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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 
 

 

Are the press more in touch with the public than politicians? 
 

“Burke said there were Three Estates in Parliament; but in the Reporter’s Gallery 

yonder, there sat a Fourth Estate more important far than they all”. Ian Reeves, Editor 

of the recently-ceased Press Gazette quoted Thomas Carlyle’s view of journalism when 

speaking for the motion ‘The press are more in touch with the public than politicians’. 

He was taking part in the Debating Group’s debate at the House of Commons on 27 

November 2006. The debate was sponsored by the Periodical Publishers Association 

and chaired by Roger Gale MP.  

 
Ian Reeves began by pointing out the power of British journalism and the freedom of the press. He 

commented: “How many politicians would rather this was not the case, with journalists shining the 

light of scrutiny on public life”. The press are the Fourth Estate, advocating the views for and of the 

people. Traditionally the affairs of the nation were deliberated openly and honestly in Parliament. 

Now the public are informed by spin doctors and no longer believe that politicians tell the truth. 

 

Ian Reeves went on to remind the audience of some great press campaigning stories eg the Sunday 

Times thalidomide enquiry. Harold Evans put his top quality journalists onto the enquiry which 

brought about hugely important changes in the way drugs are administered. Journalism also exposes 

hypocrisy and wrongdoing in public life eg Geoffrey Archer and Jonathan Aitken. 

 

However, for most journalists, exposure is far from their minds. They are genuinely only interested in 

getting to the bottom of the story on which they are working. They are there to do their job. The only 

reason they are able to do it successfully is by being in touch with the people at the heart of the story 

on which they are working. They have to build a network of contacts – journalists without contacts 

are not journalists at all. 

 

However many journalists are finding far too much of their time is spent in fighting secrecy – with 

local government, government and NGOs. There has been a shutdown of information. The Freedom 

of Information Act is in great danger of being scuttled. It is important to note that not only were 

journalists at the forefront of the fight to establish a Freedom of Information Act, but they also 

account for the majority of requests. 

 

Ian Reeves went on to give a warning “Ever since the term ‘press’ was coined, the practice of 

journalism has been what is known as a ‘one-to-many’ process”. The power of the message lay with 

whoever owned the newspaper print facility, television studio or radio station. However, we now live 

in a time of extraordinary and rapid change in the media. The ‘one-to-many’ era is rapidly becoming 

the ‘many-to-many era. Mass broadband access has put that power back into the hands of the people. 

New web technology means anybody can get involved – can produce their own blogs, pod casts and 

video. Politicians and the media have both been used to the fact that they do the talking and the public 

does the listening. Now the people have realised that they can talk back. And they are loving it. Ian 
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Reeves adapted Paul Foot’s remark in relation to politicians and royalty, to the press and politicians: 

"Like drunks fighting each other in the street – if one goes down, the other goes down too”.  

 

There has been a great deal of development in the media in a very short time. Journalists and the press 

are well ahead of politicians in understanding that sharing of information is of greater importance than 

keeping it to ourselves. 

 

In touch 

 

Opposing the motion, George Galloway, MP for Bethnal Green and Bow, argued that the proposer 

was quoting old stories and talking about a Sunday Times which no longer exists. If stories such as 

Archer and Aitken are the summit of exposures by the press and the Fourth Estate, they are letting 

down the country. He contended that we ought to have a free press, but that we do not. George 

Galloway does not have respect either for the press or politicians. He cited Winston Churchill as a 

politician who was prepared to put his country before his party. He believes that the current 

generation of politicians have let down the people. But the press have let them down more. The media 

have been accomplices to crimes committed by politicians, reporting government propaganda as facts, 

particularly, in his view, in relation to weapons of mass destruction in Iraq. 

 

George Galloway argued that there is no freedom of the press. You have to be a millionaire to own a 

newspaper. Journalists are accountable to their owners. A journalist has to please one person – the 

newspaper owner. Politicians have to please 80,000 people every four years. He concluded, “ I have 

to be in touch. I have to fight the press to be in touch with the people and get elected”. 

 

Magazines are girls’ best friends 

 

Celia Duncan, Editor CosmoGirl! and Chairwoman of the British Society of Magazine Editors, 

seconding the motion, pointed out that the press is enormous. Even if you limit it to the printed press – 

magazines and newspapers – many of these are extremely active online and many of those working in 

broadcast news consider themselves members of ‘the press’ as well. The sheer volume of titles and 

reach of the press makes politicians look like a private members club. 26 million copies of magazines 

are sold in a typical week and there are over 8,000 consumer, business and professional magazines. 

As for newspapers, the number of national and regional newspapers read daily is over 32 million, and 

that does not include millions of hits the press receives on its affiliated websites, nor the huge 

viewership of the broadcast media. In contrast, there are just 646 elected politicians in parliament and 

747 in the Lords. In the European Parliament, there are only 785 MEPs representing all 25 countries. 

Given the sheer difference in scale Celia Duncan argued that it is a Herculean task for any politician 

to be anywhere near as in touch with the public as the press. She drew attention to the press’ constant 

presence in the lives of the public. “Think back to this morning. You may have woken up to a clock 

radio, watched breakfast news, stepped over a free magazine stuffed through your letterbox, grabbed a 

free Metro on your way to work, logged onto the Internet at your desk – and that’s before 9am. The 

press is everywhere”. She compared this with the fact that most people outside this square mile can go 

months, even years – sometimes a whole lifetime – without having any contact with a politician 

whatsoever. Indeed while 32 million read a national or local newspaper, only 27 million actually 

bothered to vote in the last election. Celia Duncan pointed to the staggering diversity of the press. 

There really is something for everyone, however niche or obscure his or her interests may be. The 

variety of magazines is getting richer. The increasing number of consumer magazines not only 

suggests a very healthy market but also a visible sign of increasing fragmentation. Each subject area is 

being broken down with more magazines focusing on smaller specialist areas. The result is an 

increasingly personal link with readers interested in a given sub sector. This close relationship 

between readers and their magazines is what makes magazines so successful. It is very similar to 

feeling close to a friend and indeed in research readers often use phrases such as ‘reading this is like 

talking to a friend’. The magazine reinforces the reader’s identity – it plays back to the reader the 

values with which he or she identifies. A magazine lives or dies on this close relationship with the 

reader. While a politician’s relationship with the public is only really tested at a general election time 

every two to four years, a magazine has a general election every day, week or month, depending on its 

frequency. Being in touch with the reader is the No.1 priority for the press. 
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It is incredibly revealing to see how the press has changed over the past few years. There are already 

news websites completely controlled by the public eg Digg.com and all the major press outlets have 

community-based websites full of content generated by the public.  The public now control what they 

read in an unprecedented way, and this is only going to increase. So, thousands of magazines and 

newspapers may be read, internet news accessed and broadcast media watched in any one 

constituency, but these constituents only have one MP representing them in parliament. MPs are 

under enormous pressure to be in touch with the public. Faced with this, they call on the people that 

they know are in touch with the public, the press. Between them teen magazines receive between 

5,000 –10,000 texts, emails and letters a week from teens across the UK and they are regularly 

approached by politicians who want to understand teens better. Since Celia Duncan has edited 

CosmoGirl! teen editors have been invited to discuss their readership with the Minister for Children, 

the Minister for Education, the Minister for Health, the Home Secretary, the Minister for Women, the 

Chancellor of the Exchequer and the Prime Minister. “We have been quoted in Hansard, been 

instrumental in amending the Sex Offences Act and have helped the privacy of sexual health services 

for young people”. Celia Duncan pointed out that is not just teen magazines which are in touch. 

Cosmopolitan launched a High Heeled Vote Campaign to coincide with the last election because none 

of its two million readership showed any signs of voting. The ‘Cosmo vote’ became shorthand for 

young female voters. Cosmo essentially set the political agenda for young women. 

 

Celia Duncan made a plea for politicians to stop pretending to be in touch with the public. She cringed 

at some of the embarrassing things politicians do in an effort to be in touch with the public. She 

concluded “I wish politicians would for once just stop trying to appear ‘in touch’, admit they can’t 

possibly be in touch with 60+ million people and concentrate on the intense decision-making, expert-

consultation and visionary leadership needed to run this great country”. 

 

Social problems 

 

Seconding the opposition, Peter Bottomley, MP for Worthing West, demonstrated the different role of 

journalists and politicians, citing their dissimilar behaviour when a famous neighbour is taken ill. He 

went on to discuss car restraints for children. People’s behaviour changed in 1986 when he and Esther 

Ranzen worked together to send out the message of child safety in cars. A similar situation of 

politicians working with the media occurred in the case of youths and drink driving. Using Radio 1 

FM, Peter Bottomley got over the message to young men using a disk jockey to talk about rhythm and 

booze. Drink driving deaths were reduced from 12,000 to 6,000 during this period. Peter Bottomley 

claimed that these changes in behaviour were due partly to being in touch and partly to being able to 

‘play the game’. 

 

There were many problems in society which revealed a failure of our culture eg the number of young 

men who have been convicted; the number of people who still take up smoking; the number of people 

who take part in a sex act which ends in a termination. Peter Bottomley maintained that politicians 

and journalists need to have understanding of such problems.  He felt strongly that politicians have 

done better and journalists need to catch up. 

 

Discussion from the floor 

 

For the motion 

 The contributor pointed out that we were not debating the freedom of the press. The press is 

more in touch with people than are politicians. Great issues were once resolved in this House. 

Now very little gets decided by backbenchers. The press has stepped into this vacuum. To 

survive today, the press has to be in touch. For backbenchers to survive, they must toe the 

party line. 

The contributor maintained that Rupert Murdoch gives his editors a good deal of freedom. 

The Daily Mail is in tune with public opinion. 

Although the electorate is declining and young people do not vote, they do get in touch with 

the press and interact online. Peter Bottomley used the press to get his points over via ‘That’s 
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Life’ and Radio 1. The contributor concluded that, regrettably, the press are more in touch 

than politicians. 

 

Against the motion 

 The opposers of the debate showed very eloquently the channels of communication which 

they use. 

The contributor pointed out that Mr Galloway, Mr Blair and Mrs Thatcher were all conviction 

politicians. 

The press were more in the public eye than politicians. Orchestrated campaigns pushed the 

press forward. The contributor hoped that politicians looked past the press whose main aim is 

to find the best headlines of the day. 

 

Undecided 

 Just as in associations, people tend to get stuck in their own little worlds, professional MPs 

who haven’t had a life outside parliament tend to stick with each other and other people who 

are out of touch. Very few MPs represent large swathes of the British public. They do not 

experience the realities of life. They take their views from statistics or libraries instead of real 

life. 

Journalists have to rub along at the coalface. There is a danger that politicians are becoming 

too professional and out of touch. 

 

Summing-up 

 

Summing up for the opposition, George Galloway pointed out that the stories that people read in the 

press are supplied by politicians, companies, spin doctors etc. The press don’t ferret around. They are 

given news which they report. No one investigates what he or she is writing. 

 

He contended that editors and column writers are not in touch with the public. They work in ivory 

towers or at boozy lunches. The public can’t just turn up to talk to the editor. Politicians have to suffer 

fools gladly. “We have to be in touch because our jobs depend on it. We have to face 50-100 people at 

surgeries every week – that can be 25,000 a year plus those who email. Not only am I in touch with 

constituents at surgeries, I have a phone-in programme where I have to face the public every day. 

Politicians live and die by being in touch – the same cannot be said of today’s press. News is 

shovelled down their throats by politicians and companies”. George Galloway concluded, “We have a 

bad press and a bad parliament. However on balance, parliament has it”. 

 

Summing up for the motion Ian Reeves contested Mr Galloway’s view that the press have no moral 

principles and are doing no good to anyone. He gave a more up-to-date example of good press 

campaigning – during the foot and mouth crisis. The gravity of this was not seen nor understood by 

politicians. The press followed the plight of agricultural communities. Some of the finest campaigning 

and high quality journalism appeared in regional and national newspapers during this period. 

Newspapers like The Cumberland Times and Farmers Weekly campaigned brilliantly on behalf of 

their readers, whereas politicians let the country down. Journalists are far better at being in touch than 

politicians. All Mr Bottomley's examples required the press to play a part. Journalism is very good at 

encapsulating issues.  

 

Ian Reeves pointed out that, contrary to Mr Galloway’s contention, a number of newspapers were in 

fact very vocal about weapons of mass destruction and against going to war with Iraq. Many 

newspapers were in touch with the mood of the nation. In fact politicians also backed the invasion of 

Iraq. 

 

All journalists are not accountable to Murdoch. In fact they are accountable to their readers, every day 

and every hour. They are accountable to the millions of people who read or listen to them, every day 

of their working lives. Editors also want to please the people who read their products. 
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The result 

 

A count of hands revealed a tied vote. The Chairman therefore cast a deciding vote and the motion 

was lost. 

 

Next Debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 22
nd

 January 2007, sponsored by the Publicity Club of 

London. Details from Debating Group Secretary, Doreen Blythe (Tel: 020 8994 9177) e-mail: 

dblythe@varinternational.com           


