a, McQuail, 2008),
especially television following expansion of satellite and digital terrestrial broadcasting

(Webster, 2005), not to mention various forms of online news (Eveland Jr et al., 2004,
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Tewksbury, 2005). Implicit in this hypothesis is the notion that people will ultimately
concentrate on a sclect set of media outputs and neglect others, thus leaving little or no

overlap in the audicnce’. ‘As a consequence’, Schulz (1997) details:

different scgments of the society are attuned to different streams of information,
world views, and value systems. The common ground of experience for all members

of society dissolves and the public sphere breaks to several fragmented publics, even

esoteric circles.
(Schulz, 1997:62)

The ideal system to deal with this fragmentation Schulz argue 1s one governed by public
service principles. That is, a media system that is not driven by the commercial imperatives
of private enterprise — for whom the fragmentation of audiences 1s beneficial since it
allows targeted advertising to the audiences as distinct consumer groups — but rather media
as a universal service for the public good. Indeed public service programming also caters
for niche audiences, but does so in order to protect the diversity of minority interests as
opposed to what ‘the market’ deems economically viable. Moreover, serving the public
implies a connection with the same democratic 1deals described above in relation to the

function of media vis-a-vis the public sphere. That is, there is a strong link between the

nerceived purpose of media in the public sphere, and public service ideals (Moe, 2008).

The concept of public service broadcasting originates from the early years of the BBC —
interestingly a period following the decline of the bourgeois public sphere as described 1n
Habermas’ account above — and has been emulated widely across the world (in particular
Europe and the British Empire / Commonwealth). Fundamental therefore to any discussion
concerning mass media, the public and democracy — and of course this thesis’ exploration
of BBC News Online — is the Corporation’s historic role as a public service broadcaster, its

articulation of citizenship and relationship with the British public (see also Briggs, 1961-
05, MacDonnell, 1991, Crisell, 1997, McNair, 2000, Curran and Seaton, 2003, Allan,

2004).

3 This differs from the diversity of public spheres identified above where certain people were actively
excluded from participation in public life. The extent to which this can be considered a ‘free’ choice is
debatable, of course, though such a discussion falls outside the scope of this thesis.
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2.2. The BBC and The British Public

The BBC was first cstablished as the British Broadcasting Company in 1922, Its
monopolistic position was perceived as a convenicnt solution by the Postmaster General to
the problem of spectrum scarcity and the incvitable radio interference caused by a morc
frcc market mode of regulation (as was operating in the US) (sce Curran and Scaton,
2003). The Crawford Committee, which was sct up to discuss broadcasting organisation
and its cflects on vicwers, unqucestioningly SUppOl’tt;d the necessity of a broadcasting
monopoly when it reported in March 1926. The committee further recommended that
broadcasting should be run not by a company, but by a public scrvice corporation - a
‘Public Commission opcrating in the National Interest’. There were to be no direct
parliamentary controls and the licence fee funding, initially reinforced by the Sykes
Committec in 1923, should be extended for ten years. The Crawford Committee also
rccommendced that the BBC should emphasise educational programmes. The outcome of
the committee’s recommendations was the establishment in 1926 of the British

Broadcasting Corporation by Royal Charter to replace the British Broadcasting Company
(sce MacDonnell, 1991).

The BBC has since its early days had an intricate relationship with British citizens. John
Reith as the first Managing Director of the BBC was determined that it should serve the
whole nation, eventually guided by the overarching mission to ‘inform, educatc and
cntertain’. Assuming this responsibility in the name of public service, the BBC represented
not just a new communications technology, but in the words of William Robson a
‘sociological invention of immense significance’ (cited in Curran and Seaton, 2003:111)
that ensured the BBC developed into one of the key institutions shaping citizenship in

Bntish socicty.

Reith firmly believed that the people involved had done their ‘best to found a tradition of
public service rather than public exploitation’. In his view, ‘[t]he broadcasting system of a
nation is a mirror of that nation’s conscience’ (cited in MacDonnell, 1991:15). Despite
such laudable idcals, Reith’s perception of what constituted Brnitain’s ‘conscience’ was
grounded in a rather elitist philosophy, and the BBC was frequently accused of being too
paternalistic and top-down in its programming (scec Born, 2002). Reflecting on accusations
of elitism, Reith maintained that ‘somebody has to give decisions’, further commenting

that:
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It is occasionally indicated to us that we are apparently setting out to give the public
what we think they need and not what they want — but few know what they want, and

very few what they need.
(cited 1n Curran and Seaton, 2003:115)

Reith also had little interest in audience surveys as he was a firm believer of cultural
homogeneity — ‘the class and tastes of groups of listeners were irrelevant’ (Curran and
Scaton, 2003:150). Morcover, he believed there was a danger that programme organisers

would pander to popular preference if it were known. Indeed it was only in 1936 that the

BBC carriced out its first rudimentary forms of audience research (Allan, 2004:28).

However, the Second World War sparked a reform of the BBC and Reith’s ‘cultural unity’
was soon abandoned by the new Director General, Frederick Ogilvie. Having visited
"British troops in France he was ‘convinced that the morale of the forces would be
improved by knowing that their families at home were listening to the same programmes
as them’ (Curran and Seaton, 2003:154). Following the War, internal competition was
introduced between the various parts of the Corporation, which further forced programme

makers to identify and cater for the tastes of distinct groups — as opposed to trying to

change their views. The dynamic between the Corporation and the public had changed

fundamentally.

2.2.1. The BBC as forum for public debate

The perceived elitism described was also evident in the interpretation of how the BBC
would ‘provide a forum for public debate’ — one of four major criteria governing BBC

programme making in the early years. C. A. Lewis, the BBC’s organiser of programmes in

1924 proclaimed that the BBC:

must cstablish itself as an independent public body, willing to receive any point of
view in debate against its adversary. Its unique position gives the public an

opportunity they have never had before of hearing both sides of a question
expounded by experts. This is of great general utility, for it enables ‘the man in the

street’ to take an active interest in his country’s affairs.
(C. A. Lewis cited in MacDonnell, 1991:13)

Sexist realities and discourse of the time aside, it is clear that the notion of allowing
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ordinary citizens a direct voice, was out of question. Instcad ‘the man in the street’ would
be enlightened, or even empowerced, by the diversity and plurality of experts® points of
view provided by the BBC. Nevertheless, one of the founding principles of the Corporation
was that 1t would facilitate public dcbate and in so doing cnhance democratic socicty
through informed citizens. Despite this, the BBC's original licence conditions prevented it
from broadcasting anything that ‘could be regarded as controversial, which was also taken

to apply to the proccedings of Parliament’ (Allan, 2004:27). While the ban on controversial

broadcasts was lifted in 1928, the main political partics remained anxious about the
perceived threat from the broadcast medium. Politicians feared that ‘the BBC could
ultimatcly appropnate for itself the status of a forum for national debate to match that of
Parliament® (Allan, 2004:35). Thus rather than viewing such dcbate hosted by the BBC as
a healthy contnbution to democracy, politicians perceived it as a threat to their own power
base. These fears ultimately lcad to the implementation of the *fourteen-day rule’ on 10"
Fcbruary 1944, which would remain in place until 1957. This prevented the BBC from
broadcasting on issues relevant to either the House of Commons or the House of Lords

until two wecks after they had been debated there.

Despite the presence of the ‘fourteen-day rule’ the immediate post-war period saw the
BBC pioncer political discussion programmes on radio where ordinary members of the
public were able to participate for the first time. Any Questions?, the most prominent
contribution to this experimentation, was first broadcast by BBC’s regional service for the
West Country on 12" October 1948, with regular national broadcasts since 1950. The
format of the show, which is still being broadcast on Radio 4, typically features a panel
compnsing of four politicians or other public figures who answer questions put to them by
an audience made up from the locality being visited. Questions typically cover topical

political issues and the panel members are not given prior notice of what they will be
asked.

While the rules might seem to have been relaxed for the BBC in relation to political
programming, there were still serious constraints — in particular on television. The BBC's
commitment to ‘impartiality’ ultimately had a fundamental impact upon the cautious types
of journalistic forms and practices that evolved — the unseen announcer used for television
news until ITN introduced on-screen presenters being a prime example. Morcover, in 1955

the BBC had given little or no airtime to the UK Gencral Election taking place. As Robin
Day rccalled:

tinar Thorsen Chapter 2: BBC News, The Public and Online Civic Engagement Page 27 of 286



It is an incredible fact of broadcasting history that in the very year that ITN began
(1955) there had been a general election in which there was no coverage by BBC

broadcasters of the campaign, not even in the news bulletins.

(cited in Allan, 2004:40, emphasis in original)

Things changed after the ‘fourteen-day rule’ was lifted, and the general election of 1959
was the first in which the BBC covered the campaign according to their traditional news
values as they would any other event. The Corporation also produced a series of
programmes called BBC Hustings, which was broadcast on television and then repeated on
radio in the evening. Local candidates, selected By the parties, answered questions in front
of an audience invited predominantly by the parties themselves — of about sixty tickets, -

only five were reserved for ‘independent’ questioners (Briggs, 1961-95:248).

In the 1960s television and radio broadcasters began to adopt programming styles and
formats where members of the public gained a higher degree of access and visibility.
Contrary to the 1955 election, which seemed to pass the Corporation by, the 1964 election
campaign actually heralded some experimentation with audience interactions on television.

Election Forum was a special programme broadcast by the BBC where viewer’s questions

were put to senior politicians. However, the degree of dialogic interaction was limited,
since, as co-presenter Robin Day pointed out, ‘it did not have real audience participation

by visible voters in the flesh’ (cited in Hibberd, 2003:49).

Experimentation with audience interaction on radio also picked up pace in the 1960s with.
the introduction of the radio phone-in format. Interestingly, the quality of debate was often
perceived as being poor since ‘the British public were largely unaccustomed to requests for
their views’ (Hibberd, 2003:49). People quickly adapted, however, with the advent of
commercial radio in 1973 spawning a plethora of local and eventually national phone-in
programmes. There were political shows too, with It’s Your Line launched in 1970,
followed in 1974 by Election Call. The latter contained questions put to leading political
figures on a range of issues during the two election campaigns that year (February election

returned a hung Parliament and Labour’s Harold Wilson went to the polls in October

winning a tiny majority).

The perhaps most iconic of the BBC’s political audience participation programmes,
Question Time, was launched on September 25, 1979 - nearly five months after Margaret

Thatcher had been elected Prime Minister for the first time. The weekly television
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programmec, originally chaircd by Robin Day, was bascd on a similar format to radio’s Any
Questions? as described above. Questions were taken from audience members prior to
broadcast and the chair sclected some that are put to a pancl of gucsts (onc cach from the
three major partics and onc other public figure, but extended in 1999 to encompass two
non-partisan members). Although it was intended as a short series, the format’s popularity
among the public has ensured that it is still being broadcast today = Robin Day was
rcplaced by Peter Sissons in June 1989 who in tumn gave up the rcins in 1993 with David

Dimblcby taking over since 1994,

This risc of public access programming has also been cvident in the commercial scctor. In
the case of television, ITV (c.g. Sunday lunchtime slot), Channcl 4 (e.g. On Trial... scrics),
Channel 5 (c.g. The Wright Stuf]) and Sky (c.g. Your view) all scheduled programmes
where the voice of ordinary pcople were in one way or another centre stage. Public access
programming was taken to another level with the introduction of BBC Radio Five Live in
March 1994 - a station wholly dedicated to news and sports with a central focus on

citizen’s voices. The moming and late-evening schedule was dedicated to phone-in

programmes on current affairs, major political issues or the latest developments in sports.
The commercial station Talk Radio followed in 1995, though could only sustain the model

for four years and reverted to focus on sports discussion only in 1999 under the new name,
Talk Sport (Hibberd, 2003:50).

Evidently there is a historical tradition for public access programming that sccks to
facilitate ordinary members of the public expressing their opinions. However, whilst they
engage contributors in dialogue with other citizens, party political or institutional
representative, this is nevertheless a constructed or mediated form of participation. This
chapter will now tum to explore these concepts in greater detail, drawing on additional

examples of letters to the editor and vox popul..

2.3. Mediated participation and news construction of public
opinion

Clearly the public access programming descnibed above, focussing as i1t often does on
politics and current affairs, rescmbles at lcast superficially something of a public sphere.
Contrary to the experiments descnbed in 2.1.2 above, in this instance the discussion or
deliberation itself takes place in spaces provided by the media and i1s broadcast to a mass

audience. However, the question-answer-debate format as descnbed above has been
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criticiscd by the likes of Bourdieu (1998) for being an artificial construct, or in McNair’s
(2000) words ‘an illusory form of access which symbolically reasserts the status division
and power disparities which exist between leaders and led, elite and mass’ (McNair,
2000:113, sce also Livingstone and Lunt, 1994). Nevertheless, despite its limitations, this
carcfully mediated form of participation does serve a purpose insofar as it enables a limited
degree of public interrogation of politicians and symbolically positions the public as part of
a public sphere. ‘They may not be perfect’ expressions of citizen-politician dialogue’,
McNair contends, ‘but they are valuable as a means of direct public access-by-proxy to

politicians who are otherwise largely free of any obligation to confront the public’

(McNair, 2000:113)".

Indced, while Ross (2004) found that callers to BBC’s Election Call during the 2001 UK
clection did much less talking than the politicians, there was enough evidence to support
the notion that the programme facilitated ‘some kind of dialogue, even if this sometimes
meant rude interruptions and frustration’ (Ross, 2004:799). Deliberating with politicians 1s
particularly problematic during election time, since the political parties essentially ‘lock’
their policies prior to the campaign by publishing a policy manifesto. Thus the debate will
be artificially focussed on those priorities — which may or may not be aligned with the

priorities of members of the public — and the majority of party political actors will

dogmatically follow the principles set out in these documents, regardless of rational and
persuasive argument. After all, within a representative democracy such as what exists in
the UK, voters need to be able to have a clear sense of what each party claim to represent

in order to make an informed choice. Discussions at election time are thus limited to an
exchange about truth claims or promises made within election manifestos with persuasion
only working in one direction, as opposed to a truly deliberative dialogue between

politicians and the electorate. This, according to Ross, did not diminish the functional

value of Election Call in the eyes of the citizens participating:

While callers consciously acknowledged that politicians were unlikely to change
their minds and policies as a consequence of their own critical interventton, they
were much more optimistic about the programme’s awareness-raising potential
among the listeners, which could influence voting behaviour. For them, this was the
point.

(Ross, 2004:799, emphasis in original)

The majority of talk shows do not, however, contain senior politicians — their dialogic
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contribution instcad re-inflected to the participating citizens by the joumalist. Participants

in public access programming - phonc-ins or studio audicnces - arc also inherently sclf-
sclective. That 1is, they typically hold an above average interest in politics and are
motivated to articulate their citizenship in ways beyond simply casting a vote (sce McNair
ct al., 2002). This comes as no surprise, of course, and cchocs the perception of the public

in other forms of mediated participation — such as letters to the editor (Wahl-Jorgensen,
2007).

2.3.1. Constructed debates: letters to the editor

Traditional Ictters to the editors might appear less dynamic than the live television or radio
broadcasts since dialogue is not instantancous, but constructed over a prolonged period.
Nevertheless, they too can be considered a forum of public debate - even by newspaper
editors, as Hynds (1991) found, who ‘run letters to the editor to help provide the public
forum expected of newspapers in democracy’ (cited in Wahl-Jorgensen, 2007:60).
However, the letters to the editor was in Wahl-Jorgensen's (2002, 2007) study not found to
be fully developed deliberative forums. That is, many letters did not live up to the public
sphere idcals of rational and civil debate ~ thus failing to provide the specific democratic
discourse associated with such a communicative space. Morcover, participants were
naturally self-sclective and contributions subject to editor selection — thus failing on the
criteria of inclusivity. Specifically, Wahl-Jorgensen (2002) identified four critcria of

‘newsworthiness’, which editors applied in determining their sclection of letters to publish:

relevance, entertainment, brevity, and authority.

Richardson and Franklin (2004), who examined local newspapers and the letters to the
editor duning the 2001 UK general election campaign, concur with these points. However,
they further argue the construction, or orchestration of, public debate in accordance with
political alignment of the ncwspaper and their perceived readership is cven morc
important. That is, not just the sclection of the letters to include, but also the way in which
the chosen letters are subedited and composited on the page - purposefully placed 1n
relation to others to ‘construct debates within and between letters and contiguously signal
the pertinence of the included letters to the *“debate,” thereby acknowledging and on
occasion (depending on how the letter 1s being used) legitimating their contents’
(Richardson and Franklin, 2004:462, emphasis added, sce also Bromley, 1998, Schiff,
1997, Richardson, 2001). The study further demonstrates how clections add or accentuate

another sct of pressures in relation to the construction of public debate within letters to the
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editor. Specifically the attempts by political parties and activists to influence the
publication of letters through orchestrated campaigns to reinforce their political platform —
thus cchoing the lack of opcnness to deliberation highlighted above. Despite criticisms,

however, letters to the editor nevertheless do represent an opportunity for citizens to voice

their individual opinion to the general population through the media.

2.3.2. Representing the public voice: vox populi and opinion polis

Like letters to the editor, the use of vox populi is also seen to give individual citizens an
opportunity to comment on the news (McNair, 2000, Lewis et al., 2005), and while equally
unscientific, these are also positioned as providing ‘a sense of public opinion’. After all —
these are ordinary citizens talking as ‘authentic’, individual members of the public. Larson
(1999) likened the use of vox pops in television news during the 1996 US election to a
public sphere, suggesting that they were a better expression of public opinion than polls.
While maintaining that vox populi is the most substantial representation of citizens’ voices,
Lewis et al (2005) argue that there are ‘only a limited number of subject positions from
which to speak in vox pops’ and that citizens subsequently ‘appear as self-interested

members of society and as fans of commentators on popular culture’ (2005:71).

Vox populi, or citizens as news sources more generally, hardly ever appear at the start of a
news story and citizens therefore do not act as ‘primary definers’ who set the terms of
reference for the issue being addressed (Hall, 1978). Nor do they feature in the ‘normative
order of authorized knowers in society’ (Fishman, 1980:96) on anything other than their
personal experience. Moreover, news stories that are focussed around giving a sense of
public opinion in this way are considered human-interest and thus given a low position of
importance in the sequence of the news programmes — indeed hardly ever appearing in the
lead story (Lewis et al., 2005). In other words, citizens expressing their opinion typically
rank at the bottom of the ‘hierarchy of credibility’ (Becker, 1967), both within the news

programmes and the individual bulletins — with newsroom culture instead privileging ‘elite

and other (white) male voices’ (Ross, 2007).

If public opinion i1s expressed somewhat unscientifically through vox populi, the news
media’s usc of opinion polls represents an attempt at a more scientific — and by extension
objective — articulation of public opinion (see Page, 1996, Splichal, 1997, Herbst, 1998,
Lewis, 2001, Lewis et al., 2005). That is, the precision of the polling methods and

statistical forms of verification ensures that — within a stated margin of error — the outcome
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has a scnsc of facticity. It i1s widely rccogniscd, however, that opinion polls can retum
significant disparity in responscs simply by slight changes in the wording of a question or
information given by the interviewer (e.g. Schuman and Presser, 1981, Zaller, 1992).
Subscquently, Lewis (2001) contends that pollsters “manufacture responses’ rather than
‘rccording’ them. Bourdicu (1979) goes cven further and argucs that ‘public opinion’

simply docs not cxist in the contrived, pscudoscientific manner constructed by the opinion

survey.

Nevertheless, opinion polls arc - espcecially during election campaigns — central to the way
joumnalists reference public opinion. That is, ‘not as a way of increasing the democratic
accountability of politicians, but as a way of providing a narrative context for political
coverage’ (Lcwis et al,, 2005:53, emphasis in original; sce also ). Polls provide the basis
for continucd media speculation about the relative performance of political parties and
politicians — even extending to what candidates nced to do in order to win clections.
However, Lewis et al (2005) contend that the importance of polls lic in their ability to
indicate people’s policy preferences. ‘To reduce polls to merely providing a commentary
on the clectoral horse race’, they argue, ‘is to muffle what is already a limited form of

public expression® (Lewis ct al., 2005:59).

Lewis et al’s (2005) study is particularly interesting as it also assessed the ‘degree of
political engagement suggested by each reference to or representation of public opinion’
(2005:42) - be that opinion poll, vox pop, direct or indirect inference (sce also Lewis and
Wahl-Jorgensen, 2005). That is, thcy examined the extent to which citizens were
represented in the news as being active or passive. The methodology of this study will be
examined more closely in Chapter 3 of this thesis, but for our purposes here it is worth
noting their conclusion that citizens are ‘shown as passive observers of the world’. They do
not appear to have much to say about current affairs and political issues are left to
politicians and experts. ‘What emerges from this analysis’, thcy contend, ‘is that while
politicians are often scen telling us what should be done about the world, citizens are
largely excluded from active participation in such deliberations’® (Lewis et al., 2005:49,
emphasis in original). It 1s within this context — where traditional media platforms are
scemingly failing to facilitate active participation in decliberative processes — that this

chapter will now tum to examine if the intemnet can facilitate such a communicative space.
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2.4. Communicative spaces online

The potential of the internet, or rather the potential of its possible forms of use, have been

described in great detail by scholars and commentators alike during the past decade (for a
meta-critique sce Chadwick, 2006, see also Ward et al., 2003, Dahlberg, 2001a, Sassi,
2001, for history of electronic democracy see Vedel, 2006). In the early years of the world
wide web, the internet was viewed by some as holding unrivalled potential that would
ultimately see it emerge as the very saviour of democracy (see Faucheaux, 1998, Noble,
1996). Such positivist visions of internet use implied that this new medium (or platform)
would be able to facilitate communicative spaces that would (amongst other things) enable
large scale public deliberation and decision making (see Rheingold, 1993, Rash, 1997),
perhaps even on a global scale (Sparks, 2001). Tsagarousianou (1999) maintained that new
technologies have the potential to sustain online public spheres ‘as they enable both
deliberation (citizen to citizen communication) and “hearing” (citizen to authority
communication)’ (1999:195-6). Hauben and Hauben (1997), and later Coleman and Gotze
(2001), argued deliberative democracy could be made practical through online
asynchronous discussion forums®. Noveck (2004:21), in contrast, envisaged ‘democratic
rules of conversation’ operationalised through a software restriction on communicative

flow, where each participant speaks in turn before anyone else speaks again.

New technology could be an asset to democracy, not because it creates more outlets

for speech but because software can impose the structure that transforms

communication into deliberation.
(Noveck, 2004:21)

While perhaps more democratic in the traditional sense, imposing such structures would
also stiflc any ongoing dialogue between participants and thus actually undermine the
deliberation desired. It is also ambitious to assert that the imposition of a given ‘structure’
automatically ‘transforms communication into deliberation’. Indeed it is important to avoid
an entirely technologically deterministic account (for a meta-critique see Agre, 2002), and
instcad consider forms of use of technology (see Salter, 2004). That is, the same
technology can be used in a plethora of ways that could equally engender a propagandising
monologue or a deliberative dialogue. Whilst technological innovations or restrictions

might help precipitate either of these extremes, it 1s ultimately the forms of use that

‘ Both studies examined Usenet, which is rapidly being superseded as a platform for public discussion,
instcad being swamped by binary distribution of pornography and pirated media.
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determine the type of communicative space created and subscquently the type of social

changes resulting from this. Morcover, Wright and Street (2007) conclude that it is not just

the architectural design of the intemet that is important, but the design and construction of

the user interface. Thus the success or failure of any technology aimed at facilitating civic

engagement is dependent on design choices, rather than predetermined by the technology
(sce also Salter, 2004).

Yet the dialogic interaction in such a sphere is mercly onc of the important democratic
functions of the internct. Ferguson and Perse (2000) in their comparison of television and
web use, for instance, found that the web was ‘functionally similar to television’, but that
within their sample people indicated that their time using the web was for ‘acquisition of
information and Web materials — activitics that are more goal-dirccted and mindful’
(Ferguson and Perse, 2000:170). By comparison, one of the core reasons for television usc
was ‘relaxation’, which did not featurc prominently as reasons for using the internct.
Similarly, Karakaya Polat (2005:435) argues that political participation should be situated
in a context with ‘the Internet as an information source, as a communication medium and
as a virtual [sic] public sphere’ (Karakaya Polat, 2005:435). The function of the intcrnet is
therefore not simply to provide the space for Habermas® communicative action mentioned

above, but equally as a source of information to educate citizens and empower them to take

an active role in any deliberation that might take place.

2.4.1. Digital divide

Whether intemet technology or its forms of use determine potential levels of civic
engagement is merely an academic discussion of semantics to the vast majority of the
world’s population who do not even have access to electricity. Indeed some scholars have
been sceptical of the power of different forms of intemnet use, maintaining that it reinforces
existing political forces and differences (sec Margolis and Resnick, 2000). That is, they
argue, the internet normalizes existing power relations as opposed to empowering citizens
in a newfound sphere of civic engagement. Critics often point to unequal access and the
colonisation of commercial interests online (sec Norris, 2001). Such scholars rightly
contend that a “digital divide® exists that prevents citizens equal access to information
technology (e.g. Bauer ct al., 2002, Drori and Jang, 2003, Lucas and Sylla, 2003,
Crenshaw and Robison, 2006, Warschauer, 2003). Although this divide 1s perhaps most
obvious on a global scale, between industrialised and economically developing countries, it

also exists between rich and poor within individual nation states. Income, cducation, age
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and cthnicity all play important roles in determining levels and forms of internet use (see
for instance Livingstone and Helsper, 2007). Castells (2001) suggests the internet is
becoming ‘the electricity of the informational era’, or in other words ‘an essential medium
that supports other forms of production, participation, and social development’
(Warschauer, 2003:29-30). Subsequently, Norris (2001) maintains that such differences in
forms of use and access is also causing a ‘democratic divide’ between those who do and

those who do not use the intemnet to engage and participate in public life.

Such arguments must be seen in relation to the given national contexts, and are not
nccessarily linked to economic development or established democratic traditions. By way
of example, Hill (2003) examined the ability of Indonesian citizens to scrutinize raw
polling data on official websites during the 1999 legislative election. As the first
“democratic election since 1955 (post-Soeharto) the very credibility of the ballot relied on

such a detailed transparency — arguably only possible though a centralised database system

with distributed universal access through the intermet. Millions of citizens took the
opportunity to monitor these statistics — often from internet cafés and other public access

points — and traffic to the election site absorbed virtually all of Indonesia’s available public

internet capacity (Hill, 2003:527, see also Blackburn, 1999, King, 2000).

While Indonesia represents one end of the spectrum in terms of its relative low private
internet distribution, Finland is a world leader in number of users per capita. Subsequently,
the country witnessed a widespread use of websites by candidates in Finland’s 1999
parliamentary election. However, these websites closely resembled traditional printed
campaign material and made little or no use of interactivity or multimedia features
(Carlson and Djupsund, 2001:83-4). During this period of still relatively early adoption of
internet usc for political communications, widespread internet availability and advanced
communications systems were therefore not necessarily indicators of creative forms of use

of such technology. Indeed the democratic conditions appear in the case of Indonesia to

have led to a more creative use of the internet.

The above criticisms of access and different forms of use are an important consideration of
course, though they clearly do not negate the existence of public spheres (however
exclusive) in various forms on the internet. Rather, the notion of the internet as a single
unified public sphere with universal access is untenable, just as it is in society at large.
Thus carc must be taken to not overstate the impact of such public spheres on society as a

whole, but rather consider the internet and its associated functions within a broader
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framework of social change. Nevertheless, the intemcet is in the context of dcliberative
democracy usually assessed on its ability to facilitate altemative, online public spheres
(Gimmler, 2001)°. Morc specifically, Ward and Vedel (2006) contend that rescarch
rclating to the ability of forms of intemect usc to facilitate civic engagement has focussed
on thrcc interrclated arcas: ‘incrcasing opportunitics to participate, lowering the

participatory barricrs and enhancing the quality of the participatory experience’ (Ward and
Vedel, 2006:213).

Thesc are all structural and conceptual concems, however, often relating to designing
forms of usc as dctailed above. Arbitrarily listing different forms of usc that might
engender communicative spaces is not conducive without also considering levels of
participation and quality of dialoguc in such spheres. Considcrable resecarch has been
conducted on participation®, though strangely - considering the normative discursive idcals

of deliberation — the quality aspect has yct to receive similar treatment.

2.4.2. Online participation

The earliest known example of organized partisan political participation on the intemet,
was during the 1992 US Presidential Election when Listserv discussion lists devoted to the
campaigns of the three main candidates began to emerge (Sakkas, 1993). While a slightly
more prominent feature in the 1996 campaign — when Republican Presidential nominee,

Bob Dole, famously read out (in a rather awkward way) the URL to his websitc at the end

of a television debate — the internet was still predominantly used as a mecans to mobilize
existing activists (Bimber, 1998). Johnson’s (2003a) comparative survey of internet uscrs
during 1996 and 2000 US presidential elections (442 politically interested web users),
found that the intermet was ‘at lest partially responsible for this incrcase in civic
engagement’ (voter turnout increcased by about two percent). Internet use was also the
strongest predictor of political attitudes. The intemet increases pcople’s access to
information, and by extension ‘an informed public that ts more interested in participating

in the political process’ (Johnson and Kaye, 2003a:10).

Famsworth and Owen (2004) found in their study of intcrmnet use during the 2000 US

clection (sample of 4,186 online users) that interactive clements of websites stimulated use

> The intemet has been scen to hold a democratic potential, not only for supporters of deliberative
democracy, of course, but also from scveral other perspectives (sce Dahlberg, 2001 a).

® Numbers of people connected to the intemnet and participating in political communication online is
discussed in further detail in the respective historical contexts later in this chapter.
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of online sources. Not surprisingly, those who sought information made better use of these

as a uscful informant in determining their voting decisions. Moreover, Stromer-Galley et
al. (2000) argue that since very few political candidates actually provided discussion
spaces or links to opponents’ sites, citizens would not necessarily envision the benefits of
such features. Indeed, Coleman (2000) goes even further by arguing few of these forms of
usc fostered any sense of citizen debates online, thus questioning the effect of such, largely

non-dialogic, interaction.

Nevertheless, there does appear to be a connection between online political participation
and traditional forms of political actions. Tolbert and McNeal (2003) for instance argue
that the internet positively influence civic participation - even beyond voting (for UK
perspective see Gibson et al., 2002, Gibson et al., 2005). However, while agreeing with the
sentiment, Shah et al. (2005) contend that online media complements, rather than replaces,

traditional media. Indeed, when considering the plethora of different variables affecting
political efficacy, knowledge and participation, the internet only plays a marginal role

(Kenski and Stroud, 2006). While there are arguably some innovative connections between
‘virtual’ and ‘physical’ participation — such as the use of ‘meetup’ websites in the US to

mobilize attendance at local meetings (Weinberg and Williams, 2006) — these are

exceptions rather than the norm.

Young people are perhaps the demographic most subjected to scrutiny in relation to levels
of political participation online. Due in part to their perceived technical proficiency and
embrace of new media platforms (see Katz et al., 2001, Wellman et al., 2001), but also
because of a perceived disillusionment — or even apathy - with politics within this
demographic (see Coleman and Getze, 2001, Chadwick, 2006, Mesch and Coleman,
2007). Both of these assumptions are problematic. As described above, the digital divide
does not escape the age barrier and the universal classification of young adults as ‘online
experts’ has been criticised (see Facer and Furlong, 2001, Livingstone and Helsper, 2007).
Moreover, it is increasingly recognized that a decline in formal involvement with politics
does not necessitate a disinterest in politics per se (see Henn et al., 2002, Livingstone et al.,
2005). Instead young adults appear to be more concerned with politics outside of the
traditional party political electoral cycles — for instance single-issue organization, interest

or pressure groups and other (new) social movements (see Jordan, 1998, Kimberlee, 2002).

Nevertheless, young people are according to Gidengil et al. (2003) the most likely

demographic to make use of online resources in search of political information — even 1f
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the crude numbers doing so ‘arc not very impressive’. This group is sclf-sclective,
however, with Livingstonc ct al (2005) finding that young people who did make usc of
opportunitics to act and intcract on the intermet were alrcady interested in politics (sce also
Johnson and Kaye, 2003b). Indeed those who did use the intemet for civic and political
participation, were not hcavy uscrs of other web based services. This is problematic as it
appecars to confirm Sunstein’s (2001) carlicer thesis that online forums arc mere ‘ccho

chambers’, since lack of barricrs (parti¢ularly geographic) on the intemet means people

scck out like-minded individuals who will reinforce rather than challenge their
perspectives. Thus the internet, or online public spheres, arc cven more sclf-sclective than
rcal life - as Ward ct al. (2005) contended in the case of the most recent UK general

clection, that the internet may in fact be reinforcing participation gaps (sce also Ward ct
al., 2003).

While levels and demographics of participation can be measurcd empirically with relative

ease, understanding the nature of that interaction is more complex — not least because of
the normative standards for dcliberation as discussed above. In a critique of online
deliberation, Witschge (2004) posits that we should differentiate between political dialogue
and deliberation. That is, political dialoguc typically happcns between like-minded
individuals where people avoid engaging diverse and contesting viewpoints, whilst
deliberation serves democracy ‘because differences in opinion are addressed and these

opinions are put to the test in order to move socicty forward’ (Witschge, 2004:111).

Following the above logic, it is therefore important to not simply undcrstand the
composition of online public spheres, but also the dialogic naturc of participants’
interaction. Or indeed the lack of dialogue, as Smith (1999) argues most onlinc posts (in
this case Usenet) actually go unanswered. This point is echoed by Davis (1999) who found
that in particular dissenting views in onlinc political discussions arec often ignored,
resulting in frustration on the part of the poster who eventually leaves the group. Worsc
still, when dissenting views arc put forth, they risk ‘vigorous attack and humiliation’.
Dissenters might feel more liberated to express their views anonymously, which is casily
achieved and widely adopted online. However, whilst anonymity might in thcory
contribute to a more open debate — since people feel less restricted in articulating their truc
opinions — it also allows those ‘flaming’ to be less civil in their rebukes since their
comments are not traccable to them as a person (sce Witschge, 2004). Nevertheless,
Dahlberg (2001b) contends that anonymity itself is not an issue, as ‘identity simulation and

time-space distanciation does not stop interlocutors in cyberspace undertaking critical-
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reflexive deliberation’ (2001b:93). Indeed Dahlberg argues that the absence of face-to-face
intcraction is not problematic since the ‘rationality is formed in discourse’. In concurring
with this point, Bohman (2004) states ‘there are other ways to realize the public forum and

its multiple forms of dialogical exchange in a more indirect and mediated manner, even

while preserving and rearticulating the connection to democratic self-rule’ (Bohman,

2004:49).

2.4.3. Online journalism and dialogue

Following Bohman’s (2004) point above, it would seem natural to look towards news
organisations as potential facilitators of such an indirect and mediated dialogical exchange
on the interet. However, most of the early innovation in online journalism has been driven
not by the major print or broadcast news organisation, but by ordinary citizens. The
internet has allowed anyone with access to relatively inexpensive communications tools to
produce and publish news to a potentially global audience. Indeed new forms of journalism
such as blogging are perceived as expressionistic, raw and unmediated (see for instance
Allan, 2006, Allan and Thorsen, 2009, Bruns, 2008, Matheson, 2004, Tremayne, 2007).

Bloggers typically also encourage feedback on their posts, or responses on other blogs, to

facilitate a public dialogue on the issues raised. Indeed this level of dialogism, or

intertextuality, is a crucial aspect of the blogosphere and other citizen journalism projects,

such as Indymedia (see Jankowski and Jansen, 2003, Platon and Deuze, 2003, Salter,

2006).

Whilst blogs are typically individual efforts, both in the way they are written and
published, there are also formally organised citizen journalism websites that in one way or
another seek to emulate some of the news structures associated with mainstream media.
Most overtly in this regard is the South Korean citizen journalism site, OhmyNews’,
established 22™ February, 2000 by Oh Yeon Ho under the motto: ‘Every Citizen is a
Reporter’. In addition to a vast network of some 54,900 citizen reporters, the organisation
also employ 60 staff journalists (figures from May 2008, cited in Young, 2009). These
work in a collaborative environment that merges amateur and professional content into
what has become onc of the country’s most influential news organisations (Joyce, 2007,
Young, 2009). However, the citizen reporters are encouraged to freely communicate in

their own style and not just follow the professional reporters lead (Allan, 2006).

T URL: http://english.ohmynews.com/
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Launched in November 2004, Wikincews® reverses this logic by striving to retain familiar
notions of ‘truth’ and *accuracy’ associated with traditional journalistic objectivity through
its Ncutral Point of View policy inhernited from sister project, Wikipedia (sce Bruns, 2000,
Mclntosh, 2008, Thorscn, 2008a). However, through the wiki-cditing process, which
allows anyonc with a computer and intemet access to cdit content, the site uniquely
involves citizens in a scemingly non-hicrarchical collaborative news production cycle.
Contributors arc taking an active rolc in a productive dialoguc by cvaluating claims and
counter-claims about ncws content, with the aim of people working together to create

ncutral and arguably heteroglossic news storics (Thorsen, 2008a).

Bruns (2005) concludes that through initiatives such as the ones outlincd above, audiences
have beccome ‘gatcwatchers® who are keeping checks on mainstream media. This has
dramatically recast the relationship between news providers and their audience, which for
advocates such as Dan Gillmor, mecans the top-down model of news nceds to be replaced

by a genuine dialogue with their uscrs.

Tomorrow’s news reporting and production will be more of a conversation [... ] The
communication network itself will be a medium for cveryone's voice, not just the
few who can afford to buy multimillion-dollar printing presses, launch satcllites, or

win the government’s permission to squat on the public’s airwaves.

(Gillmor, 2004:np)

However, whilst this kind of dialogic journalism has predominantly been the preserve of
citizen journalism initiatives as indicated above, mainstrcam media arc increasingly
appropriating and normalising such forms and practices, often under the banner of ‘user
generated content’ (see for instance Allan, 2006, Singer, 2005, Thurman, 2008, Wardle
and Williams, 2008). Spurred on in particular by overwhelming number of eyewitness
accounts, not least images and video taken with mobile phones, submitted during crisis
events (Allan and Thorsen, 2009). Such content may enrich thc news output, but

journalists are also concerned about the impact it might have on their professional values,

such as authenticity, autonomy and accountability (Singer and Ashman, 2009, sec also
Singer, 2003, Singer and Gonzalez-Velez, 2003). To this end, Singer (2000) has called for

rencwed attention to a dialectical approach to journalism (seec Merrill, 1989). Onc which

‘connects production to the individual producer’ and at the same time ‘connccts that

' URL: hitp:/fen.wikinews.org/
Einar Thorsen Chapter 2: BBC News, The Public and Online Civic Engagement Page 41 ol 286



producer to the erstwhile audience’ (Singer, 2006:3). This, she argues, is:

a socially responsible approach essential in a media environment that also is both

intcractive and information-rich. In doing so, it draws on constructs of
professionalism, which sociologists define as involving both autonomy and public

service.
(Singer, 2006:3)

Allan (2006) contends the BBC is an exemplar of incorporating the dialogic principle of
‘We the Media’ highlighted above. ‘Citizen-generated content is an important and growing
feature of BBC News Online operation’, he notes, as ‘a commitment understood to be
derivative of its public service ethos’ (2006:180). This dedication to involving its audience
is according to Gillmor (2004) not matched by any other major journalism organization. It
is against this backdrop that this thesis now turns to examine BBC News Online in detail,

with particular focus on its commitment to engaging members of the public with 1ts

content.

2.5. BBC News Online: A Brief History of The Early Years

This chapter will now turn to a more focussed historical review of BBC News Online. The
focus of this section will be predominantly on the evolution of BBC News Online, as
opposed to BBC Online more broadly. However, references will be made to other
developments where they are relevant for the evolution of the news service or the UK
general elections discussed. This thesis is primarily concerned with UK General Elections,

though this section will provide some international context by noting research conducted

on election campaigns and the internet outside of the UK where appropriate.

This historical account of BBC News Online emphasises the core elements relevant to this
thesis — news, developing public service standard online, citizen feedback or interaction,
and UK General Elections. The account is not intended to be definitive, and developments
in relation to sites supporting existing television and radio programmes have mostly been

excluded (a good starting point, though by no means exhaustive, is Reynolds, 2007).
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2.5.1. Broadcasting text

Bcefore considering the BBC’s move online, however, it is pertinent to remember that the
internet was not the first text-bascd ‘interactive’ service delivered by the Corporation. On
Scptember 23, 1974 - some 23 ycars before the official launch of BBC News Online - the
Corporation launched its teletext scrvice cntitled Cecfax (a play on *sce facts®). The scrvice
was invented by BBC engincers who were rescarching solutions to providing subtitles for
the deaf. They discovered that it was possible to usc the *spare’ lines from the traditional
625 linc television picture, called the vertical blanking interval, to transmit words and
numbers (sce Carlson, 2003:32-4, sce also Schlesinger, 1985, Henke and Donohue, 1986).

Conscquently, the system was limited in the amount of text cach page could hold, so

information had to be succinct.

The initial service only contained 30 pages, though this quickly rcached 600 pages by 1983
and has since risen further to around 1,000 pages. Cecfax pages essentially compriscs of
anything from current affairs and sports, to transport timetables and recipes. The perceived
importance of the teletext service was exemplified on two occasions in the carly 1980s -
first when the Government designated October 1981 as National Teletext Month to propel
take-up of the service, and then subscequently in 1983 when BBC Rescarch and IBA
Engincering were bestowed the Queen’s Award to Industry for Technology in rccognition
of their work to pioneer teletext (Cook and Brown, n.d.). On the 30™ anniversary of
Ceefax, Michael Grade, BBC chairman at the time, commented that the service had been
‘at the forefront of journalism’ prior to the advent of the intemmet and 24-hour ncws

channels, adding that ‘it led the way in the breaking of stories’ (cited in BBC, 2004).

While interaction with the service 1s largely limited to sclecting the desired page using the
television remote control, 1t does nevertheless represent a non-lincar, on-demand
experience for the audience. That 1s, people are free to choose when to access it, what to
view and in what order - comparative to carly examples of the web, which provided little
functionality beyond this. However, Ceefax is an important context for thc online
developments not just because it represents a text-based delivery platform, but because the
content from this scrvice was syndicated into carly iterations of the website as discussed
below. The telctext service, therefore, directly enabled the BBC to populate a vast number
of webpages without having to produce new content. This undoubtedly gave the BBC an
advantage i1n providing a wealth of background information — especially important at
clection time. However, it also meant the website inherited certain technical restrictions

imposced on the teletext service, such as length of headlines, which other websites would
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not be bound by.

2.5.2. Auntie goes online

The carly development of the BBC website was not guided by policy, but rather the
foresight and dedication of BBC technical staff’. Brandon Butterworth (member of the
BBC design and development team at the time) in particular was a central driving force in
the carly years and the person who registered the bbc.co.uk domain name in October 1991
(Butterworth, [l999]:np)'°. The domain was originally used for internal communication,
although Butterworth solicited content from around the BBC to create proof-of-concept

websites.

"As new technology, such as streaming, became viable I enticed more to join in [...]
It was symbiotic — I needed content to test the technology, producers needed
technology to deliver new services, the public was hungry for content and their use
justified our efforts."

(Butterworth, cited in Barrett, 2007:np)

BBC Education was the first to capitalise on the opportunity, ‘recognising that it could
enhance leaming beyond the broadcast in the same way as leaflets, books and events’
(Barrett, 2007:np). George Auckland, education producer at the time, recalls having to
teach himself HTML programming in order for the Education team to produce a
companion website for their television programme The Net in 1993 — without anyone’s
permission announcing the URL at the end of the programme (ibid 2007:np). The BBC
Networking Club, another BBC Education project, launched in June 1994 and started to

formalised the arrangement — acting as a means to get members of the public connected to
the internet and more importantly the early BBC content''. Starting in 1995, several of

these carly projects also sought to use the internet as a means to interact with members of

% The corporation’s focus in terms of new technology adaptation was firmly fixed on the traditional broadcast
mediums, the digitisation of these and the role of cable and satellite broadcasting (see Goodwin, 1997).

10 putterworth ([1999]) had registered with the Defense Data Network Network Information Center (DDN
NIC) in January 1989 and received a Class B address to cover the entire BBC network. He set up Internet
access in mid 1989 as bbc.uucp (Unix-to-Unix Copy, a legacy system used for Internet connectivity) with
dial-up access via Bruncl University — a service only made available to the BBC development group.
Butterworth also describes how he was originally not allowed by the UK academic naming body, NRS, to
register anything other than a UK domain (.co.uk) and was required to have a director sign the domain
application form to prove that it was legitimately coming from the BBC (it was signed by Mr C. Dennay,
Dircctor of Engincering at the time).

'!' The site was originally published on http://www.bbene.org.uk/ (no longer available) to support existing
radio and tclevision programmes, and later merged back into the main BBC website (http:/www.bbe.co.uk).
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the public duning live television and radio programmes.

Email feedback scems trivial now, but being able to respond to a programme and
have the presenter respond to you on air was far simpler to do than a phone-in. IRC
[Intemet Relay Chat] questions into live political chat shows hooked News and

Radio 3's Facing the Radio programme produced live from user-gencrated content

and strcamed the programme.

(Butterworth, 2007:np)

The BBC News and Current Affairs tcam published a dedicated site for the 1995 budget
speech, entitled Budget *95, in collaboration with the Press Association'?. The news and
audio links were all directed to the Press Association site, however, and the promisce of live
coverage never materialised (see Belam, 2005). Experimentation continued in August 1996
when the BBC published a party conference website, including a live uninterrupted audio
feed (unlike the programme breaks on radio and television) and ‘wall-to-wall coverage’
(Butterworth, [1999]:np). The event that really propelled the development of the BBC
News Online project, however, was the surprising popularity of the dedicated Budget 96
site, which was launched in November 1996". The sitc contained background information
on the budget (analysis, history and procedures — with an associated quiz), RealAudio
streams and some 28 news reports (published in the period 11-27 November 1996), details
of the main measurcs and rcaction from key political partics. There was also a scction
dedicated to answering emails from mcembers of the public (eleven were published with
associated responses from experts on the Aoney Box Live panel) as well as transcripts of

the Radio 4 Budget Call programme where listeners had called in to ask questions about
the budget.

At this stage the BBC website was still destined to become a commercial operation. The
impetus for this came in part from a \White Paper entitled The Future of the BBC, published
by the Conservative government in 1994, ‘which urged the BBC to expand into new media
and to become more commercial, in order to both make up its financial shortfalls and to
forge a bndgehcad for British media into global markets’ (Bom, 2003:66). When
exploratory talks with Microsoft about a potential partnership stranded ‘after the software
giant suggested 1t might like some ecditonal input® (Smartt, 2007:np), thc BBC

management instead opted to have a commercial presence (using the domain beeb.com)

'2 URL: http://www bbe.co.uk/budgetds/index?2, html
3 URL: http://www.bbe.co.uk/budget96/index.htm
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through an existing deal between BBC Worldwide and computer company ICL. However,
following the successful renewal of the BBC’s Royal Charter in May 1996, John Birt
(Director General at the time) pulled out of the deal with ICL at the last minute in
Dccember 1996, deciding instead to make news and sport public service offerings (see
Barrett, 2007:np). The decision was to have an incredible impact on all of the BBC online
activitics and was described by Jem Stone (BBC Future Media and Technology executive
producer) as ‘the most important thing he ever did’ (cited in Barrett, 2007:np).

2.5.3. The internet and the 1997 UK General Election

The first UK General Election to prominently feature the internet was in 1997 when New

Labour came to power. Between 1994 and 1996, due to the increasing availability of

information on the internet and in anticipation of perceived importance of websites, most
of the political parties had managed to establish an online presence (Ward, 2005:191).
Internet access was still relatively low at around 10-15% (Chadwick, 2006:158), however,
with only 2% accessing from home (Coleman, 2001b:679). Given that there was a
relatively low demand for an online campaign in the UK, it seemed the main purpose of

the party websites were to allow the party leaders to appear dynamic, modern and in touch
with the younger electorate, simply by associating themselves with this new technology.
The sites certainly contained little or no interactive elements and connecting with the

voters was not a priority (Chadwick, 2006:158-9, cf Gibson and Ward, 1999, Ward and
Gibson, 1998, Wheeler, 1998).

The UK Citizens Online Democracy”, an independent non-commercial site, took the idea

of citizen interaction even further than simple email feedback or publishing comments, by
creating a site dedicated to non-partisan citizen deliberation. Co-ordinator of the project,

Irving Rappaport, described the grand vision as:

[...] an experiment to find out whether people can use the Internet to discuss and
become better informed about the complex issues that affect their lives. It is also
designed to enable the public to participate directly in and affect the political process.
We hope it will become a place to make things happen - a powerful new interface
between the public and politicians, both locally and in the Palace of Westminster.
(Rappaport, 1997)

'* URL: http://www.democracy.org.uk/, no longer available.
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The site contamed some basic threaded forums, making the distunction between “public

1 S

discussion” and ‘pohiticians discussion™ ', where the latter featured a range of pohiticians

submitting answers to some pre-defined questions as opposed to an extended deliberation.

Election Dai: News 0

TPANEWS

h‘l,‘(llal ( entre

Thursday March 27th
b ' !

Cash-for-questions: Tim
Smith stands down

"PANEWS One of the Tory MPs at 40 Unions
the centre of the "cash-for- v '

e ¢ questions” allegations, former The Enforcer Rt. Hon
ST it minister Tim Smith, has announced ponald Dewar MP,

he is standing down as the party's  Shadow Chief Whip
randirdate at tha alartinn

New Labour, No
Sandwiches - Labour,
Government and the

Figure 2-1, Example of GE97 website

In terms of online news during the 1997 election, all the national broadsheets (Guardian /
Observer, Telegraph, Independent, Financial Times, and Times / Sunday Times), The
Economist, The Scotsman, the BBC, Channel 4 and ITN all either ran or participated n
sites (Bromley and Tumber, 1997:70). One of the most prominent was a dedicated election
site entitled GE97 (see Figure 2-1 above)'® set up by an independent company, Online

Magic, in partnership with 7he Economist and the Press Association (Bromley and

There was also a feature called “invited discussion” where organisations perceived to have expert
knowledge on a topic would be invited to contribute in ‘public discussion’.
" URL: http:/'www.ge97.co.uk/, no longer available.
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Tumber, 1997:71, Coleman, 2001b:683). GE97 published a range of news reports relevant
to the election, syndicated from the Press Association. The site also contained detailed
information about the parties, therr manifestos and the electoral process, even allowing a
section with satirical features. Both live chat and ten threaded forums were available to
allow citizens an opportunity to partake mn online debate, though these were basic

compared to current forms of such features.

Many of the other news sites also sought to provide citizens with opportunities to debate or
submit feedback. The Independent provided a ‘debating chamber’ as the focal point of its
site, The Guardian site had eight forums, and the ITN site ‘provided users with the
opportunity to submit questions by e-mail to be put to politicians appearing on news
bulletins (Bromley and Tumber, 1997:72). While the functionality may have been
provided in theory, in real terms the technology itself and people’s familiarity with this, as
well as slow connectivity, prohibited the type of engagement envisaged and taken for

granted ten years later. This was reflected both 1n negative user feedback and the low

number of participants in forums provided (1bid 1997:72).

2.5.3.1. The BBC Election 97 site

The BBC’s Election 97 site went live on March 17 when then Prime Minister John Major

announced May 1 as the election date (see Figure 2-2 below)”. Birt’s decision to pull out

of the ICL deal and the popularity of the Budger 96 website helped the BBC News team
justify the creation of a dedicated election website. However, as Butterworth recalls, the

approval was only issued some six weeks before the election, leaving the people working

on the project little time to prepare (Butterworth, 2007:np).

Upon launch the BBC published a news report, together with an audio clip of Major’s
announcement (just shy of 17 minutes long). Subsequently, about 5-10 news reports were
published most days leading up to the election. Beyond news reports, the BBC also
provided lists of the various constituencies, details of all candidates and party profiles.
These profiles formed the vast majority of the approximately 8,000 pages published on the
site. They were created automatically using a proprietary Content Production System
(CPS, ornigimally built 1n three days, 1t gradually evolved and still forms the basis of BBC

News Online), which ‘turned live Ceefax and Election system feeds into html for each

constituency and candidate’ (Butterworth, [1999]:np).

| : .
""URL: http://www.bbc.co.uk/election97/index.htm
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Background 1ssues were also explored, including an archive of past elections, analysis of
campaign issues including a tool allowing comparison of party manifestos, and finally
detarled information on the election procedures. Throughout the site were links to audio
content published in Real Audio format. On polling day, results were published on a

special ‘hive” page which was updated continuously.

& feedbock & home

Major Visits the Four Corners of the UK
Prime Minister claims "72 hours to save the Union”

Blair Warns Against Complacency and Landslide
Predictions

In the Midlands the Labour leader says people will want
10 wake up to Labour on May 2nd

Ashdown Launches "Crusade” For Votes

T'he Lib Dem leader has once again put education at the
top of his agenda while reminding party workers “to
fight for every vote"

Lib Dems tell Former Tory Voters To "Come
Home"

Menzies Campbell has urged voters to follow the
example of Tory defectors Emma Nicholson and Peter
Thumham...

Party Leaders Hit the Road

With 3 days of campaigning left, the party leaders step
up the pace.

lory Savs VAT on Food is "Inevitable"

Sir Teddy Taylor has said that a fifth term Tory
government would put VAT on food.

Figure 2-2, Example of BBC election 97 website

Despite politicians and the political parties not making much of an attempt at engaging
with voters on their sites, the BBC requested feedback both on the quality of its website
and on specific election 1ssues. The BBC published a handful of this feedback 1n a section
entitled You say!, which would 1n 2001 become Talking Point and in 2005 Have yvour say.
The BBC also invited users to submit questions which were then put to politicians and

published 1in a *forum” section. However, only five politicians and Bill Bush, the Head of
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the BBC Political Research Unit at the time, actually answered questions. Pre-voters were
encouraged to take part in the mock General Election taking place in the week leading up
to the actual poll on the Newsround Election 97 website. Other interactive features
included an carly attempt at recreating Peter Snow’s Swingometer and some more basic
calculation forms to predict outcomes based on percentage of overall vote, as well as a
quiz based game entitled ‘Have you got what it takes to be an MP?’. Many of the features
were not tully developed or were indicative of innovative forms of use being held back by

technological limitations.

2.5.4. Formalising BBC News Online

The Election 97 site was considered a great success mternally and BBC News quickly
established Politics 97 as a follow up site'", which included the first public screening of the
Hong Kong handover (Butterworth, 2007). The site was essentially a response to the
positive performance of other news sites (including CNN) and was only intended as a stop-
gap whilst another team worked on the full news site (Butterworth, [1999]). It was,

however, the death of Diana Spencer (Princess of Wales) and Dodi Al-Fayed in a car crash

on August 31, 1997, which finally justified the investment in BBC News Online from a

strategic public service perspective. The tribute site, which was hastily put together
overnight, received an estimated 7,500 emails on the topic and all were published'”. Bob

Eggington, project director of BBC News Online at the time, recalled how this response

made him realise the importance of incorporating citizens’ voices.

"It was a huge revelation to me that people wanted to participate and what they
wanted to read was what they, not the BBC, had written."

(Bob Eggington cited in Barrett, 2007:np)

Butterworth still leading the technical development, described the impulsive reaction from

management to finally commit to a BBC News Online site as follows:

By a week later - September 10th - the response to the Diana coverage had
convinced everyone that the Internet would be big and that the BBC would be there -
properly. With an October deadline, there was no point continuing with meetings. A

committee wasn't going to make it. A ninja squad was needed.

" URL: http: 'www.bbc.co.uk/politics97/
& .. T
" URL: http://www.bbec.co.uk/politics97/diana/
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I got a small bucket of cash and got told to do whatever was needed.

(Butterworth, 2007:np)

The site ended up being less ambitious than ‘the great ideas® the design team had originally
intended as Mike Smartt, BBC News Interactive's Editor-in-chicf for the first cight years,
recalls how the original design for ‘thc BBC Necws Online sitc was rejected threc weceks
prior to launch on the basis that it would ‘take scveral hours to render on peoplc's screens
down pondcrous dial-up connections® (Smartt, 2007:np). Nevertheless, BBC News Online
officially went live in on November 4, 1997, with the main BBC Onlinc wcbsite going live
on December 15, 1997°, Originally the BBC was granted a onc-year trial by the

Department for Culture, Media and Sport (DCMS), which was then ratificd a ycar later
(Barrett, 2007:np).

Despite its latc official arrival on the scenc in November 1997, the BBC quickly

established itself as the leading British content site on the intemet - mitigating some of the

early cnticism the BBC received in relation to adaptation of new technology (sec
Goodwin, 1997), though the carly experiments were not always well received (Wykes,
2000). However, by March 1998 BBC News Online recorded 8.17 million page
impressions and by June that year BBC Online offered 140,000 pages of content, of which
about 61,000 consisted of news (Allan, 2006:37-8). The BBC News Online became known
internally as the ‘third broadcast medium® (Allan, 2006:37), though Smartt described the

site more pragmatically as a dynamic newspaper, or a hybrid of formats:

When I was asked in the early days what BBC News Online would become I used to

say: a national and international newspaper, updated every minute of every day, with

the best of TV and radio mixed in.

(Smartt, 2007:np)

While the analogy of a hybnd newspaper s useful in rclating to the predominantly text
based format of the web at the time, the BBC’s commitment to the intemet was very much
based on extending its public service values to the online domain. These public service

values arc often surmised as ‘inform, educate and entertain’, based on the BBC mission

statement that has remained largely unchanged for the past 80 ycars (BBC, 2007:np). The

® During this period the BBC News team had also managed to produce another site, dedicated to the 1997
budget, entitled Budget 97 (URL: http:/Avww bbe.co.uk/politics97/budget97)).
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‘historical’ functions of the BBC gives a more detailed understanding of how these three
terms arc interpreted conceptually — described 1n the corporation’s submission to licence

fee review panel in March 1999 below.

 “Bringing the nation together” — providing the focal point for major national

cevents; reflecting the nation and its diversity; creating a shared, communal

cxperience

* “Informing democracy and citizenship” — providing fair, independent news;

covering a wide range of factual and current affairs; ensuring citizens have the

necessary knowledge to make informed decisions

* “Serving a richly diverse audience” — nurturing the diversity of the UK’s heritage,

identity and cultural life, across the nations and regions, across all ethnic and

religious groups and minorities

* “As a cultural patron” — acting as a patron to the arts through financial investment,
training, promotion

o “Asacivilising force” — making arts accessible to all

* “Asan educator” — enlarging people’s horizons and extending their education

e “As a technological pioneer” — pioneering new technologies and associated

services, from radio and analogue television to digital television and the internet
(Graf, 2004:68-9)

For the purpose of this thesis, it is worth emphasising the points about ‘informing
democracy and citizenship’ and acting ‘as an educator’. This clearly demonstrates the
historical function of the BBC in relation to British citizens, being as it were to ensure they
‘have the necessary knowledge to make informed decisions’. While the education function
of the BBC is often operationalised through overtly pedagogic programming, it is also
inextricably linked to the diversity and plurality of the BBC news and information
services. The final point serves as a reminder of the BBC’s function ‘as a technological
pioneer’ and further legitimises the BBC’s move online. The 1999 submission also

articulated what the corporation perceived to be the core elements of BBC Online.

* The provision of news and information

* The role of trusted guide to the internet, helping users to enjoy the full potential of

the intermnet

* The development of communities of interest, based around BBC content
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* The opportumity for vicwers and listeners to provide feedback on programmcs and

sCrvices

* The provision of a range of cducational sites and services

 Local and regional content

(Graf, 2004:69)

News and information at the forcfront once again, while the third and fourth points
demonstrate the importance of intcractivity and civic engagement, which arc positioned in
the rcport as a core objective to delivering on the BBC's public service obligations.
Interestingly, interactivity is stated as being between the BBC and members of the public
(‘fecdback’), as well as between members of the public themsclves (‘communitics of
interest’). These soctal clements have a stated purposc of ‘re-enforcing democratic values,
processes and institutions’ (cited in Graf, 2004:70). The stratcgy of developing BBC
Online as a public service offering was also a long-term commitment to future gencrations

since, in the words of Bob Eggington, ‘that’s wherc young pcople are going’ (Bob
Eggington cited in Allan, 2006:35).

During the licence fee review in 1999 there were still external pressures to turn BBC

Online (including news and sport) into a commercial operation by accepting advertising.

Two of the key dnivers behind this move were a finding that many of the visitors to the site
connected from abroad and did not contribute through the licence fee, as well as the

commercial proposition of floating BBC Online as a business on the stock market. Despite

such arguments, the idea was rejected by the independent review panel on the future
funding of the BBC?', as they expected BBC Online:

[...] to become a core part of the BBC’s public service in the next few years. We also
expect that closer convergence will take place between websites and broadcast

services, so that the BBC’s domestic audience will increasingly access BBC output

via the website.

(Davics ct al., 1999:65)

Other 1deas, such as sponsorship, subscription fees and direct government funding werc
also considered and largely rejected as they ‘could change fundamentally the purpose and

nature of the BBC’s public services, both broadcast and online’ (Davics ct al., 1999:68).

*! The report did favour continucd commercial development of becb.com and BBC Worldwide, however.
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Of course the BBC is involved in private enterprise, with Enli (2008:112) arguing that the
Corporation is ‘among the public service broadcasters with the freest scope as commercial
players’. However, it was concluded during the 1999 review that BBC News Online should

be considered a public service operation on equal terms to the other broadcast services.

2.5.5. The internet and the 2001 UK General Election

By the 2001 UK General Election around 40% of British adults had access to the internet,
with 35% of households connected (Chadwick, 2006:158). Increased connectivity was
complemented by a more sophisticated web presence, both from political parties (see
Chadwick, 2006, Coleman, 2001b, Gibson et al., 2003, Ward and Gibson, 2003, 2000) and
ncws organisations (see Coleman, 200la, Ingham et al., 2001, Hill, 2001) The
Government, however, shut down the interactive section on the Downing Street website
before the campéi gn — in part to avoid undue advantage being given to the governing party,

but also following technical problems and issues with moderation (Wright, 2006).

The political parties had made significant progress in using their sites to connect with
voters — the Conservative Party web manager even stated that their strategy was to create a

‘one-to-one’ relationship with the voter (cited in Bowers-Brown, 2003:105). Sites typically

contained several interactive features and a vast amount of information on party policy.

People were also encouraged to forward information to others through email postcards
(and text messages in the case of Labour) and sign up to party mailinglists. The three main

parties also invited prospective voters to submit questions or feedback ‘and had dedicated
correspondence units co-ordinating responses to public enquiries via letter, facsimile,
telephone, as well as email’ (Bowers-Brown, 2003:111). While providing such
functionality, Bowers-Brown found that only the Conservative Party provided personalised

responses whilst Labour and the Liberal Democrats provided automated responses and

references to policy documents respectively.

Indeed the internet was still predominantly perceived as a way of engaging with young
voters. Being perceived as technologically advanced, or trendy, remained as important as it
had becn in 1997. Labour even launched a dedicated site to engage the youth vote, entitled
RU UP 4 IT?%, though their attempt was widely criticised for being poorly executed (see
Chadwick, 2006:158, Ward and Gibson, 2003:191). As in the US the year before, vote

trading on the internet appeared. Though there were several such sites, the two most

* URL: http://www.ruupdit.org.uk/, no longer available.
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popular were votedorset.net, fronted by singer Billy Bragg, and tacticalvoter.net — the
pledges of which would have been suthicient to determine the outcome ol two

constituencies, Dorset South and Cheadle (Coleman, 2001b:683).

Whilst sites such as the UK Citizens Online Democracy were still around, the 2001 UK
General Election was the campaign where the traditional media organisations, that 1s print
and broadcast, firmly established their dominance online. Whilst most of the broadsheets
and national broadcasters provided iformation-rich sites, the tablowds interestingly shied
away from extensive election coverage (Coleman, 2001b:683). Moreover, the Guardian,
BBC and Channel 4 also provided users with rich interactive elements that could be seen to
replace, or at least overlap with, the delhiberative function of UK Citizens Online
Democracy. The most in-depth and perhaps most sophisticated of all these sites were BBC

News Online's dedicated election section. entitled Vote 20017

2.5.5.1. The BBC Vorte 2001 site

Having published a dedicated election site in 1997, the BBC nevertheless stated in ats 2001
Guidance for all BBC Programme Makers during the General Election Campaign that
‘[t]his will be the first full Online election™ (BBC, 2001 :np)“. The document even included
a section devoted to specific guidelines for BBC Online, which further emphasised the
importance of the internet and the status the Corporation’s website had achieved within
just four years. Whilst the BBC's election 97 site was published as a self-contained

website, the Corporation’s Vore 2001 site (see Figure 2-3 below) was contained within the

framework of BBC News Online.

In addition to news reports, the Vore 2001 site contained a series of features designed to
provide citizens with a rich source of information about the election. Vote 2001 contained a
detailed overview of election issues, various tools to allow readers to explore, compare and
contrast the stance of selected parties on those 1ssues. To complement this section, the
BBC also provided links to a series of ‘correspondent analysis’, again pertaining to the
defined election issues. Other column-like features were Andrew Marr’'s Week (political
editor of BBC News at the time), Mark Mardell’s View (political correspondent of BBC
News at the time), The Campaign Today with Nick Robinson (chief political

correspondent of BBC News 24 at the time) and The Battlebuses which featured reports

“ URL: hup://news.bbe.co.uk/vote200 ]
“* These guidelines were essentially draft versions of the ones published for the 2005 election, which are
detailed in Chapter 3.

Einar Thorsen Chapter 2: BBC News, The Public and Online Civic Engagement Page 55 of 286



from a range of campaign correspondents travelling with the leaders of the three main
parties. The combination of these sections, although not specifically called blogging, were
In many ways a precursor to the BBC's Election Monitor blog during the 2005 election
(The Campaign Today with Nick Robinson has further evolved into a regular political blog
entitled Nick Robinson’s Newslog, though news blogs were not formally launched until
December 2005 (see Hermida, 2008)). The Vote 2001 site also gave detailed information
on the maimn political parties, ‘crucial seats’ and ‘key people’, with a further list and
overview of every candidate standing for election. Detailed information was also provided
on the election system and particulars of the election process, including a historical archive

of past ‘election battles’ since 1945.
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