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Preface

e design and execution of the research presented in this study derived
from a collaboration, forged shortly aer the announcement that prime
ministerial debates would take place, between scholars at the Institute of
Communications Studies, University of Leeds, the Oxford Internet
Institute, University of Oxford and the University of Wolverhampton. e
participating scholars were:

• Stephen Coleman, Professor of Political Communication, Institute of
Communications Studies, University of Leeds;

• Jay G. Blumler, Emeritus Professor of Public Communication, Institute
of Communications Studies, University of Leeds;

• William H. Dutton, Professor of Internet Studies, Oxford Internet
Institute, University of Oxford;

• Michael elwall, Professor of Computing and Information
Technology, University of Wolverhampton;

• Fabro Steibel, PhD student, Institute of Communications Studies
University of Leeds;

• Andrew Shipley, DPhil student, Brasenose College, University of
Oxford.

e research was made possible by a grant from the Reuters Institute for
the Study of Journalism, for the prompt allocation of which we are most
grateful. Data from voters and debate viewers were obtained from polls
conducted by the YouGov organisation, which also speedily supplied us
with numerous tabulations of the results. 
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We would like to thank Professor Jack McLeod of the University of
Wisconsin-Madison for his very helpful comments on Chapter 3. anks
are due to Fabro Steibel for his outstanding work on this project, which
was certainly beyond the call of duty.  
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Executive Summary

Aer years of prevarication, non-negotiation and bluster, televised election
debates came to the United Kingdom in 2010. For many, this was seen as
the worst of times to try such an experiment: in the aermath of the MPs’
expenses scandal the reputation of politicians was at a low ebb; in a period
of economic crisis and austerity political leaders were accused of not being
straight about their policy intentions. Could the televised prime ministerial
debates lead to something like a fresh start – perhaps even serving to
reduce or alleviate public disenchantment? Or might the debates fall down
the sceptical drain, as it were – be dismissed as just ‘more of the same’?   

e research team – from the Universities of Leeds, Oxford and
Wolverhampton – set out to ask questions about the systemic effects of
the debates. at is to say, rather than ask ‘Who won?’, the key questions
were (i) would the debates meet voters’ communication needs more
satisfactorily than the diets of relatively brief and closely honed news
reports and commentaries to which they have mainly been  exposed?; and
(ii) might the debates help to forge more constructive relationships
between voters and their leaders? 

To answer these questions, the researchers adopted a multi-method
approach: five national surveys were conducted to explore viewers’
responses to the debates; an extensive content analysis of TV and press
coverage before as well as aer the debates was undertaken; and a mapping
exercise of the blogosphere was carried out. What does this research tell us? 

• at the British public appreciated the debates. Half of the viewers of
each of the debates stayed with it to the end, while many of the rest had
seen at least an hour of the 1½ hour broadcast; only 4% of the first
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debate’s viewers said it had made them ‘less interested’ in following the
rest of the campaign.

• Approximately two-thirds of survey respondents said that they had
learnt something new from the debates; three-quarters felt that they
knew more about ‘the qualities of the party leaders’ aer seeing the
debates; and large majorities (between 58% and 70% across the surveys)
felt that they knew more ‘about the policies of each party’.

• Watching the debates seemed to have energised first-time voters. For
example, as many as 55% of the 18–24-year-olds said that, as a result
of having seen the first debate, they had become ‘more interested’ in the
campaign, compared with 44% of the 25–39 year-olds, 31% of the 40–
54 year-olds and only 24% of the respondents aged 55 and older. Of
the 18–24-year-olds 74% considered that they had learnt something
about the parties’ policies from the debates, compared with 63% of
those aged 55 and older. More important perhaps is the fact that 50%
of the 18–24-year-olds and 51% of the 25–39-year-olds said that the
debates had helped them to make up their minds how to vote –
compared with 46% and 42% of the two older age groups.

• Of the respondents to our post-election survey 87% said that they had
talked about the debates with others. Interestingly, this figure was
higher amongst younger voters (92%) than over-55s (84%). 

• Media coverage of the debates was analysed in terms of two frames:
‘game’ (an emphasis upon winners, losers, rhetorical strategies,
sporting metaphors) and ‘substance’ (an emphasis upon policies,
political context, party records and leadership qualities). Overall, nearly
all of the media coverage (95%) included some mix of both game or
substance, but the tendency to represent the debates as a game was
clearly more pronounced than the tendency to provide substantive
accounts. ere was twice as much coverage that was solely or mainly
game-oriented (45%) as solely or mainly substance-oriented (22%).

• Substance-based media coverage increased as the campaign went on.
At the outset of the election campaign, before the first debate took
place, both press and TV seemed to be obsessed by the debates as
strategic performances, but by the time of the third debate the balance
of game to substance increased towards substance across all the media
categories.

• e debates dominated the political blogosphere. e first debate
coincided with a surge of interest in Nick Clegg. On the date of the first
debate he was blogged about more oen than the other two leaders,
despite having been the third most blogged leader prior to that point.  
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Executive Summary

• Most bloggers (about 75%) did not reveal a clear political affiliation,
suggesting that blogs were not primarily partisan organs.

Of all the findings, the apparent impact of the debates upon first-time
voters is the most striking and raises questions about whether and how
this interest can be sustained. In the final chapter, some suggestions are
offered with a view to understanding and enhancing the current and future
role of televised debates.
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1: Innovation in Political
Communication, Innovation in
Research

Jay G. Blumler 

Political communication

is study presents the findings of research carried out by the authors – at
short notice and with limited resources, but as ambitiously as possible in
the circumstances – into the three first-ever televised party leader debates
held in Britain during the General Election campaign of April–May 2010.
ose debates were a long time a-coming! As long ago as 1968, Blumler
and McQuail recommended their introduction into the then party-
dominated system of election television, contending that (a) many voters
would flock to them, (b) they would help to inform large numbers of
viewers, including normally less politically minded ones, about key issues
and policy choices, and (c) they would counter tendencies towards the
routinisation of campaign communication, noticeable even then (Blumler
and McQuail 1968). A decade later, following a review for the main
political parties and broadcasting organisations of how television had
covered the two General Elections of 1974, Blumler, Gurevitch and Ives
commended debates for their ability to provide within a single format
politicians’ access to the electorate while subjecting their assertions to
serious scrutiny and challenge. 

Naturally, the reasoning of starry-eyed academics is rarely heeded
when the interests of established political communicators, competing for
power prizes, are at stake. But advocacy of leader debates was not confined
to academic treatises. So far as we are aware, at every General Election
from that of 1966 onward, broadcasters approached and lobbied the
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political parties on behalf of leader debates – but all to no avail (until 2010,
that is). Britain was a parliamentary not a presidential democracy, it was
said. It would be too difficult to fit third-party leaders into such
programmes without either overplaying or alternatively minimising their
significance, it was said. e incumbent Prime Minister might stand to
lose too much in such an encounter, it was not said but probably feared.
In 2009–10, however, such objections were apparently overcome, due to a
combination of broadcaster initiatives and political pressures (for details,
see Harrison 2010: 264). e 2010 prime ministerial debates came aer a
long period of British Prime Ministers refusing to enter into them. In 1960,
impressed by the US presidential debates between Kennedy and Nixon,
the BBC sought to organise a televised debate between Alec Douglas Home
and Harold Wilson. e Conservatives declined. In the 1966 election
Harold Wilson was challenged to a debate by Edward Heath, but Wilson
refused to negotiate, and did so again in 1970 and 1974. In 1979 London
Weekend Television invited Prime Minister James Callaghan and
Margaret atcher to participate in a live debate. is time Callaghan
agreed, but atcher, on the advice of Sir Gordon Reece, declined – and
did so again when she was challenged in 1983 and 1987. In 1997 Labour
challenged Prime Minister John Major to debate, but he refused on the
grounds that the Opposition had a chance to debate with him on the floor
of the House of Commons. In 2001 and 2005 the Conservatives challenged
Labour to a televised debate – and they declined giving the same reason.

Protracted negotiations between the parties and the broadcasters in
2009–10 resulted in a 76-point agreement according to which three debates
of 90 minutes each would take place in prime time on successive ursday
nights between the three main party leaders, treated equally in all respects,
and hosted respectively by ITV, Sky News and the BBC. Questions – eight
per debate – would be presented by voters in the studio audience, but
would be filtered by panels set up by the responsible broadcaster for
suitability for answering by all three leaders, and would be partly themed
(domestic affairs in the first debate, foreign affairs and defence in the
second and the economy in the third). Each leader would make an opening
and a closing statement and could respond not only to the specific
questions but also to his opponents’ replies. e proceedings would be
overseen by leading political journalists of each of the host broadcasters
who would mainly ‘direct traffic’ and ensure that time limits were kept but
otherwise would not intervene. us, a truly new chapter was opened in
the history of election television in this country.
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It was of course decades earlier when the United States pioneered
presidential candidate debates. According to McKinney and Carlin, ‘when
the televised face-to-face encounters of our general election candidates was
introduced in 1960 [pitting John F. Kennedy against Richard Nixon], it
was viewed as an innovation in campaign communication’ (2004: 203).
is was not just because they were novel, however. It was also because it
was hoped that they would make better contributions (than political
commercials and news reports could) to the realisation of an informed
democracy. As Chaffee proclaimed, ‘Of all the changes in political
campaigning that television has wrought, the televised face-to-face debate
between candidates may prove to be the most significant’ (1979: 19).

America’s ‘Great Debates’ (as the edited volume of academic studies
of 1960’s four encounters termed them: Kraus 1962) were staged not all
that many years aer television had diffused throughout most US
households. Britain’s debates, by way of contrast, followed on from a very
long period, approximately half a century, of continual change in the
televised presentation of its politics. eir significance should be
considered at least in part therefore against the backcloth of that trajectory.
Setting aside complexities, details and more peripheral developments,
three broad trends stand out as having formatively shaped election
television in Britain over the period.

One was a continual diminution in guaranteed or assured party access
to the airwaves. For the 1964 election, party broadcasts, transmitted
simultaneously on both television channels at 9:30 pm (just aer the BBC
News) were central to the campaign. irteen were scheduled during the
three-and-a-half-week campaign, each 15 minutes long. ese were
extensively viewed: the average audience per broadcast was 30% of the
electorate, and the average elector saw between four and five of them. Of
course change since then has been huge. Party election broadcasts are still
transmitted, but there are fewer of them, they are much shorter (more like
spots than programmes) and they enjoy no form of scheduling shelter. In
Kavanagh and Cowley’s words (2010: 178), party election broadcasts ‘have
become relatively minor matters, oen produced on the cheap and
sometimes at very short notice’. Although the parties still value them, the
bulk of their campaign communication efforts is directed elsewhere. 

Nor is this the only way in which the party voice has weakened over
time. From about the 1970 General Election campaign, it became apparent
to electioneering politicians that the nightly news bulletins (lengthened by
then to 30 minutes from their 15-minute duration in 1964) were probably

Chapter 1: Innovation in Political Communication, Innovation in Research
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the most important source of voters’ impressions of the issues of the day
and of the competing parties’ abilities to tackle them. At first the parties
adapted to this situation in the scheduling of their campaign events – e.g.
with morning press conferences to feed the lunch-time news, aernoon
leader walkabouts for early evening news coverage and speeches at large
rallies for the nightly news bulletins. Increasingly, however, they realised
that the actual messages which they were putting forward had to be
tailored to the news values and instincts of broadcasting journalists and
editors. (According to political communication scholars, such a process,
which they term ‘mediatisation’, is discernible in many competitive
democracies these days and has profound implications for how voters are
addressed and ultimately for democracy itself: Mazzoleni and Schulz,
1999). But courting the television newsroom in this way ensured that the
parties’ access to the electorate was thereaer chopped up into bits, the
lengths and substantive passages of which were ultimately chosen by news
people. Moreover, research has documented that those ‘soundbites’ have
become progressively shorter over successive election campaigns. As a
result, according to Harrison (2010: 213), soundbites have ‘shrunk to
minibites’!

e second trend in British political television over the years need not
detain us long, since it is more or less the obverse of the first. is is the
increasing importance and prominence in the political communication
system of the journalistic voice. is is not to suggest that the journalistic
‘vocalists’ can sound off entirely independently on their own. On the
contrary, much of their raw material emanates from party sources. In
addition, party machines, partly in response to the situation described
above, apply significant resources, determination and endless (sometimes
quite sophisticated) calculation to the task of securing coverage for their
messages as amply and positively as possible. Nevertheless, the role of the
political journalist does seem to have changed over the period we are
reviewing. In 1964, at a time when news and current affairs programming
was just starting to play some, albeit modest, part in campaign provision,
commentators described its role through the metaphor of ‘platforms and
windows’ (Katz 1971; Blumler and McQuail 1968). e idea was that,
through their election broadcasts, the parties had a platform from which
to address the voting public, while through its news and current affairs
programmes, television was becoming a window through which the elector
could observe the activities of the politicians and the independent reactions
of informed individuals to the policies and claims of party spokesmen. In
contrast, today’s political journalist does far more than open a few
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windows. He or she helps to determine what the elector can see through
that window. He or she chooses what issues and opinions about them will
be presented to viewers, sometimes ‘amplifying’ them. He or she ‘frames’
the material in definitive ways; occasionally interviews leading politicians,
deciding in advance what questions to pose; and regularly interprets what
the election is about. It is no surprise therefore that research into television
coverage of a recent election campaign found that a greater amount of time
was given in it to a single BBC correspondent (Political Editor, Andrew
Marr, as it happened) than ‘any politician, possibly more than all the
leaders combined’ (Harrison 2001: 144).

A third trend, arising later than, while overlapping with, the other two,
has been some diminution and dilution of the civic mission of British
broadcasters. Although the interpretation and application of that mission
has varied in different elections (when inevitably more conventional
journalistic motivations would always play some part), for many years it
was deemed integral to the very notion of public service broadcasting. It
was as if, as public bodies, British broadcasting organisations accepted
some responsibility for ensuring the democratic vigour of the public sphere
– through their policy decisions, their resource allocations, their
scheduling dispositions and their political reporting.

In fact, from the 1966 General Election through to those of the 1990s,
campaign coverage was strongly shaped by this outlook. It was considered
that journalists’ customary news values and routines could not on their
own do justice to a fully informative election campaign. ey would have
to be supplemented by other more analytical and reflective elements
designed and scheduled for consumption by large numbers of voters.
roughout this period, then, the amount of political coverage on the mass
audience channels during the campaign period was greatly increased; extra
political personnel were assigned to the campaign news teams, which also
received extra financial resources; places were allotted in the schedules for
considered and carefully prepared, sometimes extensive, pieces of ‘issue
journalism’. On the BBC much of the additional material was sometimes
accommodated in a special late-night Campaign Report, expected to follow
up on election events reported earlier in the main evening news bulletin.
More oen the main bulletin was itself substantially extended, sometimes
nearly doubling in length. e near takeover of these programmes by
politics is reflected in the schedule usually adopted for them: a Part I for
reports from the campaign trail; a Part II for all non-election news; and a
Part III for election analysis and discussion.
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e authority and viability of this version of a civic mission were eventually
undermined, however, by two challenging developments. One was the
increasing professionalisation by the political parties of their publicity
strategies (including the resources devoted to them, the short- and long-
term calculations applied to them and an unremittingly determined
pursuit of them) a principal target of which at election time was television
news (Blumler and Gurevitch 1995). Although this development is
commonly associated with the approach to the 1997 General Election
campaign by New Labour under the leadership of Tony Blair and master-
minded by Alastair Campbell, Peter Mandelson and Philip (now Lord)
Gould, in fact some of its elements were already noticeable as early as 1987,
when BBC officials, for example, were declaring that ‘the modern election
game had become deliberate agenda-setting’ by the political parties
(Blumler et al. 1989). Consequently much campaign news was becoming
the product of a two-way competition – between the parties to lead the
bulletins and between politicians and journalists to determine their
contents. ereaer, election campaigns may not have seemed quite so
respect-worthy as before. Campaigns may not have seemed to deserve the
same schedule-transforming treatment previously applied; the parties’
messages may not have seemed to deserve so full a presentation as before;
campaigns may have seemed more like ever-shiing battlegrounds of
tactical manoeuvres than forums of ideas; and journalists may have
preferred to originate more of their own stories – reporting the ups and
downs of opinion poll fortunes, politicians’ latest gaffes and stumbles and
their embroilment in scandals – than try conscientiously to reproduce the
parties’ agendas. All this may help to explain why, during campaigns aer
1997, extensions to the BBC’s main evening news bulletins were
successively shortened, until by 2010 they had become a thing of the past.
ese tendencies may have been reinforced by a second major
development – the accelerating onset from the 1990s onward of
communication abundance, arising at first from the growth of cable and
satellite television services and later from the diffusion and expansion of
internet facilities (Blumler and Kavanagh 1999). Now the amount,
placement and style of their political reporting could determine how public
broadcasters would fare in the more intense competition for viewers’
patronage that had ensued. Producers of political news items had to take
account of the fact that they were embroiled in an unceasing competition
to attract and maintain the attention of would-be viewers, who could turn
to many other things. In this situation, campaign communication will have
lost some of the shelter it previously enjoyed, news holes for politics were
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reduced, cultivation of civic knowledge may have seemed less vital than
the provision of arresting stories, and certain leading political journalists
were projected to audiences as ‘stars’ (Blumler and Coleman 2010).
Following on from all this, the prime ministerial debates of 2010 were
undoubtedly a major, indeed transforming, innovation, involving:

• three 90-minute programmes instead of, say, five-minute news
packages;

• extensive politician discourse instead of, say, 10-second soundbites;
• journalists’ contributions limited mainly to time-keeping instead of the

provision of authoritative commentary;
• numerous exchanges of opinion and argument instead of short side-

by-side clips; 
• a concentrated focus on issues and policies instead of on tactical ploys

and outcomes (in the debates themselves, that is). 

In Kavanagh and Cowley’s words (2010: 147), these debates became ‘the
spine’ of the 2010 campaign, absorbing huge amounts of advance
preparation time by the parties, displacing long-standing campaign
routines (such as the holding of daily press conferences) and determining
the overall structure and rhythm of the campaign.

The research

e United States pioneered not only presidential debates but also
academic research into them. As McKinney and Carlin put it, ‘televised
presidential debates have stimulated an impressive amount of research’
(2004: 204). Aer the 1960 series, Kraus (1962) presented the results of as
many as 19 studies. By 1976, ‘several hundred’ had been carried out (Kraus
and David 1981). And McKinney and Carlin’s ‘compilation and review of
research’ two decades later ‘included more than 800 journal articles, edited
book chapters and book-length works’ (2004: 204). (Of course the British
literature of debates research will never match anything like that record,
though we hope to have made something of a start!)

Although the American investigators tended to favour tightly focused
studies, taken together their pieces of work spanned many of the angles
from which debates could be examined: policy for them; the pros and cons
of alternative formats; behind-the-scenes production; candidates’
rhetorical strategies; mass media coverage; and viewers’ reactions. Most
common and recurrent amidst all this, however, was pursuit of a media
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effects approach. How did exposure to debates affect: the issues that
viewers regarded as important; their knowledge of policy proposals; their
images of the candidates; and their voting preferences, including whether
these had changed or been reinforced?

Although many of the findings from this line of attack have been
illuminating, our inquiry was driven by a very different set of concerns,
ones which, though little explored in past debates research, arose for us
from a reading of the political and political communication scene
prevalent in Britain today. ey may be approached by looking back and
musing upon the title that Kraus (1962) chose for his path-breaking book:
e Great Debates. at phrase could have been coined only in a time of
some fairly positive regard for (even among some, idealism about) politics,
communication and democracy. In contrast, the opinion climate in Britain
in 2010 could not have been more different. Politicians’ reputations
(especially aer the ‘MPs’ expenses scandal’) were at a low ebb. Mistrust
was normal. Scepticism was rife. Although in advance some commentators
considered that the prime ministerial debates could be ‘game-changing’
(perhaps due to a gaffe by one of the leaders or a telling blow by another),
recourse to a language of ‘greatness’ would have seemed out of place.

And yet, as stressed above, the prime ministerial debates would differ
comprehensively from all previous forms of televised campaign
communication in this country. Our inquiry was therefore shaped by
awareness of a paradoxical tension, for the debates were a quite new form
of election television introduced into a not necessarily hospitable opinion
climate, one of low regard for politics, politicians and political
communication itself. Which of these elements, we asked, might prevail?
Could the debates make something of a fresh start – perhaps even serve to
reduce or alleviate public disenchantment? Or might the debates fall down
the sceptical drain, as it were – be dismissed as just ‘more of the same’?
And thinking normatively about what was about to take place, we asked:
(i) would the debates meet voters’ communication needs more
satisfactorily than the diets of relatively brief and closely honed news
reports and commentaries to which they have mainly been exposed?; and
(ii) might the debates help to forge more constructive relationships
between voters and their leaders? 

So how did we go about collecting data to shed light on these matters?
anks to a grant from the Reuters Institute for the Study of Journalism,
we placed items of our design in a succession of five representative
internet-based polls, administered by YouGov: early in the campaign; aer
each of the debates; and aer polling day, thereby spanning the entirety of
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the campaign period. ese data were paralleled by collection of the
reactions of samples of bloggers. We also carried out a detailed analysis of
national television coverage of the debates. e findings are presented in
Chapters 2–4 below, while in Chapter 5 they are evaluated in light of the
broader concerns that have been outlined above.

e analysis in Chapter 2 of television and press coverage of the debates
centres on a distinction, frequently deployed by political communication
scholars, between substantive reports about issues and policies and reports
about the political game, its tactics and varying outcomes. is is
potentially relevant to our concerns because some US research has
associated media emphases on ‘the game’ with increased electoral
scepticism and disinclination to participate in politics (though other
studies have challenged such an interpretation). Moreover, during the 2010
campaign in this country some of the parties are said to have complained
that journalists were paying insufficient attention to the substantive issues
of the election. As readers of Chapter 2 will see, in our view ‘it is all more
complicated than that’. e distinction itself and its role in our
understanding of the political communication process may need to be
rethought. 

Chapter 3 presents the findings of our five-survey questioning of voters
about the debates, thinking of them for our purpose more as civic than as
persuasive exercises. Our main foci here were on people’s prior
expectations of the debates, both positive and negative, what they felt they
had and had not got out of them, how they evaluated them and how such
views related to some of their perceptions of politics and politicians. Of
course people from different backgrounds differed in such responses. Of
special interest to us in this connection were the reactions to the debates
of the youngest part of the electorate, the 18–24-year-olds. Chapter 4
presents an analysis of similar (but fewer) reactions of bloggers to the
debates.

Finally, Chapter 5 relates the evidence to those broader issues that had
prompted our involvement in the research in the first place and had shaped
its design. But in addition, it goes on to discuss first, the role that debates
should play in future election campaigns, including any changes from the
2010 format that might contribute to a reinvigoration of the heavily
routinised and sometimes stultifying modes of political communication
that have tended to prevail during election periods; and second, the scope
for future research that explores the interplay between high-profile leaders’
debates and everyday political talk. 
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2: Media Coverage of the
Prime Ministerial Debates 

Stephen Coleman, Fabro Steibel and Jay G. Blumler 

e 2010 televised debates, with their peak audiences of 10.3 million
viewers,1 made possible direct appeals from candidates for the premiership
to the immediacy of the domestic audience. While we should not overstate
the significance of these events (both the most-viewed first debate on ITV
and the second-most viewed debate on BBC attracted smaller audiences
than Britain’s Got Talent, EastEnders and Dr Who, all shown in the same
weeks), there can be little doubt that they reached more voters than any
other episode of televised election coverage – and stimulated a
considerable amount of reflective commentary and debate both on
television and in the wider media. 

e effects of the debates cannot be understood in isolation from the
wider media coverage, for each of them arrived with its own prehistory of
mediated speculations and expectations and was followed by well-
orchestrated party spin offensives and journalistic accounts. In many cases,
this surrounding media build-up and follow-up reached people who had
not seen or heard any or all of the debates themselves. As Lang and Lang
observed as long ago as 1978 (aer the second US televised presidential
debates between Ford and Carter), there is an important ‘distinction
between the direct impact of a communication immediately aer exposure
and the cumulative effects of communication activity directed towards
defining an ambiguous object or situation’ (1978: 323). ey referred to
this as the media ‘contamination’ of opinion formation. Benoit and Currie
(2001: 29) rightly point out that 
1 e audience for the first debate, shown on ITV1 on 15 April, was 9.4 million, with a peak of 10.3 million,
equivalent to 37% of the TV audience. e second debate, shown on Sky on 22 April, had an audience of
4 million (2.1 million watching Sky News and the rest watching the transmission on the BBC News
channel). is low figure was not surprising, considering the odd decision to air it live on non-terrestrial
channels only. e audience for the third debate, shown on BBC1 on 29 April, was just under 8.6 million.
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despite the fact that millions of voters watch the debates, many
others only learn about the debates from news coverage. Even
those who do watch the debates are exposed to news coverage of
them. us, media coverage of debates, as well as the debates
themselves, is important.

In attempting to make sense of the 2010 British debates, we were
concerned to locate them within a wider media ecology comprising print,
broadcast and online flows of information and commentary. Our study of
the outer regions of that ecology – the virtual space of the blogosphere and
other online discussions of the debates – is set out in Chapter 4. Our aim
here is to report on our research into mainstream media coverage of the
debates: our methods of inquiry, key findings and analytical reflections.

Our questions: systemic rather than individual effects

Previous (mainly US) studies of media coverage of televised leaders’
debates have tended to focus upon how voters’ judgments of candidates
were influenced by post-debate reporting. Several scholars have identified
differences in responses to the debaters’ arguments and performances
between people who were asked immediately aer watching them live and
others who had been exposed to media commentary aer the debates. e
famous gaffe about Eastern Europe by Gerald Ford in the second 1976
debate is oen cited: viewers polled immediately aer watching the debate
were generally impressed by Ford’s debating skills and supported him
more than Carter; those polled aer the media had devoted sustained
negative attention to the gaffe were of the opinion that Ford had clearly
‘lost’ the debate (Steeper 1978). Similarly, widespread negative media
condemnation of John Kerry’s performance in the third 2004 debate
against George W. Bush appeared to produce a significant evaluative
difference between those exposed only to the debate itself and those
exposed to the ferocious media criticism of Kerry’s remark about Dick
Cheney’s daughter (Fridkin et al. 2008). 

Like these earlier studies, our research explores how the debates were
mediated beyond the period of their live broadcast, but differs from them
in three key respects. First, we focused upon how the media depicted the
debates as political/democratic events rather than how they portrayed
particular candidates or positions. In line with our parallel concern to
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understand the impact of the debates upon voters as democratic citizens
(the extent to which they were seen as real democratic opportunities; raised
awareness of issues; stimulated interpersonal discussion; enhanced
political efficacy; and encouraged people to vote2), the principal aim of our
media analysis has been to investigate systemic rather than partisan effects
of exposure to media coverage of the debates. So, rather than exploring
who the media declared to be debate ‘winners’ or ‘losers’, we wanted to
establish how far the debates were reported and commented upon as
pugilistic exercises, with winners, losers, knock-out blows, cunning game
plans and gaffes, and how far they were framed as opportunities to
understand issues and policies. 

Secondly, in order to study the debates as historically contextualised
media events, rather than as a series of discrete 90-minute spectacles, we
decided to monitor media coverage before as well as aer each debate.
Post-debate coverage was likely to influence public perceptions in the ways
we outlined above, but pre-debate media framing was likely to shape public
expectations. For example, if, before the first debate, there was media
anticipation that it would be ‘a damp squib’ (too controlled, no audience
voice, too scripted, too Americanised, too personalised), this would be
likely to affect the public mood differently from media anticipation that it
would be ‘a big deal’ (historic first ever, possible game changer, stimulus
for public enthusiasm). By charting the expressed expectations of the
media, we were better able to understand how the debates evolved as public
dramas, in which the scene of the leaders’ confrontation was inseparably
linked to the build-up of public anticipation and the frenetic sequel of
retrospective evaluation. 

irdly, while much of our content analysis revolved around a key
distinction between media coverage that focused upon the debates as a
game and that which emphasised policy substance (see next section for
definitions), we proceeded from the assumption that these
characterisations were not mutually exclusive. e political
communication literature has tended to discuss game and substance as if
they were either/or entities. Rather than replicate the previous game-bad,
substance-good dichotomy, we decided to reopen the question of how
these orientations coexisted empirically and normatively within the debate
coverage. As will become clear from our analysis, this mix was rather more
subtle than previous studies of televised debates have tended to suggest. 

2 See Chapter 3. 
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Method of inquiry

We collected all direct press and broadcast media references3 to the debates
between 6 April (the first day of the 2010 general election campaign) and
12 May (one week aer polling day). e media sample analysed
comprised the following materials:

• four ‘quality’ newspapers (Guardian, Independent, Telegraph, and The
Times)

• three tabloid newspapers (Daily Mail, Mirror and Sun)
• six BBC programmes (BBC News at Ten, Breakfast, Newsnight, The

Politics Show, Andrew Marr Show and This Week);
• four non-BBC programmes (ITV News at Ten, Channel 4 News, Sky’s

Decision Time, GMTV).
• e media content listed above was collected for every day of the

monitoring period, but we only include in this analysis the print
editions or broadcasts that appeared on the day before each debate and
the Fridays and Sundays aer each debate.4

We analysed the content in two stages. First, we coded all direct references
to the debates.5 Secondly, we constructed a coding index to measure the
extent to which each press article or TV feature referred to the debates in
terms of game or substance. We defined game references as those which
focused upon the debates as strategic performances that could be described
and evaluated in terms of rhetorical style, impression management,
winners and losers. We defined substantive references as those which
focused upon policy challenges, intentions and solutions, party records

3 is is a problematic term. Our two categories – quality and tabloid – are intended as commonly used
descriptions rather than judgements on journalistic standards. 
4 ese dates were selected because Friday is the immediate day aer the debates and Sunday is the day  that
the media generally summarise the main events of the week. Nevertheless, we included some exceptions
to this rule: we also included news broadcasts immediately aer each debate (thus coding ursday
evening’s news on three occasions); we replaced the first Friday of the election campaign (when no debate
had yet taken place) with the ursday immediately before the first debate. Aer applying the sampling
criteria and making the adjustments outlined above, we grouped the days of coding as follows:
Week 1 (pre-debate period): Sun. 11 Apr. (print and TV sample) and u. 15 Apr. (print sample and pre-
debate TV sample only)
Week 2 (ITV debate period): u. 15 Apr. (TV post-debate only), Fri. 16 Apr. (all), Sun. 18 Apr. (all)
Week 3 (Sky debate period): u. 22 Apr. (TV post-debate only), Fri. 23 Apr. (all), Sun. 25 Apr. (all)
Week 4 (BBC debate period): u. 29 Apr. (TV post-debate only), Fri. 30 Apr. (all), Sun. 2 May (all)
5 A direct reference was defined as any article or feature in which the debates were described or discussed.
Passing references comprised articles or features on a separate subject in which the debates were
mentioned, e.g. a press article on the war against the Taliban in which the writer suggests that this subject
should have been raised more prominently in the debates. 
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and leadership qualities. Using a scale from 1 to 5, in which 1 denoted
articles or features characterised by a solely game orientation, 2 mainly
game with some reference to substance, 3 a balance of game and substance,
4 some game, but mainly substance and 5 solely substance, all 778 articles
and features in our sample were coded as individual units of analysis.6 The
aim of our coding index was to investigate the degree of mix and balance
within the media coverage.7

We wish to point out that our research does not provide a
comprehensive account of media coverage of the 2010 campaign as a
whole. It focuses on the debates, not the rest of the campaign. It deals with
certain media outlets, not a different spread of them. It focuses on certain
days, not all of them. And it deals with a certain aspect of the coverage –
the substance–game dimension – and not others. Since, however, the
debates were frequently reported in the media (according to Scammell and
Beckett (2010) they were mentioned more often than any other campaign
topic in the national press), our results are likely in many respects faithfully
to reflect the larger picture.8

A profile of press-broadcast coverage

We collected all press articles and broadcast features (hereafter referred to
separately as articles and features9 and jointly as coverage) that related
directly to the debates, rather than ones that only mentioned them in
passing. A total of 778 articles and features were coded. In the pre-debate
period there were 68 press articles and 31 TV features (13% of all coverage
in our sample), looking forward to the debates. The first and second
debates precipitated the largest amount of coverage: 136 articles and 95
features immediately before and after the ITV debate on 15 April (30% of
all coverage) and 130 articles and 107 features immediately before and after
the Sky debate on 22 April (30% of all coverage). The third, BBC debate,
on 29 April, was preceded and followed by 114 articles and 82 features

6 Although the scale ranged from 1 to 5, it also admits the value 6, which denotes cases in which the article
or feature refers neither to game nor substance (e.g. coverage in which the qualities of a particular
moderator or TV channel were discussed). ese cases accounted for approximately 5% of the coverage.
7 e game/substance index is not a linear scale, but more like a hyperbolic curve in which the value of 3,
referring to the co-presence of game and substance, represents an empirical norm at the bottom of the
curve. 
8 See chapters by Harrison and Scammell and Beckett in Kavanagh and Cowley (2010) for further analysis.
9 Press articles comprised any discrete text, ranging from full-page reports or opinion pieces to five-line
snippets. 45% of all articles coded were between a quarter and half a page in length. TV features comprised
any single programme or part of a programme, ranging from news reports and live post-debate coverage
to interviews and expert commentary. ere were several lengthy TV reports and discussions about the
debates, but 35% of all TV features in our sample devoted no more than one minute to debate coverage. 
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(25% of all coverage) and in the period after the third debate there were
only 15 press articles and no TV features that referred directly to the
debates (2% of all coverage). 

More press articles (463) referred directly to the debates than TV
features (315). This was to be expected, given the greater volume of press
to broadcast news journalism. In the print sample, articles from the quality
press (317) are significantly more represented than tabloid articles (146).
The Guardian covered the debates more than any other newspaper (102
articles), followed by the Telegraph (97), The Times (80) and the
Independent (38) (45% of the Independent’s articles on the debates were
before or after the first one, but after that they seemed to lose interest, with
only 11% of its debate-related articles appearing by the time of the third
debate). Of the tabloid newspapers, the Sun and the Mirror had the highest
number of debate-related articles (53 each), while the Mail published 40.

Figure 2.1 Distribution of coded articles per type of media and per media name (in counts)
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We categorised all articles and features in our sample by genre. The most
common genre was ‘opinion’ (journalists or other commentators
expressing their own views on the debates), which accounted for 63% of all
press coverage and 40% of all TV coverage. The second most common
genre was ‘news’ (factual reports), comprising 22% of press and 27% of
TV coverage. A third genre, ‘vox pop’ (where the words of members of the
public were cited) accounted for 8% of all debate coverage. 

Game–substance balance

A persistent concern of political communication scholars, not only in
relation to debate coverage, but all reporting of politics in the media, has
been a tendency towards reduced focus upon the reporting of
candidate/party policy positions and leadership records, while more time
and space are devoted to matters of style, strategy and process. Excessive
emphasis upon the game reinforces an image of elections as passing shows
in which ‘candidates are seen as performers, reporters as theatrical critics,
[and] the audience as spectators’ (Jamieson 1992: 166). Patterson (1993:
59), for example, has shown how between 1960 and 1992 the ratio of game
to substance election news stories on the front page of the New York Times
increased from 45:52 to 80:15. A similar pattern has been observed in the
British media’s electoral coverage (Blumler and Gurevitch 2001; Deacon et
al. 2006; Harrison 2001).

A series of nationally televised leaders’ debates, broadcast during the
heat of a short, three-week election campaign, was bound to be seen as a
dramatic contest in which rhetorical performances mattered and the risk
of visible failure would be regarded by politicians as a zero-sum game. It
would be churlish to expect the media to report debates as if they were
academic seminars characterised by dispassionate disputation. But if such
attention to the game were to overwhelm coverage of substantive policy
presentation and contestation, the more educative and civically nourishing
aspects of the debates could be obscured. For this reason, a main focus of
our media content analysis was to explore in some detail the balance
between game and substance in the coverage of the 2010 debates. 

In our sample 84% of all articles and features referred to the game
aspect of the debates, while 75% had some reference to substance. This
confirms our expectation that media coverage would be mainly game-
centred, but qualifies it by observing that most coverage also included
references to substance. The coexistence of game and substance can be
found in all of the categories that we analysed. In the print sample, 87% of
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the articles included game references, while 78% referred to substance. In
the TV sample, the respective percentages were 80% and 70%. The gap
between game and substance references was higher in the tabloids (86:71%
and in the non-BBC TV channels (84:68%). The ratio of game to substance
references was lower in the quality press (87:82%) and BBC (77:73%)
coverage.

In order to gain a more detailed understanding of the ways in which
game and substance were invoked in the media coverage, we explored four
variables that were central to the construction of game and substance
orientations. The first two variables refer to what it means to have a debate;
the second two refer to the characterisation of leadership. 

Debating metaphors
The debates themselves were relatively rich in policy substance and
participant interaction. They projected a symbolic image of what it means
to have a debate. But the media coverage complicated this image, focusing
sometimes on a game-oriented representation of what debate entails and
at other times focusing upon a more substantive notion. 

One way to think of a televised debate is as a gladiatorial contest in
which the most adept fighter steals victory from the ‘losers’. It is a story best
told through the metaphorical language of sport (‘the horse race’ – ‘own
goal’ – ‘winners/losers’), war (‘battleground’ – ‘pincer movement’ – ‘all
guns blazing’) or the mysterious dark art of ‘spin’. As in reports of sport
and war, debates are described as short bursts of energy in which victory
is to be won and the visibly wounded will find it hard to recover. The other
way to conceive debate has more in common with the rules of deliberation:
the main function of the debaters is to present the clearest possible
articulation of their position, while at the same time listening and
responding to other positions: 77% of all articles and features employed a
metaphor referring to the debates in terms of sport, war or spin. Although
there were no formal votes at the end of the debates, and evaluations of
success were inevitably somewhat partisan, approximately half of all the
coverage made reference to who won or lost the debates. Quality and
tabloid newspapers employed such metaphors in more or less equal
proportions (49:46%), while the BBC (43%) did so much less than the
other TV channels (61%). Half of all quality newspaper articles invoked
metaphors relating to sport or war – more so than the tabloids (38%), the
BBC (38%) and non-BBC TV channels (22%). One-third of all coverage
referred to ‘spin’ and associated metaphors describing post-debate
attempts by the parties to claim victory. 

Coleman 2b_Layout 2  27/01/2011  09:44  Page 24



25

Chapter 2: Media Coverage of the Prime Ministerial Debates

Policies discussed in the debate were referred to by 72% of all articles
and features, but this does not mean that most coverage reported or
examined the leaders’ specific policy positions. When policy was
mentioned in the media coverage, it tended to be in general terms: the
debaters argued about ‘cutting the deficit’ or ‘controlling’ immigration.
These very general policy references occurred in 72% of articles and
features, but only 24% referred to the three leaders’ specific policy
objectives, e.g. X proposed to cut the deficit by doing Y or A proposed to
control immigration by adopting policy B. While quality newspapers
referred to policy issues more than did the tabloid newspapers (42:38%),
the tabloids were more likely to set out the candidates’ specific policy
objectives (29:26%). This is partly explained by the tabloids’ strong focus
on the differences between the leaders on immigration policy and partly by
the tabloids’ reasonable belief that their readers might not have come
across these differences in policy objective before. (The extent to which
quality newspaper editors were justified in believing that their readers were
cognisant of such distinctions is another matter.) In the TV coverage, BBC
features were more likely to refer to specific policies (20%) and to outline
specific policy objectives (16%) than were features on other channels (36%
and 27% respectively). 

A clear illustration of how game and substance coverage were subtly
mixed relates to the reporting of polls. In the 2010 election polling
remained a central barometer of the fluctuations of public opinion, with
the added feature that this time polls were conducted and reported within
minutes of the three debates ending. While the notion of a ‘poll’ may seem
to convey the notion of a ‘game’ with winners and losers, full stop, it was
not quite so straightforward as that. A significant amount of poll coverage
referred not only to ‘who won’, but how particular messages as articulated
in the debates succeeded or failed to appeal to viewers, alongside
explanations for dramatic changes in post-debate opinion, such as the
Liberal Democrat surge. Other poll reporting resembled the instant
feedback of TV talent shows like X Factor, with the debates depicted as
little more than 90-minute performances, to be judged on the basis of
game-based criteria. Some of the best poll coverage combined both
approaches, drawing upon the simplicity of the game framework, while at
the same time using that as a springboard for the introduction of more
substantive psephological analysis.
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Representing the leaders
As with the idea of debate, so with the evaluation of leadership: there were
ways in which the struggle to appear as the most impressive, sensible,
honest, genuine leader could be represented as a game, not unlike TV
shows in which the least convincing ‘characters’ are voted out by the
public, or as a substantive test of measurable qualities. The game–
substance tension here should not be thought of as a simplistic division
between ‘personality politics’, as it is sometimes called, and dispassionate,
impersonal issue politics. As has already been stated, one expects debates
to focus upon the personal qualities of their participants. Critics of
televised debates have raised this as a major objection: by placing so much
focus on the words and gestures of leaders, broader issues of democratic
politics are forgotten (Ibrahim 2010; Mangan 2010). Worthy of debate
though such an objection may be, it was not the aim of our research to
criticise the media for commenting on leaders’ qualities in relation to
debates that were designed to test the qualities of would-be national
leaders. It was how these qualities were discussed (in stylistic-game or
substantive-political terms) that interested us. That is why we decided to
code two separate personality-related variables: one identifying game-
related references to stylistic and strategic performance within the debates
and the other identifying more substantive references to the individual
leaders’ political records, skills and ideas. 

Game-oriented representations of the leaders focused upon their
performances as debaters. The debate was depicted as a public test in which
the ‘authentic’ personalities of the leaders would be forced into visibility.
The leaders’ body language or rhetorical style was referred to in 42% of
the coverage. Newspapers seemed to be fascinated by this, inviting ‘experts’
to comment on photographs of leaders’ body movements and other
indicators of charisma: 49% of press articles addressed these matters,
compared to 32% of TV features. This was not, incidentally, confined
mainly to the tabloid press: 53% of quality newspaper articles referred to
body language or rhetorical style, compared to only 42% in the tabloids.
Again, references to leaders’ personality traits as assets or hindrances to
their debating performances were much higher in the press (31%) than in
TV coverage (12%). Personality characteristics were alluded to in 34% of
all tabloid references, usually with an emphasis upon defects. Finally,
around one in five (17%) of all the articles and features referred to leaders’
supposed gaffes and knock-out blows. This seemed to have been more of
a preoccupation of the quality newspapers (21%) than the tabloids (15%). 
In contrast to the 42% of the articles and features that referred to the
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leaders’ rhetorical-stylistic debating performances, only 28% referred to
their performances in terms of conventional political qualities and records.
These references tended to focus upon the debaters’ activities before and
beyond their participation in the debates. Of these substantive references,
press articles were significantly more common (35%) than broadcast
features (18%). Only one in ten articles or features (11%) referred to
personal achievements of any one of the leaders – and these few examples
tended to focus on the leaders’ private lives: challenges
overcome/misfortunes borne. Only one in twenty of all articles and
features in the sample referred to any achievement by a leader in the sphere
of politics.10

Concocting a civic mix: a realistic assessment

Had most media coverage focused solely upon the debates as a strategic
political game, the substantive richness of the debates themselves might
have been swamped by an ocean of mediated froth. If, on the other hand,
the media coverage had simply attended to the dry substance of the leaders’
declared positions, the rhetorical force of the debates as dramatising
moments in the campaign might have been undermined. For democratic
citizenship to be well served, a sensitive mixture of coverage was needed:
one that reported and made sense of distinctive policy differences, while
representing and augmenting the symbolic energy of agonistic democracy.
How well did the media do that? 

Overall, nearly all of the media coverage (95%) included some elements
of game or substance,11 but the tendency to represent the debates as a game
was clearly more pronounced than the tendency to provide substantive
accounts. There was twice as much coverage that was solely or mainly
game-oriented (45%) as coverage that was solely or mainly substance-
oriented (22%). This skew towards game-oriented coverage was partly
qualified by two important factors: first, the divergence that existed
between different types of media and secondly, the movement towards a
greater focus upon substance as the debates went on. 

10 It is worth noting that the relative absence of references to leaders’ qualities might in part be a conse-
quence of our coding method. We based our analysis only on explicit references to the coding variables,
discarding implicit or semiotic references, such as those from photographs, cartoons or video images.
11 e remainder of the coverage in our sample focused upon the design of the debates and their impact
upon turnout.
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Differences between types of media 
When we look at how different types of media produced mixtures of game
and substance, it becomes clear that TV coverage was both more likely to
be solely game-oriented and at the same time more likely to be solely
substance-oriented than press coverage. An entirely game-related
orientation was adopted by 27% of TV coverage, compared with only 17%
of press coverage. At the same time, TV had twice as much coverage that
focused solely upon substance (17%) than the press (8%). 

Some newspapers and broadcasters tended more towards one extreme
or the other, but few avoided any balance between game and substance.
The BBC broadcast a significantly higher number of features that were
purely substance-oriented (20%) than other TV channels (13%), the
quality newspapers (9%) or the tabloids (7%). GMTV had more solely-
game coverage of the debates (41%) than any other media outlet, followed
by Channel 4 News (32%) and the Mirror newspaper (27%). The fewest
solely-game references were in the Independent (9%), Sky’s Decision Time
(14%) and the Guardian (14%). The BBC News at Ten included the highest
number of solely-substance reports on the debates (24%), followed by ITV
News at Ten (21%) and Newsnight (16%). The fewest solely-substance
references were in Channel 4 News (5%), the Daily Mail (5%), The Times
(6%) and the Guardian (6%).

This differentiation between types of media coverage augurs well for
future televised debates. There was a sense in which the media were
searching for their roles during the period of the campaign; that the BBC
was warming to its role as a public-service explainer of substantive
positions; that the tabloids were seeking to make sense of the policy
differences for their readers; and the quality press was satisfied to perform
the role of a post-event commentariat. As the UK becomes more
accustomed to televised leaders’ debates, the media may well establish an
even clearer division of responsibilities. 
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Figure 2.2 Distribution of game–substance scale (values 1 to 5 only) per type of media

Emergence of substantive content over time
A key finding from our research was that substantive references within all
media coverage increased as the campaign went on. At the outset of the
election campaign, before the first debate took place, both press and TV
seemed to be obsessed by the debates as strategic performances. Looking
to the US presidential debates as a reference point, journalists seemed to
be obsessed by the potential theatricality of the forthcoming events,
anticipating the risk of major gaffes, knock-out blows and show-stealing
rhetoric. In the pre-debate period the overall ratio of game to substance
was 2.5.

Figure 2.3 Game–substance scale average per period (print media only)
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After the first debate the ratio reached 2.6; 2.7 after the second debate; and
3.4 after the third debate. If we analyse the evolution of the game/substance
ratio from the pre-debate period (1) up to the third (BBC) debate period
(4), we can see that the ratio of game to substance increased towards
substance across all the media categories.12 The overall movement towards
more substantive coverage of the debates suggests that the media were
initially excited by the prospect of high drama – some of which they
certainly got – but that, as the campaign proceeded and the debates came
to seem less exotic, journalists calmed down and turned their attention to
a more balanced game–substance mix. 

Figure 2.4 Game–substance scale average per period (broadcast media only)
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12 If we analyse all the media labels independently, the scale averages registered during all the phases range
from a minimum of 1.9 (Mirror, phase 3) to a maximum of 4.0 (Sun, phase 4). Considering only the overall
average, the GMTV is the media label with the index most skewed to game (2.4), followed by the Mirror
(2.5) and C4 news (2.6), while the BBC News and the Telegraph are the only ones with an index skewed
to substance (3.2 each). e Independent, the Sun, Breakfast and the ITV News at Ten have a non-skewed
index of 3.0 each. e pattern of average index variation per period considerably varies from one media
label to another. Some of the samples for example present a general increase in the average index across
time (i.e. Guardian, e Times, the Mail, the BBC news, Breakfast, Newsnight, GMTV, ITV News); while
other samples present a general decrease in the average index when analysed per period of coding (i.e.
Independent, Telegraph, Sun, and C4 News). At the same time, the Mirror is the only one with no clear
pattern of average index variation across time. 
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The politics–democracy balance

Our argument throughout this analysis has been that citizens were likely
to benefit most from a mixture of game- and substance-oriented debate
coverage. Another way of putting this would to be to say that the televised
debates encompassed both Politics (with all of its well-known
characteristics of partisan competitiveness, strategic impression
management and manipulative techniques) and Democracy (with its
normative emphasis upon the inclusion of the widest number of citizens
in informed and well-reasoned deliberation and decision-making). As
political events, it behoved the media to treat the leaders’ debates with
some scepticism; to delve critically beyond the surface images and
rehearsed phrases; and to reflect upon the consequences of debate
performances in the blunt terms of opinion poll ratings and voting
projections. Indeed, 60% of all media coverage did refer in some way to
the political impact of the debates, with 28% discussing probable or actual
polling effects and 24% reflecting upon how the parties’ campaigning
would be or was affected by the debates. As important moments in the
history of British democracy, one might have expected the media to focus
on the debates as opportunities to create a more informed electorate, while
stimulating a more deliberative election. Almost one in five (19%) articles
in the quality press alluded to the debates in these democratic terms
(tabloids 13%; BBC 9%; other TV channels 11%) and almost one in 20 of
all articles and features (4%) discussed the possible effects of the debates
upon turnout. 

In considering the game–substance mix, our normative concern has
been that the political dimension of the debates should not be reduced to
a cynical emphasis upon gamesmanship, to the exclusion of the real policy
choices at stake, while the democratic dimension of the debates should not
be so marginalised as to squander the potentially energising effects of an
unprecedented innovation in party-leader communication. Overall,
neither of these negative outcomes transpired. Despite much pre-debate
media scepticism about the over-regulated design of the debates, the
limited differences between the three participating leaders and the
aftermath of a very corrosive expenses’ scandal, the British media rose to
the occasion in one key respect: they helped to capture the public
imagination by offering a broad and compelling mix between substantive
and game-based narratives. We recognise, however, that much could have
been done better according to other criteria of evaluation. In particular,
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much of the debate coverage in the press was manifestly partisan to the
point of being unfair. But, in terms of the civic mix that has been the focus
of our evaluation, the media’s performance could have been much worse. 
There can be no certainty about how well the media will perform in future
elections, once debates have become a more routine electoral feature; about
how far the coverage of these debates will compare with the reporting of
other important political events; or about how much of the mix we have
identified was noticed by readers and viewers. But, as we found in our
study of public responses to the debates,13 voters – who are always at the
same time newspaper readers and TV audiences – seem to have felt that the
2010 election was one in which television played a vital civic role. 

13 See Chapter 3.
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3: Voters’ Responses to the 
Prime Ministerial Debates: 
A Rock of (Future?) Ages 

Jay G. Blumler

Three 90-minute programmes televised in prime time over successive
weeks inevitably dominated the short British General Election campaign
of 2010. (In contrast, US presidential debates are slotted into a much longer
campaign period, running from early September to Election Day in early
November.) We have seen what Britain’s national media said about these
events. In this chapter we now consider what the country’s voters/viewers
made of this prominent centrepiece of the campaign.

Our focus is their ‘responses’ to the debates – but of a certain kind. We
aim to depict something like a receiver’s perspective on them. Of course
debate viewers can be (and have been) studied from many different angles,
such as the effects on their preferences, attitudes, perceptions and
cognitions; their verdicts on leaders’ performances, including who they
thought had won and lost the bouts; even how convincing (or otherwise)
they found certain passages of argument (as charted in some British focus
groups televised after the 2010 debates). Although we have nothing against
such lines of enquiry, it would be unfortunate if, due to absorption in them,
another important dimension of audience response was to be neglected,
particularly at a time when there is so much uncertainty and concern about
the readiness of people to be involved in politics, about the meaning and
appeal of much political communication for them, and even about the
salience of citizenship itself to them (Coleman 2005; Coleman et al. 2009):
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that is, the dimension of audience expectation and evaluation. And a form
of political television that was so novel, lengthy and dominant as the prime
ministerial debates should provide a suitable vehicle for pursuing this.

To put it in another way, a central question of our investigation was:
what did British voters make, in their own terms, of the prime ministerial
debates? That is, what did they look for from them? What did they feel
they had got out of them? How did they rate their advantages and
disadvantages as sources of campaign communication and information?
On balance, did they think that the debates had been ‘a good idea’, worth
staging again at future elections? Did these responses depend at all upon
people’s demographic characteristics – their genders, social grades or age?
(Here we feel impelled to signal how strikingly significant the role of age
– or rather youth – turned out to be in our analyses.) Did responses depend
on people’s political party allegiances (of some post-hoc interest to us,
given the big increase in Liberal-Democratic support after the first debate),
on their levels of interest in politics, their impressions of how politics is
usually communicated, or their attitudes to the political system at large? 
Insofar as these questions drew upon a body of mass communication
‘theory’, it was from the so-called ‘uses and gratifications approach’ to the
study of mass media audiences (Blumler and Katz 1974). According to the
adherents of that approach, media effects research can be one-sided,
emphasising what media do to people but not taking account of what
people themselves bring to the communication table – which may have
numerous further consequences. These scholars believed that audience
members could be aware of what they wanted to get out of the media they
patronised, might differ in the gratifications they sought from them,
depending on their social backgrounds and other relevant orientations,
and could make active uses of what they consumed. Applications of this
approach specifically to political communications flourished somewhat in
the 1960s and 1970s, including in a few US pieces of debates research but
rarely after the Carter–Ford encounters of 1976 (Blumler and McQuail
1968; McLeod and Becker 1981). In our research we aimed to revive this
approach for application to the British prime ministerial debates of 2010
but with one important qualification. It’s as if, as conducted and published,
many uses and gratifications studies had tended to ‘look only on the bright
side’ of audience–media relations, mainly identifying positively those
gratifications which people tended to seek and obtain from the media
contents they favoured or regularly used. But an attempt to generate a
‘receiver’s perspective’ on any form of political television in the same one-
sided way, particularly in these sceptical times, could be incomplete and
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misleading. That is why, in addition to asking our respondents why they
might watch the prime ministerial debates, we asked them why they might
be inclined to avoid them.

In order to construct a ‘receiver’s perspective on the prime ministerial
debates, we placed questions in five successive YouGov polls of
representative samples contacted via the internet: a few days before the
first debate took place (to find out how people looked forward to them);
after each of the individual debates (to find out what the debates had done
for them and how they evaluated them); and shortly after polling day (to
find out how they summed up the debates’ contributions and worth).14

The big picture

The overall response of the British public to the prime ministerial debates
was highly (though not unreservedly) positive, remarkably so perhaps
given the unprecedentedly downbeat sentiments towards politics and
politicians that were so prevalent in preceding months (Blumler and
Coleman 2010). In advance, large numbers of our sample members (60%)
said that they ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ would watch the first debate, a
proportion that tallied almost exactly with our next sample’s reporting of
their exposure to the first debate on ITV (62%). Not many fewer
respondents saw the second debate on Sky (47%) or the third on BBC1
(51%). Of course, unlike the party broadcasts of old, none of these
programmes was sheltered by simultaneous transmission on the
mainstream television channels. Viewers were in the audience by choice.
Neither, apparently, were many of them put off by what initially came onto
their screens. For example, approximately half of the viewers of each of
the debates had stayed with it to the end, while many of the rest had seen
at least an hour of the hour-and-a-half broadcast; only 4% of the first
debate’s viewers said it had made them ‘less interested’ in following the
rest of the campaign (compared with 32% having become ‘more interested’
and 62% having been unchanged in this respect); while only 20% thought
that they would give the next two debates a miss (compared with 32% who
‘definitely’ and 43% ‘probably’ would see one of them). Seeing the debates
also seemed to have stirred up a lot of follow-up conversations with other
people – 80% reported engaging in them after the first debate and 79%
after the third (due to space limitations, a question about this could not
be put to the viewers of the second debate).

14 See Table 3.10 on page 54 for description of demographic representation.
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Table 3.1 Reasons for `definitely´ or `probably´ watching the first debate 

(Pre-debate survey)

Two main points emerge from these data. First, even allowing for a certain
amount of ‘endorsement inflation’, hopes about what the debates might
have to offer seemed relatively high – and, for quite a few would-be debate
viewers, multiple (they seemed to have had more than one reason for
watching the first debate). Such expectations may be a hitherto unnoticed
source of the drawing power of leader debates, due if so perhaps to their
length, their coverage of a wide range of issues and stands on them and
their repeated combination of assertion and challenge.

Second, the data shed further light on that substance–game dichotomy,
the complex nuances of which were revealed in the previous chapter. Of
course no set of concise statements of the kind that we put to our
respondents could do justice to the subtleties of that distinction.
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But what did people want to get out of seeing a debate of this kind? In the
jargon, what gratifications-sought might they have been bringing to the
debate-viewing experience? To find out, respondents to the pre-campaign
survey, who had said that they definitely or probably would watch the first
debate, were presented with a set of seven possible reasons for doing so
(adapted to some extent from past uses and gratifications studies) and were
asked in each case whether it applied to them or not. A disadvantage of
this procedure is that a given statement may have been endorsed by both
those for whom it strongly and those for whom it only slightly applied.
Responses to the statements may therefore have been somewhat inflated.
Nevertheless, the extent of sample-wide endorsements of individual items,
and the viewing motivations they represented, did differ interestingly, as
did differences among certain sample subgroups over what they hoped to
get out of the debates (subgroup analyses are presented in later sections of
this chapter). In rank order, Table 3.1 gives the reasons for watching the
first debate endorsed by would-be viewers of it in the pre-campaign survey.

Why might you watch the leaders’ debate? %

To see what some party will do if it gets into power 79
To understand the problems facing the country better 65
To judge who will make the best Prime Minister 64
To remind me of my side’s strong points 52
To help make up my mind how to vote 46
To pick the winner of the debates 39
For ammunition to use in arguments with others 36
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Nevertheless, it is clear that many more of the intending debate viewers
were interested in securing at least a modicum of ‘substance’ from the
debaters (see the top three items in Table 3.1) compared with those who
were seeking ‘game-related’ satisfactions (reflected in the next to last item
on the list and possibly the bottom one as well). Put in another way,
approaching the debates for enhanced surveillance of the political
environment may have been more common among ordinary viewers than
to enjoy the excitement of following the race, its contested challenges and
fluctuating fortunes. But for some, perhaps many, journalists and party
officials, the equivalent order of interests may have been the other way
round!

How well did the debates as viewed live up to people’s expectations?
We asked our respondents about this in several different ways, mainly
posing identical questions after each of the debates and after polling day.
Across the board (of debates and of questions) the verdict was
predominantly positive.

When asked, ‘Having watched the debate, would you say that “I’m
none the wiser?”’, around two-thirds disagreed (66%, 63% and 72% after
the first, second and third debates, respectively). Similar proportions said
‘yes I did’, when asked if they had ‘learned anything new from this televised
debate’ (67% and 62% – not asked after the second debate). Three-quarters
felt that they knew more about ‘the qualities of the party leaders’ after
seeing the debates (74%, 75%, 75%). Large majorities felt that they knew
more ‘about the policies of each party’ (58%, 70%, 68%). But fewer
considered that they ‘knew more about British politics’ (34%, 49%, and
47%). Nor had these assessments changed after polling day when similar
questions were put to those sample members who had seen at least one
debate. Thus, 74% of them said that they now knew more ‘about the
qualities of the party leaders’; 69% now knew more about ‘the policies of
each party’; and 53% said that the debates had helped them ‘to understand
the problems which the country is facing’ better.

All this suggests that for many viewers exposure to the debates was
something of a learning experience. This is not to exaggerate its likely
magnitude. And it should not be equated or confused with the acquisition
of comparative knowledge about the three parties’ specific policies on
particular political problems. What the debates may have bolstered is the
confidence of viewers in their grasp of what broadly the competing parties
stood for and of what their leaders were like. Neither are we inclined to
dismiss these responses of our sample members as suspiciously positive.
When voters feel that they know too little or are confused about an issue
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on which they have been questioned, in an opinion poll, they do not
hesitate to say so and sometimes even complain about it. The debates
didn’t hit our sample members in that way at all. 

However, the predominantly positive reception of the debates that we
have described so far was not unqualified. In advance, many people were
also aware of certain reasons why they might not wish to watch them. In
Table 3.2, in rank order of endorsement, are the statements described as
‘reasons some people have given for avoiding these debates’, which were
presented to all of the sample members (not just those who intended to
watch the first debate).

Reasons why I will avoid the leaders’ debate %

Because you can’t trust what politicians say on television 54
Because they’ll have little new to say 51
Because they’ll argue with each other too much 45
Because I prefer to relax when watching television 40
Because my mind is already made up 32
Because they’ll talk down to me and people like me 31
Because I’m not much interested in politics 21
I don’t want to be `got at´ 19

Table 3.2 Reasons for avoiding the first debate (Pre-debate survey)

We find these data revealing. First, this is because ‘lack of trust’, which has
been such a troubling feature of many other aspects of politician–voter
relationships in Britain in recent years, also turns out to be the greatest
source of apprehension in viewers’ minds when contemplating the
upcoming prime ministerial debates. Second, it is noteworthy that the
three most frequently endorsed statements all reflect what many people
probably regard as the inherently unappetising features of political
communication itself as they have experienced it on a daily basis, rather
than sheer lack of political interest or even a preference for entertainment
over politics when watching television. Thinking of what we have found
about viewers’ ‘gratifications sought’ together with their ‘avoidances’, it’s
as if, looking forward, many people could hope or expect watching debates
to be satisfying in certain ways, yet could not ignore past experiences of
unsatisfactory political communications or assume that, even when
participating in an entirely different format, party-political leaders would
be able to communicate differently.
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Nor did viewers entirely set aside such more negative perceptions of
politicians as communicators when evaluating the debates they had
watched. For example, after seeing the first and third debates, more
respondents considered that the leaders had been ‘speaking from a script’
(53%, 49%) than that they were saying ‘what they really believed’ (31%,
41%), possibly reflecting previously formed impressions of modern
campaigns as heavily stage-managed affairs, comprising orchestrated
publicity events and carefully crafted soundbites, as well as pre-campaign
stories in the news about the amount of time that the leaders were devoting
to rehearsals of their lines for the debates. Such negative perceptions also
played a part in some viewers’ evaluations of the debates after polling day.
Of those who had seen at least one debate, 52% agreed that the leaders had
been ‘just speaking from a script’; 45% agreed that ‘they cannot be trusted
with what they are telling us’ (20% didn’t know); 45% also said that they
had ‘attacked each other too much’. A particularly large number (72%)
considered that the leaders had ‘evaded too many questions’ during the
debates.

Nevertheless, when asked after polling day which of a number of
communication sources had proved ‘most helpful’ for understanding ‘what
the election was about’, those who had seen at least one of the debates did
tend to rate them highly (see Table 3.3).

Which one, if any, was the MOST helpful to   Saw debates Did not see debates
you when trying to understand what the 
election was about?

Television news 26 26
Prime Ministerial debates on television 22 14
Internet 16 16
Newspapers 14 10
Interviews with politicians 10 7
Radio 5 3
None of these 11 31

Table 3.3 Sources used for understanding what the election was about 

(post-election survey)

Before leaving the ‘big picture’, another set of important points (new to
debates research so far as we are aware) should be made. Because of their
popularity, leader debates can go to parts of the body politic that no other
form of communication can reach. As Pfau (2003) has put it, debates may
be the only televised political event capable of attracting the ‘marginally
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attentive’ citizen. Having asked our respondents in each survey to place
themselves in one of four grades of interest in politics (ranging from ‘very
interested’ to ‘not at all interested’), we were able to see how this variable
went with exposure to each of the debates, as shown in Table 3.4.

Exposed V. interested Interested Somewhat Not interested in 
in politics in politics interested politics at all

in politics

1st debate survey 84 69 56 29
2nd debate survey 71 57 39 15
3rd debate survey 76 62 41 20

Table 3.4 Interest in politics (per survey wave, %)

As might have been expected, people’s viewing of each of the debates
correlated closely with their interest in politics. At all interest levels, the
first debate attracted most viewers (a common finding in other countries’
debates research) and least for the second, which had been screened on
Sky’s non-terrestrial news channel. But the table does seem to substantiate
Pfau’s observation. Large numbers of the electors with only a limited
interest in politics had watched the debates, particularly the first one. This
suggests that leader debates may have a potential to increase turnout
amongst a number of voters who would normally have been little exposed
to other, everyday sources of political communication.15

The mobilising potential of leader debates is also highlighted by other
evidence obtained from those sample members who were only moderately
or not at all interested in politics. Among those who in advance of the
campaign had said that they ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ would watch the
debates, gaining ‘help in making up my mind how to vote’ as a reason for
doing so ranged from only 28% of the ‘very interested’ through to 47% and
56% of the less interested respondents, to as many as 61% of the
respondents ‘not at all’ interested in politics. In other words, if a less
politically interested elector intended to watch a debate, then his or her
motivation to do so might often have stemmed from the chance it could
afford to weigh up the available voting options. This prospect can be
further refined by considering how viewers varying in political interest
evaluated the individual debates. For some of their assessments political
interest made little difference. For example, after the first debate the
15 Some support for this suggestion may be found in Appendix A, which presents the results of a statistical
analysis of the relationship between exposure to the debates and intentions to vote during the campaign,
controlling for a few other variables.
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proportions agreeing with the statement that they had learned something
from it about party policies were 53%, 59%, 54% and 53% across the
different levels of political interest. Most common, however, was a pattern
of relatively little difference in the evaluations by viewers in the first three
categories of political interest, followed by a quite different response
among the ‘not at all interested’. For example, 22%, 23% and 28% of the
more interested respondents felt ‘none the wiser’ after the second debate
compared with 46% of the ‘not at all interested’. Of the respondents in the
three more interested groups 66%, 67% and 65% thought that they had
‘learned something new’ from that debate compared with only 46% of the
‘not at all interested’. It may be that, in involvement terms, most of those
people who cannot muster any interest at all in politics will be a hard nut
to crack, even after exposure to a major political event. Pfau’s marginally
attentive citizen, however, could be a different story, not only occasionally
reached by, but able to appreciate, a relatively more attractive specimen of
political communication when it comes his or her way and perhaps even
to make her or his way to the polling booth as a result. 

Young voters and the debates

Time was when in many democratic countries, including Britain and the
United States, political participation and exposure to political information
tended to increase steadily with age. But now, the times, they are a-
changing! 

Some of the findings of our study seemed to underline the changing –
and more complex – role of age in Britain’s communication and political
systems. Although patterns of age-related variation differed according to
the dimensions of response that we measured in our surveys, by and large
the youngest voters, those aged 18 to 24 years old, seemed almost to have
formed a special relationship with the prime ministerial debates. 

This should be seen, however, in the context of other characteristics of
younger (and older) voters. Before the campaign opened, then, fewer in
the 18–24-year-old age group ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ intended to vote on
polling day (68%) than did their elders (85% of the 55+ respondents, for
example). In this respect the ‘old’ pattern still applied – at that time at least.
But so far as interest in politics was concerned no age difference was
discernible before and throughout the campaign (except for a slight
increase in interest among the 18–24-year-olds after the second debate).
But it is important to note how distinctive the communication behaviours
of young voters were before and during the campaign. As many as 58% of
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the youngest sample members in the pre-campaign survey claimed to have
been ‘following the campaign so far’ through the internet (compared with
48% of the 25–39-year-olds, 31% of the 40–54-year-olds and 28% of the
55+-aged respondents, respectively). More of the 18–24-year-olds (64%)
had been talking about the campaign with friends (compared with 50%,
42% and 45% of the older voters). Moreover, some of these differences
persisted throughout the campaign. For example, 43% of the 18–24-year-
olds said after the first debate that they had been ‘following the campaign
so far’ through the internet, compared with only 28%, 17% and 13% of the
older voters. More of the youngest respondents (30%) said that they had
followed discussions of the first debate on the internet than did older
respondents (18%, 14%, 8%). And when asked after polling day which of
a number of communication sources had been ‘most helpful for
understanding what the election was about’, only the internet elicited an
age-related response, with 31% of the 18–24-year-olds citing it in this
connection compared with 27%, 14% and 6% of the other age groups.

The political party preferences of younger voters were also distinctive
throughout the study period. In all five surveys many more of them
supported the Liberal Democrats than did the older sample members.
Among the pre-campaign respondents Liberal-Democratic voting
intentions ranged from 20% of the 18–24-year-olds to 15%, 10% and 9%
of older ones As would have been expected from the opinion poll results
of the time, although support for the Liberal Democrats increased
considerably in all age groups after the first debate, it was still highest
among the 18–24-year-olds – 37% as against 31%, 29% and 22% for older
voters. And, as the percentages in Table 3.5 show, reported Liberal
Democratic voting was strongly but inversely related to age. 

Which party did you vote for in 18–24 25–39 40–54 55+
the General Election? % % % %

Liberal Democrats 41 37 27 22
Conservatives 26 24 32 39
Labour 27 31 34 24

Table 3.5 Party vote by age (post-election survey)

So how did the young voters look forward to the debates, watch them and
evaluate them? As with political interest, age made little difference to
people’s intentions to watch the prime ministerial debates. Thus, when
contacted before the campaign, a large number of the 18–24-year-olds
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(64%) said that they ‘definitely’ or ‘probably’ would watch the prime
ministerial debates, which was a slightly higher proportion intending to
do so than in the other age groups (around 60%). But definite or probable
intentions not to see the debates did increase slightly with age (29%, 34%,
33% and 36%). However, the reasons for watching the debates that the 18–
24-year-olds said applied to them were quite distinctive, as the percentages
in Table 3.6 demonstrate.

18–24 25–39 40–54 55+
% % % %

To help make up my mind how to vote 62 51 39 41
To judge who would make the best Prime Minister 79 69 42 51
To pick the winner of the debates 50 41 35 37
For ammunition in arguments with others 55 37 31 33

Table 3.6 Selected reasons for `definitely´ or `probably´ watching the first debate by age

That many young voters were at this stage wearing their votes on their
sleeves may not be all that surprising. But for so many of the 18–24-year-
olds to have been seeking ‘ammunition’ for ‘use in arguments with others’,
which was the least popular reason that other sample members had
endorsed for viewing the debates, is striking. Does this reflect a new politics
of confrontation? Is it tied in some way with their greater use of the
internet – and possibly their manner of use of it? Endorsements of possible
reasons for avoiding the debates differed little by age, however, except that
more younger voters endorsed the item worded, ‘Because I’m not much
interested in politics’ in this connection.

As for the debates themselves, although viewing of them differed little
by age, both whether a particular debate had been seen (around three-fifths
for the first and third debates by the whole sample and between two-fifths
and a half for the second) and how much of it had been viewed, young
voters undoubtedly valued them more than the older ones did and felt that
they had got more out of them, particularly from the first and second
debates. After the first debate, for example, 78% of the 18–24-year-olds
said they had ‘learned something new’ from it, compared with 73%, 63%
and 59% of the older viewers; 62% considered that they now knew more
about the parties’ policies (compared with 54%, 54% and 49% of the rest).
Younger voters were also more likely to have found the first debate
‘exciting’ – 36% of them compared with 28%, 20% and 12% of the others.
Criticisms of this debate, however, were only barely age-related if at all.
Just a few more young voters credited the leaders with saying ‘what they
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really believed’, while a few more of the oldest respondents felt that they
had just been ‘speaking from a script’. But perhaps the answers to two
other questions asked in this survey provide the strongest indication of the
young voters’ enthusiasm for the debates. More of the 18–24-year-olds
declared that they ‘definitely’ would watch one or more of the next two
debates – 43% compared with only 31% of the rest of the sample. And most
tellingly perhaps, as many as 55% of the 18–24-year-olds said that, as a
result of having seen the first debate, they had become ‘more interested’ in
the campaign, compared with 44% of the 25–39-year-olds, 31% of the 40–
54-year-olds and only 24% of the respondents aged 55 and older. 

The tendency for younger voters to have been more positive about the
prime ministerial debates recurred in some of their responses at later stages
of the campaign. For example, more of the 18–24-year-olds denied that
the second debate had left them ‘none the wiser’ – 73% compared with
68%, 64% and 53% in the other age groups. More of the youngest voters felt
that they had learned more about the parties’ policies after the second
debate – 84% compared with 81%, 58% and 58% of the rest, while 76% of
the 18–24-year-olds claimed the same after the third debate, compared
with 73%, 66% and 63% among older viewers. Where the oldest voters
‘scored’ in response to the third debate was in claiming to be able to say
who had won it: 56% compared with only 38% of the 18–24-year-olds. 

Looking back on the debates after polling day, the evaluations of
younger voters who had seen at least one of them still tended to be
somewhat more positive than those of other sample members, though the
age differences were now less pronounced. For example, 74% of the 18–24-
year-olds considered that they had learned something about the parties’
policies from the debates, compared with 63% of those aged 55 and older.
More important perhaps is the fact that 50% of the 18–24-year-olds and
51% of the 25–39-year-olds said that the debates had helped them to make
up their minds how to vote – compared with 46% and 42% of the two older
age groups. As in the immediate post-debate surveys, endorsements of
most of the statements that were critical of the party leaders were unrelated
to age – except, interestingly, for the item worded ‘you couldn’t trust what
they were saying’. The oldest viewers were most likely to hold that opinion
– 55% of the 55+ age group having agreed with the statement concerned,
compared with 43% of the 18–24-year-olds, 35% of the 25–39-year-olds
and 42% of the 40–54-year-olds. 

Finally, did experience of the 2010 debates persuade voters of the
different generations that they should play a similar part at future
elections? The post-election sample’s verdict on this, broken down by age,
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is shown in Table 3.7. It can be seen that most viewers thought that staging
leader debates at future elections would be a good idea, though large
numbers of them thought that they should be done differently next time.
There were few noticeable age differences over this prospect – except that
more of the oldest respondents thought it would be a bad idea, and that
only in this age group did a majority of those who approved of future
election debates believe that they should be ‘done differently’. 

Table 3.7 Opinions about televising debates in future campaigns by age

In the past, many of voters’ political and communication behaviours could
be placed on an age-based linear continuum. Typically, politicisation
advanced regularly with age. Although age-based gradients did appear in
people’s responses to many of our own measures, the role of age in these
matters did seem to have changed. For one thing, some of the slopes had
reversed. It is not always ‘the older the more’ now but more often the
opposite, ‘the younger the more’. For another thing, some of our findings
suggest that the two groups at the age extremes (18–24-year-olds and 55+
years of age) may have been under mixtures of different influences.
Although in our surveys the older voters still showed a few signs of above-
average political involvement, they also seemed less enamoured of the
debates and less positive about political communication in general,
somewhat jaded perhaps, as if they had ‘seen it all before’. On the other
hand, some young voters, though less attached to certain aspects of the
political system, seemed more appreciative of the debates, both in
anticipation and after each one. The fact that more of the young voters had
used the internet before and during the campaign, while older ones made
greater use of the mainstream media, may go some way towards explaining
these more complex age-based differences.

Chapter 3: Voters’ Responses to the Prime Ministerial Debate: A Rock of (Future?) Ages

It has been said that party leader  18–24 25–39 40–54 55+
debates will probably be televised 
again in future election campaigns.  
In your opinion, do you think that is
a good or a bad idea? % % % %

A good idea 49 55 46 34
A good idea, but done differently 34 28 34 38
A bad idea 9 8 9 18
Don’t know 8 10 12 10
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Overall, the results paint a mixed picture about the political
socialisation potential of a debates-led induction into campaign
communication for first-time young voters. Certainly, the debates seemed
to provide much that these electors could build on: in thinking about the
competing leaders, their policies and the problems they would face; in
talking about all this with friends and family; even in some cases in
deciding whether and how to vote. Only follow-up research could establish
whether this might translate into patterns of more abiding political
involvement by this cohort in the future. On this, the academic jury must
necessarily be out. But a sobering note does arise from the fact that, like
other age groups in the survey, when asked identical questions before the
campaign and after polling day about the political system and politicians
more generally (not tied to the debates, in other words), there was little
change in their relatively down-beat response. 

What about the Liberal Democrats?

At no previous post-war General Election did the Liberal-Democratic or
Liberal Party and its leader enjoy so much television exposure as during the
2010 campaign. This was entirely due to the centrality of the debates to
the campaign and to the strictly equal time share that had been allotted to
Nick Clegg’s place in them. (At all previous elections the third party
received less broadcasting time than their major party rivals.) The big surge
in Liberal-Democratic voting intentions which the opinion polls registered
immediately after the first debate was widely attributed to this
arrangement. (Plausibly too: Liberals did improve their electoral standing
during several past campaigns, due in part, according to at least one study,
to viewers’ exposure to political television: Blumler and McQuail 1968).
So how did our Liberal-Democratic sample members respond to the
debates as ‘receivers’ of them (in terms of how we tried to measure this)?
Interestingly, our Liberal Democratic respondents differed hardly at all
from Conservative and Labour supporters in their interest in politics, in
their pre-campaign intentions to watch the first debate, in their extent of
exposure to each of the individual debates (though a few more did watch
the first debate – 71% as against 65% Labour electors and 63%
Conservatives), or in the total number of debates they remembered having
seen when asked about this after the election.
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Qualitatively, however, the Liberal-Democratic response to the debates
was decidedly distinctive. Even beforehand, the Liberal Democrats wanted
to get somewhat different things out of the first debate: 52% hoped it would
help to make up their minds how to vote, compared with 34% of Labour
electors and 31% of the Conservatives; 71% wanted to judge who would
make the best Prime Minister (compared with 65% of the Conservatives
and 49% of Labour supporters). At the same time, these Liberal Democrats
could think of more reasons for avoiding the debates, especially because
‘you can’t trust what politicians say on television’ (endorsed by 60% of the
Liberal Democrats as against 49% of the Conservatives and 41% of the
Labour supporters).

The individuals who backed the Liberal-Democratic Party after the first
debate (presumably including both original supporters and switchers at
this stage) certainly rated it highly as a learning experience: 85% said they
had learned more about the qualities of the leaders (compared with 75% of
Labour and 58% of Conservative electors); 72% said that they now knew
more about the parties’ policies (as against 61% for Labour and 51%
Conservative vote intenders); 80% thought that they had learned
something new from the debate (compared with 68% of the Labour
respondents and 60% of the Conservatives). And many more of the Liberal
Democrats felt that they had become ‘more interested’ in the campaign as
a result of seeing the debate – 52% compared with only 27% of the
Conservatives and 32% of Labour supporters.

Although after the second and third debates the Liberal Democrats still
seemed to have got more out of them than had the Conservative and
Labour vote intenders, most of the differences had narrowed (except on
feeling ‘none the wiser’ after the second debate, endorsed by only 15% of
the Liberal Democrats compared with 26% of the Labour respondents and
33% of the Conservatives).

And yet, when the election was over, actual Liberal-Democratic voters
were once again qualitatively more appreciative of the prime ministerial
debates than were Conservative or Labour voters. Sample members who
had viewed at least one debate were asked whether, having seen or heard
the debate(s) they agreed or disagreed with four positive statements. As
Table 3.8 shows, the Liberal Democrats were most appreciative of the
campaign in all these respects and especially for having helped with their
voting decisions.
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Table 3.8 Final evaluations of the debates (among viewers of at least one) by party vote

It is as if many Liberal Democrats were saying they had got what they had
been looking for from watching the debates. 

Respondents were also asked whether they agreed or disagreed with
five criticisms that could be made of the leaders’ performances in the
debates. Voters for the different parties differed little over four of these
(They ‘talked down to us too much’; they ‘evaded too many questions’;
they ‘were just speaking from a script’; and ‘cannot be trusted with what
they were telling us’). But more Liberal-Democrats did agree that the
leaders had ‘attacked each other too much’ – 50% compared with 42% of
the Conservatives and 39% of Labour voters.

The Liberal Democrats’ positive feelings about the prime ministerial
debates were also expressed when the respondents were asked to say
whether it would be a good idea for party leader debates to be televised
again at future elections (see Table 3.9).

Table 3.9 Opinions about televising debates in future campaigns by party vote

Although large majorities of the voters for all three major parties approved
the idea, it is noticeable that fewer of the Liberal-Democrats qualified their
support by the proviso that they should be ‘done differently’.

It has been said that leader debates Lib Dem Con Lab
will probably be televised again 
in future election campaigns.   
In your opinion, do you think that is 
a good or a bad idea? % % %

A good idea 58 40 42
A good idea, but done differently 30 39 37
A bad idea 6 13 12
Don’t know 7 8 9

Having watched the debate, would you say that: Lib Dem Con Lab
% % %

I now know more about the quality of the party leaders 82 74 69
I now know more about the policies of each party 78 69 65
They helped me to understand the problems which the  60 55 53

country is facing
They helped make up my mind on how to vote 66 38 40
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In much of this evidence, there has been a striking contrast in the
differential responses to the prime ministerial debates of the Liberal
Democrats relative to those of other major party supporters: in quantitative
terms, little or no difference; in qualitative terms, quite a lot of difference.
And yet almost all studies of the political effects of mass communications
rely on quantitative, rather than qualitative measures!

Other correlates of debates viewing

The post-election questionnaire asked sample members to estimate the
number of debates which they had seen, if any, during the campaign. Since
the amount of such viewing was closely associated with the degree of
people’s interest in politics – with 79% of those who had seen all three
debates being ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ interested in politics, compared with 60% of
those who had seen two debates, 40% of those who had seen only one and
25% of those who had seen none at all – the correlation of any other
variables with numbers of debates watched could reflect, wholly or in part,
the influence of these political interest levels. Nevertheless, it is worth
noting that the more debates the respondents had seen, the more they
thought that they had learned about the leaders’ qualities and the parties’
policies from them and especially (and not necessarily to have been
expected) that the debates had helped them to make up their minds how
to vote – in the case of 48% of the viewers of all three debates, 47% of those
who had seen two and 41% of those who had seen just one. And although
the number of debates seen had not seemed to affect how sample members
responded to certain questions about politics and political communication
generally, those who had watched all three debates seemed more prepared
to credit politicians with being ‘committed to the public good’ (rather than
‘out for themselves’) – 41% compared with 28% of those who had seen two
debates, 21% of those who saw one and 17% who had seen none at all.
Again, viewers of more of the debates differed little from those who had
seen fewer of them in their responses to certain critical statements about
the leaders’ conduct in the broadcasts – except that 75% of those who had
seen all the debates complained that the leaders had ‘evaded too many
questions’ (compared with 73% of the viewers of two debates and 68% of
the single debate viewers). This last response may explain why, although
as we have seen there was widespread agreement with the idea of putting
on leader debates at future elections, the approval of those who had seen
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all three of the 2010 encounters was more conditional – nearly half (47%)
saying that such debates would be acceptable ‘if done differently’,
compared with 37% of those exposed to two of the campaign debates, 34%
who had seen only one and 23% of those without any exposure to them. 

The problematics of communication in British politics 

From the standpoint of the British public, the prime ministerial debates
were on the whole ‘a good thing’, probably about as good as, if not better
than, any other form of political communication could be. It is true that
negative impressions of how British politicians often address themselves to
and conduct themselves in public affairs was in the minds of many viewers
as they embarked upon and emerged from the 2010 campaign. Although
such perceptions were not exactly set aside while voters contemplated,
watched and evaluated the debates, it was as if awareness of them had,
perhaps temporarily, receded into the background when set against the
numerous and diverse appeals of the debates as vehicles for following and
understanding the campaign and even, for some, for considering one’s
voting options. It is also important to repeat here Pfau’s impression that
many of the marginally involved citizens (though not a hard core of totally
uninterested ones) could have been open to some of those appeals.

Having said that, it also seems to be the case that, so far as
communication-and-British politics was concerned, the prime ministerial
debates were an almost entirely self-contained affair. They may well have
done a lot to enliven and enrich the 2010 campaign, but experience of them
did not seem to have rubbed off onto (or improved) people’s attitudes
towards British politics, politicians and communications more generally.
For example, the extent of sample members’ interest in politics, about
which we asked in all five surveys, remained at more or less the same
relatively low levels throughout the campaign. Thus, 26% of the pre-
campaign respondents described themselves as ‘very’ or ‘fairly’ interested
in politics, as did 26%, 28% and 25% of respondents after the first, second,
and third debates respectively, and 21% a few days after the election. In
fact, as many as 42% of the post-election respondents said they were ‘not
at all interested’ in politics or didn’t know compared with 35% before the
campaign.

Another indicator of little or no effect of the debates upon people’s
more general views about politics and communication derives from a set
of four questions that were put to the pre-campaign and post-election
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respondents in order to find out if there had been any change over the
period. With more time to prepare their qualitative grounding and more
space to elaborate them in the questionnaires, the items could probably
have been improved. They were worded as follows:

• Generally speaking, how much attention do you feel the government
pays to what people like you think? A good deal, some attention, not
much, not at all?  

• Generally, do you think that most politicians are committed to the
public good, or out for themselves? Committed to the public good, out
for themselves, don’t know? 

• Do you think that British democracy works well in general? Very well,
fairly well, not very well, not at all well, don’t know? 

• Do you think that politicians tell the truth all of the time, most of the
time, some of the time or hardly ever? 

But analysis of the replies to these questions need not detain us long here.
That is because the distributions of most of the responses to them were
essentially alike before the debates took place and after they were over. It
should perhaps be noted, however, that a few more voters expected the
government to pay attention to the likes of themselves after than before
the campaign period – and that such an expectation was greatest among
people who had seen at least one of the debates (46% saying the
government would pay a good deal or some attention, compared with only
27% for those who had not viewed any of the debates). 

The disparity presented in this chapter between people’s debates-
related and system-related views raises an important normative question.
Should efforts be made to improve the out-of-election communication
system so as to bring it closer to the attractiveness and voter-friendliness
of campaign debates? Or have we simply to accept that the political
communications transmitted most of the time are unlikely to be all that
appealing, although, if we’re fortunate, they may be transformed somewhat
for the better when an election is called?
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Pre-debate ITV debate Sky debate BBC debate Post-debate
N % N % N % N % N %

Gender
Male 698 48 942 47 995 48 1020 48 956 45
Female 757 52 1076 53 1077 52 1105 52 1157 55

Age
18–24 175 12 153 8 249 12 255 12 184 9
25–39 378 26 436 22 538 26 553 26 485 23
40–54 393 27 511 25 559 27 574 27 498 24
55+ 509 35 918 45 725 35 744 35 946 45

Social grade
ABC1 800 55 1225 61 1140 55 1169 55 1276 60
C2DE 655 45 793 39 932 45 956 45 837 40

Political party support at last general election
Labour 466 32 628 31 663 32 680 32 670 32
Conservative 378 26 512 25 538 26 552 26 545 26
Lib Dem 175 12 229 11 248 12 255 12 219 10
Others 44 3 102 5 62 3 64 3 102 5
None 356 25 481 24 508 25 521 24 491 23
Don't know 36 3 66 3 52 2 53 2 86 4

Grand Total 1455 100 2018 100 2072 100 2125 100 2113 100

Table 3.10 Demographic description of each survey

Rounding means figures do not always add up to precisely 100.
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4: Debates in the Blogosphere

Michael Thelwall 

The internet has been heralded as a space of discursive communication
that is relatively easy to enter as both a producer and receiver of messages.
The blogosphere, in particular, has been regarded by some scholars as a
counter-space to the mainstream media, where pluralistic voices may seek
a hearing and public opinion can form without the usual constraints (Bruns
2008; Coleman 2005; Woodly 2008). It makes sense, therefore, to look at
what happened within the UK blogosphere in the aftermath of the three
prime ministerial debates.16 Our exploration was helped by the fact that blogs
are relatively easy for researchers to survey; they provide a unique insight
into one strand of popular discussion (Thelwall 2007; Wallsten 2008). 

While there seems to have been no previous research that is specifically
concerned with the impact of TV debates on blogging, there is much
research into political blogging and its relationship to the mass media. An
investigation into media agenda-setting and the contents of candidate
blogs during the 2004 US presidential elections, for instance, suggested
that agendas were set primarily by the media rather than by candidates
(Sweetser et al. 2008). This aligns with other research suggesting that the
news topic coverage of blogs is similar to that of the mainstream media
(Thelwall et al. 2007). During the same elections, other researchers
investigated the role of high-profile ‘A-list’ blogs, contrasting them with
average blogs. It found that both were primarily used to express opinions
rather than to mobilise support, transmit information or explicitly provoke
debate. On election day, however, average blogs were the most likely to
encourage mobilisation to vote (Wallsten 2008).

16 For a broader analysis of the role of the internet in the 2010 general election, see Newman 2010. 

Coleman 2b_Layout 2  27/01/2011  09:45  Page 55



56

RISJ CHALLENGES | Leaders in the Living Room

One study compared the role of A-list blogs in the 2008 US presidential
debates with online newspapers, finding that both were imperfect in
reporting candidates’ positions, although the former performed slightly
better (Troutman 2009). Another study analysed a different online aspect
of the same debates: the role of YouTube. This focused on a collaboration
between CNN and YouTube that allowed citizens to submit video
questions online and which was particularly targeted at young voters. The
results showed that the YouTube experience did not significantly add to
the positive effects gained from watching traditional debates (with
questions posed by a journalist), suggesting that the internet angle had not
significantly added to the value of the debates (McKinney and Rill 2009).

Volume of blogger interest in the TV debates

The overall volume of election-related blogging is important to give
context to the analyses reported below. Whilst it is not possible to get exact
numbers for how many blogs and blog posts covered the campaign or each
debate, some general information can be derived from blog databases, such
as that of BlogPulse.com, about overall trends in blogging around the
debates using a set of simple queries as heuristics to approximately capture
relevant blog posts. The results are discussed in this section.

Figure 4.1 shows the percentage of blog posts mentioning each party
leader by name, using data from the BlogPulse tracking service at
www.blogpulse.com. There are clear spikes of interest at the date of each
of the debates: 15 April, 22 April and 29 April. Modifying the graph to
include blogs that also mention the word ‘debate’ serves to confirm that
these three spikes are likely to be caused by the live TV debates (Figure
4.2). The other three significant spikes are at 6 April (election called), 6
May (polling day) and 11 May (David Cameron becomes Prime Minister).
There is also a huge spike on 28 April for Gordon Brown alone, partially
overlapping with the third debate spike, but caused by the Bigotgate
affair.17

The graphs clearly show that the three debates generated a lot of
interest in the three party leaders and that this interest translated into
blogging on the day of each debate. The graphs also confirm that the first
debate coincided with a surge of interest in Nick Clegg. On the date of the

17 is occurred when Gordon Brown, still wearing his lapel microphone aer having been filmed talking
to a Labour supporter in Rochdale, referred to her as a bigot. e broadcasting of this private conversation
was deemed to show that Brown had contrasting public and private personas. He apologised soon aer
realising what had happened, but the ‘Bigotgate’ incident, as the media labelled it, was widely considered
to be symbolic of Brown’s flawed leadership style. 
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first debate he is blogged about more often than the other two leaders,
despite being the third most blogged leader prior to that point. The interest
in Nick Clegg seemed to have been sustained throughout the rest of the
campaign, with the second debate seeing him again being the most blogged
of the three politicians. 

Figure 4.1 % of blog posts mentioning each party leader during and just after

the election
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Figure 4.2 % of blog posts mentioning each party leader and the word `debate´ during
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Content analysis of blogs referring to the TV debates

A blog content analysis was conducted to discover how bloggers were
discussing and reacting to the TV debates. In order to get a sample of blogs
discussing each debate, Google Blog Search was used to obtain a large set
of blogs posted the day after each debate and mentioning the name of one
of the three leaders as well as the term debate. For instance, for the
Conservative leader, the query was debates ‘david cameron’. The results
were then systematically sampled by taking even numbered results to get
a subset for coding. Each result was checked initially to ensure that it was
an amateur blog rather than spam or one written by a journalist or a
member of a campaign team and to check that the post mentioned the
correct debate. For the second and third debate not enough blogs were
found and so all blogs were analysed for these debates.

An experienced human coder categorised all the blogs in the sample.
The coding scheme is included in the appendix, in addition to the brief
instructions given. The issues coded were mainly closed, with the
exception of the topics discussed, for which the coder was allowed to create
additional categories.

The Figures in this chapter summarise the results of human coding of
systematically selected amateur blog posts mentioning the TV debates,
written the day after the each TV debate. For the first debate the sample is
200 blogs, but for the subsequent debates the target number of 200 blogs
could not be found due to less blogger interest in them, resulting in a
sample size of 95 for the second and 64 for the third debate.

0.0% 10.0% 20.0% 30.0% 40.0% 50.0%

Comments strategically (winner/strategies)

Comments on the programme itself

Comments on par cipants' performance

Engages with arguments raised

Debate 3

Debate 2

Debate 1

Figure 4.3 How does the blogger mainly write about the televised debates?
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Q1. How does the blogger mainly write about the televised debates?
About half of the bloggers were mainly interested in discussing winners,
losers and debate strategies after the first debate. A significant minority
also discussed the programme format and participants’ performances, but
fewer than 10% engaged with any of the arguments raised during the first
debate. In subsequent debates there was less blogging about winners and
losers, but this was partly replaced by more comments on the participants’
performances. The second debate led to the most engagement with the
arguments raised.

Q2. What is the blogger's opinion of the quality of debate? 
Approximately half of the bloggers expressed an opinion about the quality
of the debate. While there was something of a split opinion after the first
debate between those who regarded it positively and negatively, after the
second and third debates most tended to be negative.

Figure 4.4 The blogger's opinion about the debate quality
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Figure 4.5 Pre-existing party affiliations or intention to vote for a party
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Q3. Does the blogger reveal a pre-existing party affiliation or intention
to vote for a party?
Most bloggers did not state an explicit party affiliation, but Liberal
Democrats were over-represented amongst those who did and Labour
supporters were under-represented.

Q4. Did the debate make the blogger think well or ill of politicians? 
Of the small minority (16%) that discussed how their opinions of
politicians changed as a result of the debate, the vast majority became more
negative.
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Figure 4.7 Does the blogger believe that the debate was exciting or boring?

Q5. Does the blogger believe that the debate was exciting or boring?
Of the minority that stated an opinion about the entertainment value of the
debates, a significant majority found them to be boring, especially after
the first debate.

Figure 4.6 Did the debate make the blogger think well or ill of politicians?
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Q6. What are the main characteristics of the leaders discussed in the
blog post?
Around half of the blogs discussed the debating skills of the leaders, about
10% discussed their physical appearances and about 30% discussed the
effectiveness of the arguments raised.

Figure 4.8 The main characteristics of the leaders discussed in the blog posts

Q7. What are the main debate issues or topics discussed in the blog
post?
The majority of posts did not discuss any political issues. Of those that did,
the main topics were defence (e.g. Trident), the economy, Afghanistan,
the Iraq war and immigration. Figure 4.9 lists all topics that were discussed
in at least two posts. Topics discussed in just one post included the
inappropriateness of televised debates, the veracity of election leaflets,
Liberals as an old/new party, human rights, the environment and disabled
children. 

Figure 4.9 The main topics discussed in the blog posts
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Q8. Does the blog post call for people to participate or to not participate?
Only a tiny minority (2%) called upon their readers to vote and almost no
posts called for any campaigning activity.

Figure 4.10 Calls for participation in blogs

Key political bloggers

In order to gain insights into the comments made about the debates by
influential political blogs, rather than by typical bloggers, the posts of six
top political bloggers were examined. To get this sample, a list of the top
20 UK political blogs was taken from www.wikio.co.uk/blogs/top/politics
(2010) in August 2010 and the top two Labour, Liberal Democrat and
Conservative aligned blogs were selected. Note that some of these blogs
belong to party members whereas others (Guido Fawkes, Liberal
Conspiracy, Left Foot Forward) do not. Some of the blogs are written by
individuals whereas others (Liberal Conspiracy, Liberal Democrat Voice,
Left Foot Forward) have a team of authors. For each of the top six blogs,
blog posts discussing the leaders’ debates were read and the results are
summarised below.

Iain Dale’s Diary http://iaindale.blogspot.com (2010) Conservative
candidate (not elected) [Conservative] Exclusively discussed who won
the debates, which points were particularly successful and how viewers
might perceive who won. Posts backed up with opinion poll results.

Liberal Conspiracy http://www.liberalconspiracy.org (2010) Creating
a new liberal-left force [Labour] Discussed why Clegg won the first debate.
Criticised some questions in the ‘pretty dull’ second debate as potentially
biased; discussed winners and losers. Discussed media reporting of the
third debate, criticised all three leaders’ communication abilities.
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Guido Fawkes’ blog http://www.order-order.com (2010) Parliamentary
plots, rumours and conspiracy [Conservative: independent libertarian
conservative] Did not produce summary comments on the first two debates,
but posted interactive comments (in a widget). Discussed why Cameron
won third debate and Clegg’s most successful strategies; included poll results.

Liberal Democrat Voice http://www.libdemvoice.org (2010) Our place
to talk – an independent website for supporters of the Liberal
Democrat party in the UK [Liberal Democrat] Discussed why Clegg won
first debate and leaders’ communication effectiveness. Discussed
performances and who won the second debate. Discussed performances
and who won the third debate. Posts backed up with opinion poll results.

Left Foot Forward http://www.leftfootforward.org/ (2010) Left Foot
Forward is a political blog for progressives. We provide evidence-based
analysis on British politics, news and policy developments. [Labour]
Discussed winners and losers and Cameron gaffes in the first debate.
Discussed winners and losers and ‘David Cameron’s links with far-Right
extremists in Europe’ in the second debate. Discussed performances and
who won the third debate. Posts backed up with opinion poll results.
Posts also discuss the reaction of the press to the debates.

Mark Reckons http://markreckons.blogspot.com/ (2010) Thoughts on
politics and life from a Liberal perspective [Liberal Democrat]
Discussed why Clegg won first debate and leaders’ communication
effectiveness. Discussed who won second debate and leaders’
communication effectiveness. Discussed who won third debate and
potential impact on voting and debates in future election. Two posts
backed up with opinion poll results.

From the above summary, it is clear that posts by top political blogs
focused primarily, and in some cases exclusively, on who won the debates
and the communication skills of the leaders involved. There was some
additional comment on the role of the press in elections and the role of
leaders’ debates in elections, but there was almost no discussion of party-
political issues. When a comment mentioned political issues, it was usually
in the context of discussing communication strategies, e.g. ‘[Clegg] kept
mentioning the £10K tax threshold which is absolutely right to underline
to people who may not have watched the other debates how they would be
better off’ (Mark Reckons, Debate 3).
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It seems then that the leaders’ debates did not trigger much
commentary about political ideas in the top political blogs. This is perhaps
understandable, given that they discuss politics all the time and
presumably tackle political issues in many of their posts, often producing
several posts per day. Nevertheless, their failure to engage with any of the
arguments raised during the televised debates suggests that they are not
taken seriously as political platforms, but are spectacles of primarily
strategic value in the elections.

Conclusion

This analysis should offer some insights into bloggers’ reactions to the
debates. Bloggers represent a relatively young, active and politically aware
segment of the population, so it is not surprising that the debates each
triggered a significant volume of blogging – indeed, they triggered more
blogging about the election than any event other than Bigotgate (Figures
4.1 and 4.2). Most bloggers (about 75%) did not reveal a clear political
affiliation, suggesting that blogs were not primarily partisan organs.
Nevertheless, there was decreasing interest in the debates against a
backdrop of increasing interest in the elections, so there was probably a
novelty factor playing an important role in the generation of interest.
Moreover, few bloggers seemed to find the debates were exciting, and so
it may be that there was less interest to follow and blog about later debates.
In terms of blog content, less than 20% dealt with substantial political
issues in the sense of engaging with the arguments raised. Whilst about
40% of the blogs discussed no political issues at all, a range of topics was
mentioned by the remainder. The majority of blog posts were meta-
analyses, commenting on who won or lost, the programme format or the
performances of the participants. Arguably, the participants’ performances
were an important political issue in their own right, given that debating
skill is important for a leader. In fact, about half of the comments about the
leaders themselves related to their skills as debaters and capacity to manage
themselves within a live TV situation.

In terms of democracy, since this was a unique opportunity to see UK
political figures engaged in public debate against each other in a relatively
open environment, it could potentially have changed people’s attitudes to
politicians. About 15% of bloggers mentioned that they thought worse of
politicians as a result of the debates and almost none thought better of
politicians and so it seems that the debates may have slightly undermined
the authority of politicians, at least in the eyes of bloggers. Moreover, there
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was little evidence of active engagement in politics amongst the bloggers,
for instance with almost no calls to their readers to do anything.

The topics discussed echoed the main topics from the debates
themselves, with the most common being immigration, defence, war and
the economy. One surprise is possibly the lack of blogger interest in climate
change, policing and devolution. In terms of the top six political blogs
analysed, their focus was clearly strategic, with a huge focus upon winners
and losers. 

Overall, the results show that the TV debates did generate a significant
reaction in the blogosphere, even after the novelty factor had lessened. This
reaction included some policy-related discussion, but mainly discussion
of the leaders’ personal qualities as performers in the debates. However, to
understand more about what motivates political bloggers, who they
imagined their audience to be, and why they tended to focus so little on
substantive policy issues, we would need to conduct further, more
qualitative research. 
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5: Evaluating the Debates – 
2010 and Beyond

Stephen Coleman

Lessons for political communication 

Are there lessons to be learned from this research that could help to
address some of the more persistent failings of the current political
communication system? This question arises from the primary motive for
our research: to investigate whether the prime ministerial debates might
lead to a ‘fresh start’ for the relationship between politicians and citizens,
perhaps even serving to reduce or alleviate public disenchantment – or
whether they might be simply dismissed as just ‘more of the same’. From
the outset, we regarded this central question as more important (even if
harder to answer) than more traditional questions about ‘who won’. 

To be sure, political debate in the mass-media era has come to mean
something other than the kind of informed deliberation that many political
theorists regard as a prerequisite for healthy democracy. Consider, for
example, the US healthcare reform ‘debate’ in which, according to Jim
Fishkin writing in the New York Times (15 August 2009), ‘lawmakers are
finding their town hall meetings disrupted by hecklers, many echoing anti-
health-care-reform messages from talk radio and cable television’ (Fishkin
2009). Paul Krugman’s (NYT, 9 August 2009) account of ‘recent town
halls, where angry protesters — some of them, with no apparent sense of
irony, shouting “This is America!” (Krugman 2009)— have been drowning
out, and in some cases threatening, members of Congress trying to talk
about health reform’ paints a picture of democracy as an eerie echo
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chamber filled with noise, but little sense. Consider also the UK media’s
response to the MPs’ expenses scandal which rocked British politics in
2009: Peter Oborne, writing in the Daily Mail (9 May 2009), told his
readers that ‘Nobody can say any longer that our politicians are motivated
by honesty, duty or patriotism. Almost to a man and woman they have
been exposed as cheats and crooks whose primary motivation is lining
their own pockets rather than serving Britain’ (Oborne 2009); while a
record 3.8 million viewers tuned in for the BBC Question Time programme
(14 May 2009) in which politicians were jeered at by a studio audience who
referred to them as being no different from benefits cheats, ‘mealy-
mouthed’ and ‘all the same’. In both of these situations, the air – and
increasingly, the airwaves – have been filled by a shrill, raucous,
cacophonous babble: noise that dissipates into the frustrating vacuity of
the angry headline, the denunciating mob and the resignation of cynical
apathy. 

In the face of such overwhelmingly negative public discourse, and its
concomitant shortfalls of political participation, trust and efficacy,
politicians across the world have been looking at ways of boosting turnout
and otherwise engaging citizens in public affairs. All sorts of political
reforms have been mooted and tried out, not least in the aftermath of the
MPs’ expenses crisis, when calls for ‘a serious culture change’ (David
Cameron, Guardian, 25 May 2009) were everywhere. But perhaps political
reform is not the entire answer. Instead of focusing solely upon what
politicians do, there is a need to think about how they communicate with
citizens. In emphasising that the political communication system is a key
to the ills and limitations of contemporary political democracy, we are not
suggesting that the reform of politics should give way to reform of the
media. On the contrary, it is by conceiving of both of these as elements
within a communications ecology, comprising intricate interrelationships
between politicians, journalists and citizens, that the crisis of our
representative democracy can be better understood and eventually,
perhaps, fixed (Blumler and Coleman 2010). 

Interestingly, it was an innovation in political communication, rather
than political reform, that had the most significant impact on the 2010
campaign: grabbing public attention; changing the rhythm and foci of the
national campaign; and possibly even mobilising voters. This suggests to
us that it no longer makes sense to speak about ‘doing politics’ and then
‘communicating it’, as if these were separable activities. What we are
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suggesting here is that democratic representation can only be reinvigorated
if and when the political communication system is recognised as being
integral to that process. 

Over the past half-century politics and television have come to exist in
a state of mutual dependence, with the former providing the raw materials
for a public agenda and the latter packaging, reconstructing and delivering
them to mass audiences. As Gurevitch et al. have argued, over the years
television has ‘moved from the role of being an observer of events and
provider of accounts (stories) and emerged as definer and constructor of
political reality’ (2009: 166). As television’s role has developed from
political commentator to producer of nationally staged politics, most
conspicuously as the initiator and broadcaster of the prime ministerial
debates, questions arise about the most effective way that it can contribute
to the public interest in a contemporary democracy. Three themes in
particular will be considered in this concluding chapter. First, some critics
suggest that television tends to sensationalise and trivialise public debate,
and that it sacrifices deliberation for drama. We propose to question the
starkness of this dichotomy. Secondly, a widespread complaint from many
respondents to our surveys was that the debaters evaded too many of the
questions; that ‘you can’t trust what politicians say on television’. Might
that be because televised debates are such rare and high-profile events that
politicians are afraid to speak their minds for fear of zero-sum failure; that
viewers see so much of political leaders in stage-managed situations that
when they see them in direct debate they are inclined to believe that it’s all
part of the act; and that the format for televised debates has failed to bring
the public into the discussion? We aim to begin a public discussion about
how to foster a culture of televised debate that might be conducive to more
trustworthy politics. Thirdly, we begin to set out an agenda for future
research which might pull together a range of divergent questions,
methods and theoretical perspectives that have failed hitherto to speak to
one another. Rather than focusing narrowly upon research plans for the
next round of prime ministerial debates, we want to encourage reflection
upon strategies that could help us to understand better the nature,
relationship and effects of political talk, debate and deliberation in a mass-
mediated society. 
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Debates as democratic drama 

The 2010 prime ministerial debates conformed to Dayan and Katz’s
definition of ‘media events’: they were live, preplanned interruptions in
the routine of the normal flow of broadcasting (Dayan and Katz 1992).
They were produced with a degree of ‘reverence’ and ‘ceremony’, somehow
transforming the ‘home into a public space’ and providing moments of
sacred punctuation in each of the three weeks leading up to polling day.
They encouraged ‘viewers to celebrate the event by gathering before the
television set in groups, rather than alone’ (1992: 9). In this sense they were
moments of high public drama, comprising forms of affective tension that
characterise the dramatic. Tony Parsons, writing in the Mirror (16 April
2010), could hardly contain himself: 

It felt massive. Princess Diana on her wedding day. England in a
World Cup semi-final. Jedward doing Vanilla Ice. As big as all
that. Bigger. For this was more than light entertainment. It felt as
though you would never forget where you were when you saw it.
It was as compulsive and unmissable as the most gigantic TV
events when it feels like you are watching exactly the same thing
as everyone else in the country, when you can do nothing else but
turn on the television and gawp at history being born. (Parsons
2010)

For others, such as Marina Hyde writing in the Guardian (16 April 2010),
however, the drama of the debate fell ‘dismally flat’ (Hyde 2010). But both
would agree that to cut it as media events the debates needed to offer more
than politics as usual. For the nature of an event is to wrap up a single
situation or context (such as an election) into a given temporal occasion
with a beginning, middle and end. Events perform a heuristic function,
gathering people together within a collective space of witnessing and
explanation. 

Still others, including several scholars of political communication,
argue that democratic debate – especially when aspiring to the standards
of Rawlsian or Habermasian deliberation – calls for the dispassionate
tranquillity of the seminar. Dramatic spectacle and emotive expression can
only be distractions from a focus upon rational reflection, they would
argue; debates as media events are bound to sacrifice deliberation for
declamation and substantive analysis for strategic assessments. Arguing
against such claims, Dayan suggests that
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Dismissing them as ‘political spectacles’ would lead to two errors:
(1) that of presupposing that the mediation they offer is
superfluous; (2) that of believing that the absence of political
spectacle is an ideal and a distinctive sign of modern democracies.
Democracies are distinct from authoritarian or totalitarian
regimes, but not in terms of the presence or absence of a political
ceremoniality. Democracies differ from other regimes by the
nature – not the existence – of the ceremonies staged in their
midst. In contemporary life, television is central to the nature of
both. (Dayan 2010)

Our findings, reported in Chapter 2, support the idea that substantive
debate and political spectacle are not antithetical, and that, rather than
measuring the presence of the former in terms of the absence of the latter,
what is needed is a civic mix in which deliberation and drama can be
mutually reinforcing. As Hajer (2005) has proposed, the setting and
staging of exercises in public deliberation affect their outcomes no less
than the structure and substance of argumentation. His suggestion that
‘by analyzing political processes as a sequence of staged performances we
might be able to infer under what conditions a variety of people and voices
emerge in the political discussions, how the variety of contributions can be
related to one another in a meaningful way and under what conditions
such statements can be made with influence on the actual decision making’
(2005: 630–1) applies as much to televised debates as to face-to-face
meetings. 

In calling for an appropriate civic mix of game and substance in media
coverage of televised political debates, we are making both an empirical
and a normative observation. The former arises from our research
methodology, which has allowed us to identify a game–substance scale that
simply does not make sense in mutually exclusive terms. In practice,
journalists covering the debates used a mixture of game and substance
references, rarely entirely abandoning one for the other. Our normative
observation about this is that democratic politics, if it is to be accessible,
engaging and inclusive, cannot retreat into a rarefied vacuum from which
anything less than lofty rationalism is viewed with disdain. A civic mix
that acknowledges both performative skills and serious ideas does no more
than acknowledge the porous borders between political and popular
culture. Is it too much to ask for televised debate to illuminate the
multifaceted questions of the day while at the same time dramatising the
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complexities involved in evaluating political performances? The success
of the 2010 debates as both appealing and enlightening media events
suggests that this can be done. 

Building trust through a culture of debate

Although there can be no doubt that those who watched the 2010 debates
favoured their adoption in future elections, many also felt that somehow
they should be done differently. A clue to the missing ingredient may be
found in the widespread complaint that the debaters evaded too many of
the questions. That criticism might be met by some adjustment to the
format, so that, say, an hour was devoted to viewers’ questions, without
outside intervention, followed by a final half hour in which a panel of
serious political journalists would be asked to pose questions – not of their
own inspiration, but following on from what had happened in the first
hour. 

But even if leaders’ debates were to become a regular feature of British
elections, will it be good enough for the country’s political communication
system to be bifurcated between energising campaign-period debates and
offputting out-of-election period practices? We have seen that people’s
generally positive response to the debates had little or no impact on their
attitudes towards politicians in general, the political communication
process or their own political efficacy. There is surely a danger that, if
everyday public communication remains as unpalatable as it has been for
some time now, its failings might thwart the invigorating potential of the
next set of debates. It should not be forgotten that the most heavily
endorsed reason for avoiding the 2010 debates was ‘because you can’t trust
what politicians say on television’. This reflects a widespread feeling that
politicians are so skilful at dodging difficult questions and concealing the
less appealing aspects of their policy proposals that almost any exposure to
them is unlikely to be satisfactory. While the debaters did their best to
present themselves as credible and approachable characters, could such an
image be realised when citizens watching at home were unable to question
or interact with them? Faced with pressing and complex challenges, such
as cutting the deficit, responding to climate change, deciding which wars
are worth fighting and determining the most effective voting system, might
a case be made for building on the success of these first debates by
introducing them as a more regular feature of our media culture?

One idea would be to establish an independent Debates Commission,
charged with bringing together the parties and broadcasters when issues of
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national importance are under consideration. In the United States, the first
presidential debates were organised on an ad hoc basis by the parties and
the broadcasters, as were the UK debates, but when such ad hoc
arrangements failed in 1964, 1968 and 1972, an independent third party
was brought in to make them happen: at first the League of Women Voters
and then the Federal Debates Commission. Just as the Electoral
Commission currently organises voting in the United Kingdom, a Debates
Commission could promote and organise public deliberation. Such a body
might want to consider how future debates might move beyond head-to-
head television formats by converging with other platforms and channels
to facilitate public involvement. For example, before each televised debate
there could be a period of a week or more in which the public could discuss
the key debate issues online, thereby helping to set the agenda and
questions for the leaders’ debates. Then leading politicians – but also
experts – could be invited to participate in one or more televised debates
– which would also be streamed live online. Following the televised debate
(or debates), there could be a period for public online deliberation.
Following each debate other opportunities for online interaction could be
established – with the debaters and peer-to-peer. These could range from
conventional forms, such as message boards and Facebook group
discussions, to invitations to produce blog and YouTube responses to the
debates. The Debates Commission would have a key responsibility for
connecting and summarising these responses, ensuring as it does so that
not only many voices, but many different types of voice and experience, are
brought in to the national debate, for a test of an effective democracy is
that it encourages participation from those who might think that they have
nothing to say or might lack the skill or confidence to speak for themselves. 
The proposal we have set out for the consolidation and expansion of
televised debate is only one potential way of expanding the democratic
value that clearly emerged from the prime ministerial debates. Our aim
here is not to produce a blueprint, but to open a debate about how the
media can contribute towards the creative shaping of the public sphere. 

Whatever the future may be for televised debates in the United
Kingdom (and we cannot rule out the possibility that the next election,
with its different political chemistry, might return to the norm where one
or more of the parties sabotage the prospects for such events), their success
or failure will need to be evaluated in terms of their enduring systemic
effects. That is to say, even if future debates continue to attract large
audiences and to be relatively well received, if they are ultimately dismissed
on the grounds that ‘politicians can’t be trusted’ or ‘there’s nothing that
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citizens can do to influence political decisions’, our systems of democratic
representation and political communication will still be limping. 

Making sense of political talk

But whatever the future holds, the overall judgment of the prime
ministerial debates that emerges from this research is very clear: the
debaters, the media and the electorate seemed on the whole to have risen
to the occasions, according them something like the kind of notice one
might wish major civic events to enjoy.18 An unexpected, striking and
welcome finding of this study was the positive response to the debates of
the country’s youngest citizens, mainly first-time voters, who seemed to
have been energised by these media events.19

Viewers not only watched the debates, as an audience, but talked about
them afterwards, as citizens. When asked whether they had talked to other
people about the debates after they had watched or listened to them, 87%
of respondents to our post-election survey said that they did and,
interestingly, this figure was higher amongst younger voters (92%) than
over-55s (84%). Asked in the same survey which methods they had used
to follow and make sense of the election campaign, 43% of respondents
cited ‘talking with friends’; but this split very unevenly between debate-
watchers (52%) and non-debate-watchers (24%). This raises an important
point: viewing the debates and following the media coverage were only
two-thirds of the debate reception process. As ever, the most important
moments in media reception occurred after people had watched the
debates, as they integrated them into their interpersonal conversations,
reinterpreted key points to fit in with their own experience and debated
amongst themselves whether the media and the pollsters had got the
verdict right. But how much do we know about this everyday political talk? 
Few of us would disagree that political discussion is an essential requisite
of a democratic society; that a country in which voter turnout was high,

18 is generally positive response was not without qualifications: viewers and voters maintained strong
reservations about the more standard political communication process that was a backdrop to the debates;
the partisanship of much press coverage was unrestrained; and bloggers’ comments on the debates tended
towards the sceptical and ironic, in line with the typically ludic-captious disposition of the blogosphere.
19 It is worth noting that turnout amongst 18–25-year-olds increased by 7 percentage points in this election,
3 points higher than the average increase in turnout compared with 2005. While we are no position to
claim that this was a direct effect of the televised debates, our data offer some suggestive bases for further
analysis. Scholars of political socialisation may want to follow up our findings in their future research.
Will the relatively positive disposition of members of the first-time-voter generation be sustained as they
age or will they gradually succumb to the somewhat more jaded attitudes to political communication that
some of their elders displayed this time round? And will their youthful successors (the next cohort of 18–
24-year-olds) respond equally positively to future debates? 
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while vocal public argument was virtually non-existent, would be just as
bad – if not worse – than one in which everyone discussed politics, but few
voted. Research on how people discuss and debate politics has been
conducted for many decades, but different scholars have tended to pay
attention to different aspects of it. Political communication researchers
have tended to focus upon elite debates: how politicians and their
communication strategists ‘sell’ ideas, stand up under journalistic scrutiny
and translate their messages into public opinion. Much attention has been
paid to high-profile televised leaders’ debates, seen as raw moments in
direct confrontation between elite actors and potential voters. Scholars of
speech communication (almost entirely based in the United States these
days) have examined the rhetorical strategies employed by political
debaters in an attempt to evaluate political displays as dramaturgical
performances (Benoit and Wells 1996; Reinemann and Maurer 2005; Han
2010). A quite separate group of scholars have looked at everyday political
talk between citizens (Eliasoph 1998; Gamson 1992; Huckfeldt and
Sprague 1995; Wyatt et al. 2000; White, 2009). They have tended to take a
sociological approach, often adopting ethnographic methods of close
observation. For example, in her study of daytime talk shows, Wood (2007:
79) interviewed respondents both individually and as members of focus
groups with a view to gathering data on how they interpreted talk on
television as they watched it. Wood recorded

the utterances broadcast from the studio alongside utterances that
occur in the home. These were then transcribed using a system
that made visible both aspects of the communication process
simultaneously.

Other attempts to understand the nature and dynamics of political talk
have focused on online communication, for sites such as message boards,
email lists and blogs offer unique opportunities to observe the structure
and dynamics of public talk about politics (Cappella et al. 2002; Stromer-
Galley and Wichowski 2010). Yet another group of scholars – mainly
democratic theorists – have focused their attention upon the scope for
public deliberation (Fishkin 1991; Goodin and Dryzek 2006; McLeod et
al. 1999; Neblo et al. 2010; Jacobs et al. 2010). They argue that more than
‘just talk’ is needed for democracy to work well: such talk must entail a
number of normative conditions, such as the exposure of arguments to
reasonable reflection and judgment, equality between all deliberating
citizens and freedom from coercion and manipulation. While this strand
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of research has tended to be more theoretical than empirical, studies of
how deliberation actually works have produced fascinating findings about
both the scope for and constraints of political talk. 

Each of these discrete approaches has important questions, methods
and theories to bring to debate research. Political communication scholars’
attention to the mediated nature of political discourse invites us to reflect
upon how political messages can be skewed by various institutional actors
(politicians, communication strategists, pollsters, journalists) whose role is
to turn content into impressions. Speech communication scholars offer
valuable insights into the construction of persuasive messages and the
context of their success or failure. Sociological scholars of micro-discourse
remind us that talk on television often prompts a range of responses from
audiences whose translation of elite agendas into everyday talk draws
creatively upon their own experiences, values and social networks.
Deliberative scholars raise important questions about the conditions for
changing minds through debate, rather than simply reinforcing existing
beliefs. All of this constitutes valuable scholarship, but it is hardly ever the
case that these diverse approaches are brought together.

We propose that future research on televised debates should seek to
combine as many as possible of these perspectives within a single,
integrated study. Of course, this would entail resources that are
increasingly difficult to obtain – but it also calls for creative research
imagination. In addition to the studies of media coverage of the debates,
viewer responses and post-debate activity in the blogosphere that are
presented in this study, it would be valuable to consider adding the
following elements to a study of the next round of prime ministerial
debates:

1. A series of focus groups, adopting Wood’s technique of recording
what respondents say about the debates while, as well as after, they are
being broadcast.
2. A rhetorical analysis of the verbal and semiotic dynamics of the
debates, followed by three presentations (to a group of voters, non-
voters and actors) with a view to finding out more about how these
characteristics are received and interpreted. 
3. A qualitative analysis of Facebook comments about the debates in
the hours before, during and after each of them.
4. A deliberative experiment, in which groups of decided and
undecided voters are invited to watch the debates and then question
party experts and one another about the various arguments to which
they have been exposed. 
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We suggested at the outset of this study that the most important questions
for us to answer concern the ways in which televised debates might
impinge upon three kinds of relationship – between the media and the
public, elected representatives and citizens and the rich ecology of
interpersonal political talk that constitutes the soundtrack for vibrant
democracy. In relation to all three of these questions, this study suggests
that the 2010 debates provided valuable insights into how people
experienced a key element of political democracy and how it left them
feeling able to act as more confident citizens. In placing our emphasis upon
the durable, systemic effects of televised debates rather than their short-
term political ramifications, we hope that our research will give all of the
actors in this media event – politicians, party strategists, journalists,
bloggers, citizens, academics – a springboard for constructive thinking
about the way ahead for public communication. 
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Appendix A: The Role of the Debates in
Shaping Political Engagement 

William H. Dutton and Andrew Shipley 

A key question raised by the 2010 party-leader debates was whether it had
a positive impact on political engagement. Given the historic nature of this
event for Britain, and the partisan effects attributed to the debates, it is
particularly important to know if they had increased public engagement in
the political process. This is especially important given that, in the months
preceding the election, public involvement was low and disenchantment
with politicians was high. Could these sentiments have been countered to
some degree by the televised debates?

This question is controversial. Many questioned the wisdom of staging
televised debates between the leaders of the Labour, Conservative and
Liberal Democratic parties in the run-up to the 2010 election. For example,
those advantaged in the polls in the pre-campaign period might have had
more to lose by taking part in a major media event: it could realign voter
preferences. But with respect to political engagement, given the novelty of
the debates for British elections, they could have either of two contrasting
roles. First, they could increase public engagement by bringing the
electorate into a closer connection with the candidates and the issues of
the election. Alternatively, given low public involvement and
disenchantment with politicians, more exposure could have reinforced the
prevailing mood of political disenchantment among voters and cynicism
towards leading politicians. 

The following analysis addresses this general question of political
engagement by focusing more concretely on whether those who watched
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the debates had a greater propensity to vote, and to participate in other
ways, such as discussing the campaign online or in person. This appendix
provides an analysis that seeks to address this question. 

Methodology

Methodologically, this analysis is based primarily on the use of survey data
collected by YouGov prior to the debate, following each of the three
debates, and then after the election. The authors of this study were able to
place a number of items in the five survey questionnaires, many of them
tapping people’s orientation towards British politics, the campaign and
the debates. These consequently offer an unusually strong set of data to
examine the relationship between watching the debates and indicators of
political engagement. 

This apparently simple relationship is difficult to clarify in a definitive
way. A key problem is that those who watch a debate might be more
politically engaged in other respects, and therefore any relationship
between watching the debates and other forms of political activity might
be caused by other factors, such as their interest in politics. It is therefore
necessary to control statistically for other factors that might explain
political engagement. This will help to rule out alternative interpretations. 
Another problem is that while the data were collected over time, they did
not derive from a single longitudinal panel. We were not tracking the
attitudes and behaviour of the same individuals across the campaign
period. Each of the surveys was cross-sectional, drawing new samples of
Britons. This means that we cannot use over-time panel methods to
ascertain the impact on identical individuals of their exposure to the
debates, but we can replicate the analysis with each wave of the survey.
This enables us to determine if the findings are so robust that they remain
consistent over the course of the campaign. This provides a different type
of validity check, based on replication. 

Finally, political engagement is likely to increase over time, irrespective
of the debates, as polling day draws closer. Therefore, we need to determine
if patterns of engagement can be explained simply by a growing interest in
the election over time. 

In each of the five surveys, we included standard questions on watching
the debates, and political engagement, such as intention to vote, as well as
a set of control variables, including party preference, interest in politics,
and standard demographic factors, such as age, gender, and social status.
Box 1 provides key questions included in each survey.
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We hypothesized that political engagement, measured by such factors
as intention to vote, would increase as the debates approached, and
increase again, in the immediate aftermath of the debates. However, this
could be the case whether or not the debates were held, as interest in the
election should increase as polling day neared and as news coverage
increased. We also hypothesized political engagement to be greater for
those who watched the debates.

Box 1. Variable List and Operational Definitions
Pre-debate questionnaire:
• Debate Watch: During the coming general election campaign, Gordon Brown, David Cameron

and Nick Clegg are going to debate with each other three times on television in programmes
lasting 90 minutes each. Do you intend to watch any of these televised debates? 

• General Political Interest: Generally speaking, how interested are you in politics?
• Vote Intention: Do you intend to vote in the general election?
Questions asked after debates 1–3:
• Debate Watch: Did you watch any of this televised debate, whether on television or on the

Internet?
• General Political Interest: Generally speaking, how interested are you in politics?
• Vote Intention: The general election will be held on May 6. On a scale of 0 (certain NOT to vote)

to 10 (absolutely certain to vote), how likely are you to vote in the general election?
Questions asked only after debate 1: 
Political Engagement:
• Television: What about the election campaign in general? So far, have you been following the

election campaign through television?
• Newspaper coverage: What about the election campaign in general? So far, have you been

following the election campaign through newspaper coverage?
• The internet: What about the election campaign in general? So far, have you been following the

election campaign through the internet?
• Talking with friends: What about the election campaign in general? So far, have you been

following the election campaign through talking with friends?
Post-election question:
Vote: 
• Did you vote in the General Election held on Thursday 6 May?

Analysis

Generally, the analysis of the survey data supports a positive role of the
debates in enhancing public engagement: those who watched the debates
tended to be more politically engaged than those who did not, even when
controlling for other variables related to political engagement. For
example, with respect to perhaps the most critical form of democratic
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participation, the intention to vote, we can see a positive, statistically
significant and independent relationship between a person watching the
debates and then saying that they intended to vote. 

The following analysis begins with a description of trends in the mean
level of voting intention in the survey. We then move to a comparison
across waves, identifying where significant changes may have taken place
during the survey period. We then consider the effect of having watched
one or more of the debates on intention to vote, demonstrating that,
controlling for a variety of relevant factors like age and general interest in
politics, having watched a debate had a modest but significant positive
effect on intention to vote. Finally, the surveys allow us to look at the effect
of the debates on other forms of political engagement beyond the intention
to vote. Specifically, we found that having watched the debates increased
the levels at which respondents followed electoral news across a range of
platforms and discussed the election with their friends. In sum, it is clear
from our analysis of the surveys that the televised debates had a modest but
statistically significant impact on political engagement in a variety of
forms. 

Voting intention over time
Our five surveys were included in a larger number of YouGov surveys
during the 2010 election. YouGov tracked voter’s intention to vote for
particular parties throughout the campaign. While we are interested here
in voting intentions per se, not party or candidate preference, Figure A1 is
a useful starting point both in the aggregated and party specific data it
tracks.

The most significant movement in this data appears to occur around
15 April, the date of the first televised debate. Figure A1 shows that Nick
Clegg and the Liberal Democrats appeared to gain a sizeable increase in
vote intentions in the aftermath of this first debate, up 12 points in two
days. As the trends suggest, this drew primarily from the Conservative
base, which tumbled eight points from 41% to 33% in the same period. 

What is unclear from these data about partisan intentions is the effect
on overall intention to vote. Figure A2 shows that inter-party movement
does not necessarily appear to have manifested itself in an overall rise in the
intention to vote. In the aggregate, intention to vote remained relatively
stable, and the main effect of the first debate seemed to be to redistribute
votes among the parties. 
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Figure A2 Overall intention to vote and party preferences over time

Figure A1 Party voting intentions over the campaign
(Source: YouGov polls)

However, these aggregate means might mask change at the individual
level and in more precise indicators of intention to vote. We used a ten-
point scale, ranging from 0 for ‘certain not to vote’ to 10 for ‘absolutely
certain’ to vote. Therefore, using this scale across the first four waves of
the surveys to test for significant changes in overall vote intention in the
lead-up to the election, a more significant positive effect is evident. Figure
A3 summarises vote intention frequencies across the five survey waves.
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The evidence in Figure A3 suggests that there was an inflation of
intention to vote. Certainly the percentage reporting having voted on
polling day is higher than the actual national vote. Nevertheless, it is clear
also that a substantial increase in overall intention to vote did in fact take
place between the Pre-Debate and First Debate waves, with mean intention
to vote jumping from 76.5% to 86.1%, apparently due to a decline in
uncertainty. The percentage saying ‘maybe’ dropped from 15.7% in the
Pre-Debate survey to 8.1% in the First Debate survey. The percentage
saying ‘certainly no’ was very consistent, from 4.1% in the Pre-Debate
survey to 4.4% in the First Debate survey. Standardising across survey
waves, this constitutes a significant rise in voting intention following the
first debate (t = 5.290, p < .001). 
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Figure A3 Vote intention across the five waves of the survey

The surveys also indicate that this increase in voting intention was not
cumulative over time. The rise after the first debate appeared to have
established a new equilibrium, with only marginal, statistically
insignificant variation across the second and third debate waves (Figure
A3).20 This is important as it suggests that the increase observed was not
likely to have been the result of increased proximity to polling day, as
might reasonably have been expected. If this had been the case, we would
have expected a consistent positive growth across the four pre-election
waves. Instead, consistent with the YouGov data presented initially, the
first debate appears to have had a significant positive effect on vote
intention, not only with respect to party preferences, but also with respect
to overall political engagement.

20 While included in Figure A3, the final, post-election wave was not included in the vote intention trend
analysis due to the unrealistically high level of self-reported voting. at 91% of a nationally representative
sample report voting while the overall election turnout is estimated to have been around 65% casts critical
doubt on the legitimacy of this figure. It is our belief that the 91% figure represents little more than
favourable response bias and has thus been excluded from the present discussion.
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The impact of the debates on vote intention at the individual level
The previous analysis shows a significant increase in voting intentions that
occurred following the first televised debate. This, however, provides only
circumstantial evidence for the effect of having watched the first debate
itself. To test this relationship more directly, a series of multiple regressions
were conducted to assess the influence of having watched the debate.
Variables presumed to be relevant to intention to vote, such as a
respondent’s age, party preference and general interest in politics were also
included.21

21 Social Grade, which was also included in initial analyses, was dropped from the final models due to lack
of significance. 

Std. β t Sig.

Debate watch 0.135 6.132 0.000
General political interest 0.295 12.963 0.000
Age 0.107 5.144 0.000
Gender 0.076 3.533 0.000
Political identificationa -0.161 -7.672 0.000

a 1 Labour; 2 Conservative; 3 LibDem; 4 Other

Table A1 Regression of predictor variables on intention to vote after first debate

The results of analyses conducted on the first debate wave are shown in
Table A1, as they are representative of all four models (for specific model
fit and factor coefficients see Table A2). The model tested used intention
to vote as the outcome variable and having watched the first debate,
general interest in politics, age, gender, and party preference as predictor
variables. As intention to vote is a complex behaviour with a variety of
relevant inputs we were not surprised to find that our model explained
only approximately 17.1% of the variance in vote intention in our sample.
The model fit was, however, statistically highly significant (F = 80.389, p
< .001). Similarly, as Table A1 indicates, when controlling for all other
factors, having watched the debate still made a modest but significant
contribution to the explanatory value of the overall model (Standardised
β = .135). 

As displayed in Table A2, multiple regressions using the same predictor
and outcome variables in each of the subsequent debates yielded similar
results. The contribution of having watched the debates waned slightly, as
did the strength of the overall model fit; nevertheless, the effects remained
significant throughout.
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The results of these analyses paint a clear and consistent picture: while
intention to vote is a complex phenomenon that cannot be fully predicted
using the variables included in the present research, having watched the
first debate in particular had a modest but statistically significant impact
on our survey respondents’ intention to vote. But will this extend to other
indicators of political engagement? This is the focus of the following
analyses. 

Watching the debates and following television, news and the internet
However important in any democratic society, voting is only one
indication of overall political engagement, and only one aspect of a vibrant
democratic culture. Might the televised debates have spurred watchers to
become more involved in the election in other ways, such as to follow the
election more closely in the newspaper or online, or to discuss the election
with their family, friends and co-workers? Space limits on the survey
questionnaire constrained the number of items we could include, but there
is a good indication that the answer to some of these questions is yes. 

In the first debate survey, participants were asked whether they had
been keeping up with the election in general through television,
newspaper, and the internet. These questions were dropped from
subsequent survey waves, due to space restraints, but responses from
Debate 1 paint a picture of the impact of the televised debates similar to
that described above. 

Again, multiple regressions were run, this time with the degree (most
days, every now and then, only a little, not at all) to which respondents
were following the election through each of these three media (television,
newspaper or the internet) as the outcome variables. Predictors included
were identical to those used in the analysis of intention to vote, with the
exception of gender, which was dropped for lack of statistical significance. 

Debate Wave Debate Watch Model Fit
(standardised β)a (R Square)

Debate 1 0.135 0.171
Debate 2 0.099 0.129
Debate 3 0.093 0.136

Post-election .850(Beta)b 0.195

a All Debate Watch βs were significant at the .001 level
b Because a binary format was used for the vote item in the final survey, a logistical regression was

used in this analysis, yielding a Beta score. The statistical significance is still comparable.

Table A2 Summary of multiple regressions across four waves
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Similar to the results above, with all other factors fixed, having watched
the debates made a small but statistically significant contribution to the
overall models of these alternative forms of political engagement. Those
who watched the first debate were more likely to have kept up with the
election on television, through the newspapers, and the internet, than were
those who had not seen the debate. Test statistics for the debate watch
variable in each of the three models were as follows: television (t = 12.342,
p < .001), newspaper (t = 2.567, p = .01) and internet (t = 2.287, p = .022).
Table A3 provides the standardized βs and overall model fit statistics.

Debate Watch (Std. β) Model Fit (R square)

Television 0.256 0.264
Newspaper 0.057 0.144
Internet 0.047 0.251

Table A3 Relationships between watching the first debate and following the election on
television, newspapers, and the internet, controlling for other predictor variables

Even though the contribution of having watched the first debate is, with
the exception of television news, relatively small, this is entirely in keeping
with our expectations regarding the effect of any particular factor on a
complex behaviour such as political engagement. Again, while it is
expected that those interested in politics would intend to vote and follow
the election through the media, when controlling for interest in politics
and other significant predictor variables, there is still a direct and
independent association with watching the debate (Table A3).

Watching the debates and discussing the campaign
Another important indicator of political involvement is talking with
friends. In a final analysis, we conducted a multiple regression to
determine the impact of watching the debate on talking about the election,
in general, with friends. The adjusted R Square of this model was .207 and
the variable coefficients are shown in Table A4. While general interest in
politics is, all other factors fixed, the most significant variable in the model,
each variable including debate-watching achieves significance at the .001
level. 
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Summary

The survey data collected through YouGov provided a rich source of
information on the effect that the televised debates may have had on
political engagement during the 2010 election. The analysis of the Pre-
Debate and Post-Debate data provide convincing evidence that is
consistent with an effect of watching the debates. There are limitations to
our analysis, given the need to restrict the number of questions across the
surveys, and to rely on cross-sectional samples rather than a longitudinal
panel. However, the findings are consistent and rule out a number of
alternative expectations. For example, the patterns are not consistent with
engagement simply rising as the election approached. 

Generally, those who watched the debate(s) were more likely to be
engaged in the political campaign, as indicated by intention to vote,
following the campaign through a variety of media, including television,
newspapers and the internet, and discussing the campaign online or in
person. The impact is not large, as there are many other factors influencing
people’s political involvement, but amidst the myriad forces shaping
political engagement, there is evidence that supports a positive role of the
televised debates. 

Technical note

e voting intention items in the pre-debate and post-election waves were
formated differently from the three debate waves. In the pre-debate wave,
respondents were given three response options: Yes, Maybe, and No. In
the subsequent three waves, respondents were given 12 response options,
ranging from 0 (certainly no) to 10 (certainly yes), with 11 as a ‘don’t know’
option. Table A5 is a table of actual responses from the first debate wave.

Talking with friends Std. β t Sig.

Debate watch 0.096 4.581 0.000
General political interest 0.400 18.969 0.000
Age 0.143 7.189 0.000

Table A4 Multiple regression of watching the debate and talking with friends about the
election
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As shown in the table, the data conform to a distribution similar to that
observed with the three-response-item format. The scores were
standardized by collapsing across the first (0–2) and last (8–10) three
response options to form ‘No’ and ‘Yes’ categories, with 3–7 constituting
a ‘Maybe’ category. Even with a more conservative estimate of Yes
(reponses 9 and 10 only; Debate 1, 80.6; Debate 2, 78.3; Debate 3, 80.3),
the trend above holds, though the pre-debate to Debate 1 jump is less
pronounced.

Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative
Percent

Valid 0-Certain not to vote 55 2.7 2.7 2.7
1 17 0.8 0.8 3.6
2 19 0.9 0.9 4.5
3 15 0.7 0.7 5.3
4 13 0.6 0.6 5.9
5 46 2.3 2.3 8.2
6 31 1.5 1.5 9.7
7 61 3.0 3.0 12.7
8 110 5.5 5.5 18.2
9 206 10.2 10.2 28.4
10-Absolutely 1421 70.4 70.4 98.8
certain to vote
Don’t know 24 1.2 1.2 100.0
Total 2018 100.0 100.0

Table A5 The general election will be held on May 6. On a scale of 0 (certain NOT to vote)
to 10 (absolutely certain to vote), how likely are you to vote in the general election?
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Appendix B: Full List of Questions for
Blog Coders – and Coders’ Instructions

Q1. How does the blogger mainly write about the televised debates?
(1) Engages with the arguments raised
(2) Comments on the performance of the participants
(3) Comments on the programme itself (e.g. interesting/boring)
(4) Comments strategically (e.g. who won/lost; perceived strategies of

participants)
(5) None of the above

Q2. What is the blogger’s opinion of the quality of debate?       
(1) Positive     
(2) Negative       
(3) Neutral     
(4) Not clear

Q3. Does the blogger reveal a pre-existing party affiliation or intention to
vote for a party?

(1) Conservative
(2) Liberal Democrat
(3) Labour
(4) Other
(5) None/not clear
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Q4. Did the debate lead the blogger to
(1) think well of our politicians
(2) think ill of our politicians
(3) neither, not clear or not stated

Q5. Does the blogger believe that the debate was
(1) Exciting
(2) Neither exciting nor boring
(3) Boring 
(4) No opinion stated

Q6. What are the main characteristics of the leaders discussed in the blog
post?

(1) Debating skill and reaction to live TV debate situation
(2) Physical appearance
(3) Political skill
(4) Effectiveness of content of arguments made
(5) None of the above [Additional categories to be determined

inductively after the debate by creating categories for all frequently
discussed characteristics.]

Q7. What are the main debate issues or topics discussed in the blog post?
(1) The economy, financial situation, recession
(2) The health service
(3) Transport
(4) Afghanistan/the Iraq War
(5) Defence (Trident, disarmament, spending, ... )
(6) Other [Additional categories to be determined inductively after the

debate by creating categories for all frequently discussed topics.]
(7) No political issues discussed

Q8. Does the blog post call for people to participate or to not participate?
(1) Call to become active in debate or election campaign
(2) Call to vote (but not (1))
(3) Call to not vote or to stay at home
(4) No specific call.
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