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JOURNALIST-SOURCE RELATIONS, 
MEDIATED REFLEXIVITY AND THE POLITICS 
OF POLITICS
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This essay discusses journalist-source relations but with an emphasis on how such relations 
influence the understanding and behaviour o f  politicians. It explores the issue through empirical 
work conducted at the site o f  the UK Parliament at Westminster. Findings are based on semi
structured interviews with 60 Members o f  Parliament (MPs) and 20 national political journalists. 
The research findings initially confirmed many o f  the observations o f  earlier studies in the field. UK 
journalist-source relations still resemble Cans' (1979) original "tug-of-war" description o f  an ever- 
shifting power balance between the two sides. Such interactions, in turn, are reflected in more 
compliant or adversarial news coverage. Of greater interest here, the interviews also revealed that 
such relations have com e to play a  significant role in the micro-level politics o f  the political sphere 
itself This is because reporter-politician relations and objectives have becom e institutionalised, 
intense and subject to a  form o f  "mediated reflexivity". Consequently, politicians have come to 
incorporate such reporter interactions into their daily thinking and behaviour. >\s such, journalists 
are seen as more than a  simple means o f  message promotion to the public. They also act, often 
inadvertently, as information intermediaries and sources for politicians trying to gauge daily 
developments within their own political arena.
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o
Q In tro d u c tio n

Much o f th e  lite ra ture  on jo u rn a lis t-p o litic ian  relations has focused on how  an 
evolv ing balance o f pow er betw een the  tw o  sides influences po litica l news coverage. On 
the  one hand, po litic ians need to  m anage journalis ts  to  p ro jec t th e ir  messages to  citizens. 
On th e  other, fo r  news m edia to  fu lf il its " fo u rth  estate" role jou rna lis ts  have to  m ainta in 
th e ir professional au tonom y and to  be able to  ho ld  po litic ians to  account. Therefore, the  
relations question is s ign ificant as such in teractions in fluence mass news ou tpu ts  and, 
consequently, pub lic  engagem ent w ith  po litica l institu tions. The a lte rnative question 
addressed here is how  do such relations in fluence po litic ians and th e  in terna l po litica l 
sphere directly? In o th e r words, how  do  such in teractions a lte r po litic ians ' understand ing 
and behaviour w ith in  the  social space o f a parliam ent?

This question was explored th ro u g h  sem i-structured in te rv iew s w ith  60 M em bers o f 
the  UK Parliam ent (MPs) and 20 national po litica l journalists. The research offered m uch to  
confirm  the  significance o f evo lv ing  jou rna lis t-source  relations fo r news p roduc tion . A t the  
same tim e  m any in te rv iew ee responses, especially at the  sen ior level, suggested th a t such 
form s o f in teraction also p lay an im portan t part in the  m icro-leve l po litics o f W estm inster 
itself. Relations and ob jectives are no t s im p ly one  o f exchange o r con flic t bu t, also, have
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steadily becom e institu tiona lised , intense and subject to  a fo rm  o f "m ed ia ted  re flexiv ity".
As a result, th e y  have com e to  serve a num ber o f o th e r cogn itive  and behavioural 
functions fo r MPs opera ting  at th e  heart o f th e  po litica l process. Politicians, w hen ta lk ing 
to  journalists, in add ition  to  seeking pub lic ity , also try  to  in fluence po litica l agendas, 
convey messages to  others an d /o r p ick up m u ltip le  form s o f useful in fo rm ation . These 
include know ledge ab ou t pa rty  rivals and opponents, po litica l m oods and po in ts o f 
consensus, and sh ifting  levels o f support fo r po litica l factions and policies. Under such 
cond itions source and jo u rn a lis t roles have fu rthe r m erged as reporters them selves com e 
to  func tion  as po litica l actors, sources and in fo rm ation  interm ediaries.
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Journalist-Source Relations: impacting on News and Politics

The re la tionship betw een journalists and po litica l sources has com e to  be 
recognised as a key discursive focus fo r debate on the  news m edia's effective fun c tion ing  
in dem ocra tic societies. The nature o f such reporter-source exchanges clearly has a 
sign ificant in fluence on the  shape o f news con ten t and thus pub lic  understand ing o f 
politics.

M ost w o rk  in th is  area has looked d irec tly  at issues o f con tro l and pow er when 
journalists and sources m ee t and, accordingly, how  such sh ifting  relations are reflected in 
news ou tpu ts . Politicians seek favourable m edia coverage by a tte m p tin g  to  m anage 
reporters. This ob jective  clashes w ith  " fo u rth  estate" professional norm s w hich, in the  
Anglo-Am erican trad ition , stress the  need fo r jou rna lis t au tonom y and an oppositiona l 
stance th a t holds pow erfu l sources to  account. Such antithe tica l relations have featured in 
m any post-w ar jou rna lis t and "sp in  do c to r" accounts (Gaber, 1998; Jones, 1995, 2002; Klein 
1996; Kurtz, 1998; Lloyd, 2004; Maltese, 1994; Price, 2005; W oodward, 2006). For m any 
media sociologists, however, the  pub lic  im age o f m ed ia -source con flic t is on ly  part o f the  
story. On a day-to-day basis th e  re lationship is one o f uneasy exchange and reliance. Both 
sides need each o th e r b u t pursue alternative professional ob jectives (B lum ler and 
Gurevitch, 1995; Ericson e t al., 1989; Hallin, 1994; Palmer, 2000; Schlesinger and Tum ber, 
1994; Schudson, 2003). Politicians need pu b lic ity  and journalists need h igh-leve l access 
and story in fo rm ation . Since bo th  sides need to  co-operate to  fu lfil th e ir  goals, an ongo ing  
" tu g  o f w a r" o r "tan go  dance" (Gans, 1979) takes place w ith  con tro l sh ifting  from  one side 
to  the  other. Reporting fluctuates, becom ing m ore com p lian t o r m ore critica l o f 
governm ents, accordingly.

Consequently, the  question  o f general con tro l has shifted to  ask: w h ich  side is in 
con tro l m ore o ften  and why? In the  m a jo rity  o f  studies the  conclusion is th a t po litica l 
sources are and fo r several reasons. As Sigal (1973) po in ted  ou t, it is sources w h ich  
instiga te the  large m a jo rity  o f stories. This is som eth ing confirm ed subsequently in m any 
studies in d iffe re n t tim es and places (Bennett, 2003; Lewis et al., 2008; Reich, 2006; 
S trom bock and Nord, 2006). "Beat" reporters becom e dependent on th e  regular supp ly o f 
in fo rm ation  subsidies supp lied  by ins titu tiona l sources (Fishman, 1980; Franklin, 1997; 
Gandy, 1982; Tiffen, 1989). The post-w ar expansion o f the  pub lic  relations industry, 
em ployed p redom inan tly  by pow erfu l sources, has fu rthe r increased th is  jou rna lis t reliance 
on sources (Davis, 2002; Ewen, 1996; Lewis e t al., 2008; M iller and D inan, 2007). Such is the  
level o f jou rna lis t dependency on sources tha t, w hen po litic ians reach a broad consensus 
on key issues, reporting  becom es less pluralistic and critica l (Bennett, 1990; Hallin, 1994).
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A ccom panying th is  ins titu tiona lised dependency are a host o f o th e r pow erfu l source 
means o f app ly ing  pressure, such as con tro lling  access, "flak", "sp in ", "pseudo events", 
legal threats and "em bedded jo u rn a lism " (see variously, Barnett and Gaber, 2001; Boorstin, 
1962; M iller, 2004; Nelson, 1989). Sources, w he the r by fostering in fo rm ation  dependency 
o r by m ore covert means, have regularly gained the  upper hand. M ore o ften  than no t 
Journalists are forced in to  th e  role o f being "secondary de finers" to  m ore pow erfu l 
"p rim ary  de fine r" po litic ians (Hall et al., 1978). By such means, regardless o f po litic ian  
differences, news becomes ideo log ica lly  narrow  as po litica l in te rp re ta tion , story fram ing 
and choice are restrained (Glasgow University Media Group, 1976, 1980; Hall et al., 1978, 
Herman and Chomsky, 2002 [1988]).

However, accounts do  vary considerably in the  degree o f con tro l the y  perceive 
sources to  have. News values o r "schem a", deadlines, and ratings pressures, all serve to  
lim it and shape w h a t journa lis ts  take up and how  they fram e th e ir stories, o ften  to  the  
de trim en t o f sources (Ericson et al., 1989; Hallin, 1994; Palmer, 2000; Patterson, 1994; T iffen, 

1989). For som e (Reich, 2006; S trom back and Nord, 2006), a lthough  sources m ay in itia lly  
supply in fo rm a tion , journa lis ts  then  take over in term s o f fo llow ing  up the  story and the 
fina l packaging o f the  raw m aterial. The post-w ar period has indeed been characterised by 
th e  rise o f soundbite , negative and con fron ta tiona l reporting  o f po litic ians (Patterson, 
1994). For others th e  dam age done  to  pow erfu l sources, by reve latory pieces and /o r the  
media pack, can rap id ly bring dow n a pow erfu l source, pa rty  o r organ isation (Palmer, 
2000; Tiffen, 1999). U ltim ate ly, th is  means th a t po litica l sources, w h ile  try ing  harder to  
m anage journalists, also increasingly appear to  be bend ing to  th e  influences o f journalis ts  
and news "m edia  lo g ic " (A lthe ide and Snow, 1979; Meyer, 2002; Thom pson, 1995).

This natura lly directs th e  research question back to  asking: in w h a t ways does the  
m edia-source re la tionship in fluence the  behaviour o f po litic ians and day-to-day po litics 
w ith in  po litica l institu tions? Several studies have tackled th is  question hypothetica lly , o r 
tangentia lly , as part o f o th e r research questions. A  handfu l o f studies have focused on the  
issue m ore exp lic itly . These find ings, together, con tribu te  to  the  fo llo w in g  speculative 
account o f th e  pa rt played by journalists in the  social sphere o f politics.

First, parliam ents tend  to  be confined social spaces w here num erous personal, 
po litica l exchanges take place between po litica l actors, inc lud ing journalists. Politicians, 
w ork ing  in any legislative assembly, are con tinua lly  engaged in num erous in fo rm a tio n 
gathering  and decision-m aking processes: balancing constituency issues and pa rty  politics, 
setting da ily and long-te rm  po litica l agendas, iden tify ing  po licy  issues and solutions, and 
setting o u t and vo tin g  on appropria te  legislation. As H ilga rtner and Bosk (1988) reflect, 
social problem s do n o t s im p ly em erge in general society o r o u t o f pub lic  op in ion . They are 
"co llec tive ly  de fine d " (Blumler, 1971) w ith in  pu b lic  "social arenas" inc lud ing th e  executive 
and legislative branches o f governm ent.

Arguably, in m any systems, po litica l reporting  has becom e v irtua lly  institu tionalised 
and the re fo re  very m uch part o f th e  social arenas o f ins titu tiona l po litics. For example, in 
the  W hite  House, Capito l Hill and W estm inster, journa lis ts  have on-site offices, share social 
facilities w ith  po litic ians, and have organised po litica l access and regular in fo rm ation  
supply. Many tend to  remain in post fo r leng thy periods and a s ign ificant p ro po rtion  have 
been there  longer than the  average legislator (see especially accounts in Barnett and 
Gaber, 2001; Bennett, 2003; Fishman, 1980; Hess, 1984; Schudson, 2003; Tunstall, 1996). 
Under such circumstances, jo u rn a lis t-p o litic ian  relations becom e intensely "re flex ive" (see 

Beck, 1994; Giddens, 1994). The results are no t ju s t an ever-shifting " tu g  o f w a r" w h ich
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results in th e  "sym bo lic " construction  o f the  po litica l in the  m ass-m ediated pub lic  sphere 
(Cottle, 2003; Fishman, 1980; M anning, 2000). They also po ten tia lly  im pact on the  social 
and sym bolic construction  o f th e  po litica l arena itself. Journalists have becom e very m uch 

a part o f th e  po litica l " in te rp re tive  com m un ities" a t the  centre o f legislative assemblies. 
This po ten tia lly  im pacts on the  po litics o f legislative ins titu tions in a varie ty  o f ways.

M ost obviously, journalis ts  and news con ten t becom e too ls  fo r po litica l con flic t 
w ith in  the  US and UK po litica l arenas. For several UK scholars (Davis, 2002; Deacon and 
Golding, 1994; M iller e t al., 1998; Schlesingerand Tum ber, 1994) po litica l in te r-e lite  con flic t 

is frequen tly  conducted th ro u g h  journalists. A key observation o f th ree US studies 
(Baum gartner and Jones, 1993; Cook et al., 1983; Protess et al., 1991) was th a t po litic ians 
and po litica l journalists, e ither th rou gh  regular d ia logue o r w o rk ing  in "coa litions", jo in t ly  
con tribu ted  to  several issue agendas and po licy debates. For Cook (1998) and Davis (2003) 
such m edia ted fo rm s o f in te r-e lite  con flic t have in fact becom e an ins titu tiona l fea ture o f 
po litica l reporting  in the  United States and U nited K ingdom . Politicians leak in fo rm ation , 
raise po licy issues and " f ly  k ites" in order to  underm ine and attack opponents  a t an 
ind iv idual and po licy  level (see also Flynn, 2006).

Beyond Ang lo-Am erican po litics it is also clear tha t, in m any states, journalists are 
expected to  be allied to  po litic ians (Donsbach and Patterson, 2004; Hallin and M ancini, 
2004). In several Southern European countries the re  is a high degree o f "party-press 
paralle lism " w ith  journalis ts  and politic ians closely linked and a strong jou rna lis t advocacy 
trad ition  (see also Chalaby, 1998; M ancini, 1991). In some Northern European countries 
diverse media source representation is in s titu tion a lly  and econom ica lly engineered 
(Murshetz, 1998; Sandford, 1997). In m any em erging democracies, such as M exico or 
Russia, "pa tron -based" o r "c lien te lis t" relationships, between journa lis ts  and sources are 
com m on (Benavides, 2000; Roudakova, 2008).

From ano the r perspective journalis ts  also con tribu te  to  th e  in fo rm ation-ga thering  
and cogn itive  processes o f po litic ians themselves. This is because po litic ians have a high 
level o f social in te raction  w ith  reporters, du ring  w h ich  the y  po ten tia lly  gain in fo rm ation  
and derive m eaning useful to  the ir po litica l ob jectives. So, a few  studies have no ted how  
po litic ians do, at tim es, look to  journalists to  p rov ide useful in fo rm a tion  o f an "expe rt" 
nature. Herbst (1998; see also Lewis et al., 2008) observed th a t po litica l actors regarded 
correspondents as "crystallisers o f pub lic  o p in io n " on po licy issues. Parsons (1989) 
recorded th e  im portance o f financial journalists in  discussions on, and shifts in, econom ic 
policy. Kull and Ramsey (2000) no ted tha t fore ign affairs reporters had becom e very m uch 

part o f th e  "fo re ign  po licy  com m un ity " th a t gu ided fore ign policy.
For others, relations may have becom e m ore sign ificant still. They have con tribu ted  

to  th e  shaping o f social and cogn itive  fram ew orks which, in tu rn , in fluence agendas and 
set the  param eters fo r understanding, d ia logue and legislative outcom es. For Baum gartner 
and Jones (1993) the y  feed in to  the  "p o licy  subsystem s" w h ich  define th e  available choice 
o f legislative solutions. Cook's (1998) "new  ins titu tiona lism " approach argues tha t, as the  
three branches o f  governm ent have becom e larger and m ore com plex, so news media 
have com e to  p lay a v ita l in term ediary pa rt in cross-governm ent exchanges. So 
institu tiona lised has th is  becom e th a t all sides con tribu te  to  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f a very 
specific "b ou nde d  ra tiona lity". This bo th  constrains and enables ind iv idua l po litic ian  
choices and social pa tte rns in and around th e  po litica l centre (see a lte rnative accounts in 
Davis, 2007; Patterson, 1994). Consequently, no t on ly  do agendas and policies rise and fall, 
so do ind iv idua ls and po litica l factions. Thus, as Becker (1963) in itia lly  posited, and Hall
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et al. (1978) developed, a "h iera rchy o f c red ib ility ", in w h ich  the "p rim a ry  de fine r" status o f 
ind iv idua l po litica l actors and positions, becomes established. This is no t on ly  via the 
media to  w id e r society but, also, w ith in  the socio-po litica l arena o f a parliam ent.

In effect, it  m ig h t be suggested tha t the  jou rna lis t-source  re la tionship po ten tia lly  
influences po litic ians and m icro-level po litics ju s t as it does journa lism  and news 
p roduction . Such relations are incorporated in to  th e  cognitive and behavioural processes 
o f po litic ians. Reporters have becom e one key com ponent o f th e  social and cultural 
construction o f the  po litica l centre and the  business o f po litics itself.

otN
l-l

o
o
O
o
T-H

VOtN
6v
o

x>~au•Ocdo

o
Q

Research Findings

The analysis presented here is based on sem i-structured in terview s w ith  60 M embers 
o f the  UK Parliam ent (MPs) and 20 po litica l journalists. Politicians were them selves selected 
in term s o f th e ir  roles as elected MPs (50) and M em bers o f th e  House o f Lords (10), by 
party  and gender in representative ratios reflecting the  current Parliam ent (2005-), and as 
a m ix o f fron t-bench  (30 ex is ting /fo rm er m inisters o r shadow m inisters) and back-bench 
MPs (30). Half the  journa lis ts  w orked fo r national newspapers. The o th e r ha lf was a m ix o f 
national broadcast, w ire  service and online reporters/b loggers. Politicians were asked a 
series o f m edia and com m unica tion -o rien ted  questions. These inc luded specific questions 
abou t th e ir relations w ith  journalists, w hy  the y  ta lked to  them  and th e ir  general views on 
jo u rn a lism /"th e  m ed ia " and its influences on po litics. Reporters w ere  asked the  same 
questions b u t w ith  reference to  po litic ians and politics. W ith  tim e  constra in ts n o t all 
in terviewees were asked every question. In terv iew  responses were aggregated to  give 
quan tita tive  sum m aries b u t also analysed at a qualita tive, in te rpre tive  level. The in terv iew  
m aterial offered am ple evidence w ith  w h ich  to  exp lore the  m ed ia -source re lationship 
from  bo th  perspectives.

M e d ia -S o u r c e  R e la tio n s : Trust, E x c h a n g e  a n d  C o n f lic t  in  th e  Tango

W hen asked d irec tly  ab ou t "re la tions" p er  se, the  m a jo rity  o f in te rv iew ee accounts 
tended to  fa ll w ith in  Cans' (1979) " tu g  o f w a r" summary. Over ha lf the  53 po litic ians 
questioned, inc lud ing  11 fo rm er cabinet m inisters, described th e ir relations very m uch in 
term s o f the  tw o -w ay  exchanges typica l o f m any earlier such studies (B lum ler and 
Gurevitch, 1995; Cans, 1979; Schlesinger and Tum ber, 1994; Schudson, 2003). The 
p redom inan t re lationship was between po litic ians and journalists w ork ing  on the  local 
o r regional news ou tle ts  th a t existed in an MP's constituency. The m a jo rity  o f senior 
po litic ians (m inisters, shadow ministers, com m ittee  chairs) were likely to  have established 
add itiona l close relations w ith  national po litica l and po licy specialist reporters. For a 
m ajority, re lationships s im p ly revo lved around the  need fo r professional exchange. A th ird  
(ha lf o f  fo rm er m inisters) described it as a necessary "tw o -w ay  re la tionship". W hen asked 
w hy they  ta lked to  journalists, fou r o u t o f every seven said they  d id  so because they 
w anted to  p ro m o te  themselves and the ir policies, th e ir party  o r com m ittee , to  a w ide r 
public . A m a jo rity  o f  journalis ts  offered an equ iva lent sum m ing-up o f relations. Just under 
ha lf exp la ined th a t they  needed to  make close con tact in order to  gain "o ff-the -reco rd " or 
behind th e  scenes m aterial. Just under ha lf spoke o f the  need to  establish themselves 
w ith in  th e ir  ow n profession by ga in ing prestig ious contacts and ob ta in ing  the  k ind o f 
inside in fo rm a tion  th a t could lead to  "scoops":
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It's a trade we're in, you know. So we are people pursuing different trades, but we 
exchange . . .  self-interested tradesmen is how I would say the relationship between a 
politician and a Journalist is, and it requires trust. Just as if you were doing a cash 
transaction w ith  somebody fo r goods tha t are not actually determ ined until maybe days 
later when they appear in print. (Joe Murphy, Editor, 11 April 2007)’

A few  key factors were frequen tly  m en tioned as in fluencing the  pow er basis o f those 
relationships. In previous studies (Fishman, 1980; Cans, 1979; T iffen, 1989; Tunstall, 1996) 
such th ings as tim e, news values, in fo rm ation  resources, professional hierarchies, 
in fo rm ation  m onopolies and com p e titio n  on bo th  sides, all have had a bearing on w ho 
leads the  dance. Several factors were m entioned by interviewees here. Just under one in 
five  spoke o f relations be ing affected by the  rise o f  professional m edia managers and 
po litica l advisors. O ne-fifth  o f  Journalists said relations w ere  in fluenced by the  po litica l 
ou tloo k  o f  the  news producer they  w orked for. Several Journalists and MPs said th a t 24- 
hour news and th e  m u ltip lic ity  o f  new media ou tle ts  had s trong ly  affected relations and 
professional behaviour. The m ost m entioned in fluence was "professiona l hierarchies". 
Tw enty in terviewees ta lked abou t the  hierarchies th a t fo rm ed  and the re fo re  influenced 
Jou rna lis t-po litic ian  access. O rdinary back-bench MPs rarely had good  access to  senior 
national reporters b u t governm ent m inisters had regular s tructured access to  them . 
Journalists w ere  far m ore w illing  to  ta lk  to  governm ent m inisters than to  th e ir oppos ition  
equivalents and shadow m inisters stated th a t the y  o ften had to  exp lo it popu lis t news 
values to  g e t the  a tten tion  o f correspondents. Clearly, th is  restricted the  p lu ra lity  o f 
op in ions be ing reflected in po litica l coverage (Bennett, 1990; Hallin, 1994), particu larly if 
Journalists considered the  oppos ition  to  be weak o r un in teresting .

For m ost in terviewees the  d is tinc t professional iden tities o f the  tw o  sides, as w e ll as 
a sense o f " th e  o ther", were m ainta ined. All w e re  aware th a t such exchanges cou ld be 
m utua lly  beneficial bu t, equally, th a t they could bring  the  tw o  sides in to  conflic t. Thus the  
term s "cau tious", " lo v e -h a te " and " tru s t"  came up  frequen tly  w hen describ ing relations.
Over ha lf th e  Journalists and tw o -fifth s  o f po litic ians (over ha lf th e  fo rm er m inisters) used 
th e  w o rd  " tru s t"  w hen describ ing the  relationship. Reporters a ttem p te d  to  m aintain 
"fr ie nd ly " o r "c iv il"  relations and a th ird  stated th a t being seen to  be to o  close to  certain 
MPs w o u ld  com prom ise th e ir professional standing w ith  peers and o th e r po litic ians. A t the 
same tim e , m ost MPs, particu larly  m inisters and shadow m inisters, were fa irly weary o f 
Journalists. They w ere  thus likely, w ith  a few  exceptions, to  m istrust reporters o r express 
antagonism  tow ards " th e  m edia". One in five  po litic ians ta lked  o f the  pow er o f the  
"Journalist pack" and "m edia  feeding frenzies":

The tru th  is Journalists are out fo r one thing: a story. You know, they may be your friend, 
appear to  be your friend today bu t tom orrow  they may be cutting your throat because 
you happen to  be the subject o f a good story . . .  at the end o f the day you don 't really 
have a relationship w ith  a Journalist. What you do is you establish basically a series o f 
contacts, because if  you have a relationship w ith  someone then it has some obligations.
This isn't really a relationship w ith  obligations, it's a relationship w ith  mutual usability.
(lain Duncan Smith, MP, 25 April 2006)

Overall, antagonism  and m istrust seemed rather m ore com m on betw een Journalists 
and Labour MPs (the pa rty  o f governm ent), thus, fu rthe r suggesting th a t reporters d id  see 
pa rt o f th e ir  func tion  as ho ld ing  governm ent to  account. Over a quarte r o f Labour MPs 
ta lked d isda in fu lly  o f  th e  media pack and a quarte r stated th a t th e  news media, as a whole.
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210 AERON DAVIS

bred cynicism abou t the  po litica l process m ore generally. Several said there had been a 
decline in th e  ethics and qua lity  o f journalism  in recent years and several said tha t, at 
tim es, th e  press opera ted unasham edly as an "o p p o s itio n ". In tu rn , ha lf the  reporters 
in te rv iew ed ta lked critica lly ab ou t the  rise o f party media m anagem ent techniques, 
particu larly by th e  Labour G overnm ent. Several stated th a t in fo rm ation  release was m ore 
con tro lled  and th a t access to  m inisters was increasingly d ifficu lt w ith  civil servants and 
advisors acting as gatekeepers (see also accounts in Barnett and Gaber, 2001; Jones, 2002). 
Criticism o f po litic ians was generally m ore likely to  com e from  journa lis ts  em ployed in 
news ou tle ts  hostile  to  the  Labour Governm ent.

Thus, in many respects, the  same types o f relationship, based on a m ix o f 
antagonism  and useful exchange, still seemed m uch in evidence. For m ost interviewees, 
m ost o f th e  tim e, it was a re la tionship o f cautious co-operation th a t bene fited  bo th  sides. 
A t the  same tim e, con flic t and m istrust were com m on and e ither side were capable of, and 
frequen tly  d id, dam age th e  other. This in tu rn  was reflected in news coverage th a t could 
be e ither to o  com p lian t (e.g., pre the  Iraq invasion, over cons titu tiona l reform , energy 
policy) o r to o  aggressive (e.g., NHS coverage, th e  forced resignation o f certain Labour 

ministers).

Jo u rn a lis ts  a n d  M e d ia te d  R e f le x iv ity  in  th e  P o lit ic a l S o c ia l  S p h e re

Interviews and observation suggested tha t, in various ways, journalis ts  had becom e 
very m uch pa rt o f the  po litica l social sphere at W estm inster. All accredited lobby 
journalists have office space on site. Successful ones, because o f th e ir  experience and 
contacts, are likely to  have w orked the  Parliamentary beat far longer than reporters in 
o ther equ iva lent news sections. Several in terviewees had been the re  fo r m ore than 20 
years and had kep t som e o f th e ir po litica l contacts from  th e  start (see sim ilar accounts in 
Barnett and Gaber, 2001; Tunstall, 1996). A lm ost all MPs in te rv iew ed also had a very high 
level o f con tact w ith  journalis ts  (local, regional an d /o r national). In all, ju s t over tw o -th irds  
o f MPs in te rv iew ed ta lked to  journalists, on average, once a day. Several, especially senior 
po litic ians, m ig h t have several jou rna lis t conversations per day and, at busy periods, 
exchanges cou ld be m ore than  hourly. The o th e r th ird , w ith  tw o  exceptions, talked to  
journalists once o r a few  tim es per week. Consequently, UK p o litic ia n -re p o rte r relations, 
regardless o f th e ir antagonism s, have evolved to  becom e fa irly  institu tionalised and 
socially in tegra ted:

We play football matches, cricket matches against MPs, so you get to  know them  sort o f 
away from  this place. There is a th ing  called the Parliamentary Golf Society . . .  working in 
the  same building, being able to  go into the members' lobby at certain times and talk to 
a m inister face to  face, rather than down the telephone, obviously does make it a 
different kind o f relationship. (Philip Webster, Editor, 9 August 2005)

Most o f my colleagues are embedded journalists . . .  I th ink  it's natural tha t you get a 
little  b it attached to  the people who are looking after you. But I th ink tha t the way in 
which lobby journalists become manifestations o f the political system is quite disturbing. 
(Peter Oborne, Commentator, 19 March 2007)

Over tim e, and w ith  such levels o f personal in teraction, the  tw o  professions have 
becom e huge ly know ledgeab le  abou t th e  o ther and this, in tu rn , has made relationships 
extrem ely reflexive. Just over fou r-fifths  o f MPs asked had had fo rm a l m edia tra in ing
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and/o r previous experience in journalism  or pu b lic  relations/affairs. A t th e  tim e  o f w riting  
each o f th e  curren t pa rty  leaders (Brown, Cameron and Clegg) had earlier careers in one or 
m ore o f these professions. M any MP interviewees spoke abou t th e  ease o f guessing fu tu re  
headlines and slants on th e  way issues and announcem ents w o u ld  be covered. They 

appeared to  have an extensive know ledge o f specific publications, reporte r routines and 

news values. Conversely, po litica l journalists had an extensive know ledge o f how  
W estm inster, the  parties and ind iv idua l po litic ians operated:

when I first came in [1997] . . .  understanding who was im portant and who wasn't, you 

know, who were the senior political editors and correspondents, and who . . .  needed to  
be talked to  and worked w ith, and how quickly you needed to  be on top  o f 
responding . . .  w ith in  the tim e I was in Government, it changed from four to  six hours 
turnaround to  about half an hour. (David Blunkett, MP, 20 March 2006)

I've known them  [Gordon Brown and Tony Blair] for 23 years . . .  So it's not in any sense 
a social relationship or anything like that, bu t when we see each other . . .  they know 
w hat to  make o f me, they know how to  handle me, and also, vice versa . . .  they know 

where I come from  and all that. And over tha t period you learn about their strengths and 
weaknesses too. (Peter Riddell, Commentator, 30 August 2005)

Over tim e, re lationships becom e m ore tha n  one o f professional exchange o f 
pu b lic ity  fo r  inside access as th e  tw o  sides have fou nd  o ther com m on objectives. A quarter 
o f po litic ians said the y  m ain ta ined regular con tact w ith  tw o  o r three trus ted  journalists.
Just over a f if th  ta lked o f having worked tog e the r w ith  journalists on particu lar cam paigns 

o r issues (see sim ilar find ings in the  United States in Baum gartner and Jones, 1993; Protess 
e t al., 1991). Lobby journa lis ts  at W estm inster have com e to  p iay such a role, som etim es 
consciously and som etim es not. In part th is is because o f the  obvious existence o f  "p ress- 
pa rty  paralle lism " and a strong inc lination am ong m any UK journa lis ts  towards 
" in fluenc ing  po litics " (Donsbach and Patterson, 2004). Likewise, a m a jo rity  o f the  

journalists ta lked o f  th e ir e fforts to  develop closer relations w ith  select po litic ians over 
tim e. Just under ha lf ta lked o f having w orked closely tog e the r w ith  po litic ians on 

cam paigns o r issues. Six spoke o f  how  rising MPs and ju n io r m inisters active ly sough t to  
cu ltiva te  such closer, long-te rm  relations w ith  them .

The com b ina tion  o f jou rna lis t institu tionalisation, positional longevity, intense 
exchange and reflexiv ity, means th a t po litic ians fin d  m any uses fo r th e ir reporter contacts.
In m any cases, again p rim arily  a t the  senior level, po litic ians are likely to  actually seek 

specific presenta tional o r po licy  advice from  po litica l correspondents. Seven reporters, 
alm ost all broadcasters, said th a t MPs and m in isters had asked fo r in fo rm a tion  on the  
presentation o f  a po licy o r themselves. Certain experienced journalis ts  were also sought 
o u t fo r  po licy  advice w ith  som e considered to  have an in -depth  know ledge in key po licy 
areas. E ight (shadow) m in isters said they  spoke to  journalists because they w anted  the ir 

"e xpe rt" op in ion . E ight o f  th e  journalists also said th a t (shadow) m inisters had sought 

po licy advice from  them  (see related find ings in the  U n ited States in Herbst, 1998; Kull and 
Ramsey, 2000; Patterson, 1994). Advice was sough t e ither on the  basis o f having close 
re la tions/"friendsh lps" o r as pa rt o f the  professional exchange, i.e. story in fo rm ation  fo r 
presentational advice ra ther than public ity :

If X said "how  would it play in the media?" then I m ight well have an opin ion on it in part 
because I'm probably try ing to  persuade them to  give me the story . . .  You know " If we
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did this, how would it play?" and I'm saying, "Well why don 't you do it via me"? (Nick 
Robinson, Editor, 27 February 2007)

I certainly go t to  know in the course o f my political life a good many o f the Financial 
Times specialist correspondents, and usually valued their judgem ents . . .  somebody like 
Richard Norton-Taylor was an absolute m ine o f information about security services . . ,  
Somebody like Peter Hennessey was an absolute expert on Whitehall and the structure o f 
governm ent . . .  And I certainly listened to  the ir views, and m ight m odify my views in the 
ligh t o f the ir reactions. (Lord Robert MacLennan, 8 February 2006)

A no the r com m on use o f journa lis t contacts by  MPs was fo r agenda-setting and 
po litica l conflic t, bo th  betw een and w ith in  parties. Much o f th e  in te rv iew  m aterial 
supported such an account (Cook, 1998; Davis, 2003; Mancini, 1991). This came across very 
clearly w hen MPs were asked, n o t abou t relations per se, b u t w h y  the y  chose to  ta lk  to  
reporters. Just over ha lf (18 o f 35) o f th e  MPs said they ta lked to  journalis ts  fo r  the  
purposes o f ne go tia tion  o r con flic t w ith  one's ow n opponents and rivals. Just under ha lf 
said they a ttem p ted  to  f lo a t stories to  in fluence politica l debate and gove rnm en t policy. 
The same num ber said they  ta lked to  correspondents to  push particu lar views. Such a 
con flic t m odel was backed up by reporter accounts. Seven o f the  lobby journalis ts  said 
th a t such po litica l conflic t, w ith in  the  m icro -po litica l arena, was a key reason MPs ta lked to  
them . A th ird  o f in terviewees from  bo th  professions said th a t lobby reporting  was, in line 
w ith  ed ito ria l news values, m ore orien ted tow a rds  conflicts and personal dramas.

The m ost obvious m edia ted con flic t tak ing place was th a t between the  main parties 
as leaders from  bo th  sides sough t to  attack th e ir  oppos ition  equivalents. However, many 
back-bench po litic ians a ttem p ted , in e ither the  interests o f th e ir constituen ts o r 
com m ittees, to  use th e ir jou rna lis t contacts to  raise issues and in fluence the  po litica l 
agenda w ith in  Parliament. Several described long-te rm  cam paigns w h ich  on ly  in fluenced 
budgets o r legis lation w hen they  gained a media profile . Several o f th e  reporters 
presented corresponding accounts:

I mean one o f the few tools in our armoury is publicity . . .  for example, on the election 
for the  [Labour] Leader and Deputy Leader . . .  I went on to  the Press Association, did a 
statement, I then telephoned the Times, Telegraph, Independent, Guardian and the 
Sun . . .  because I feel strongly about the th ing, I'm going to  try  and influence it by giving 
a b it o f oxygen. (Andrew Mackinley, MP, 20 March 2007) 

certainly an MP w ho has a cause that they are trying to  get on to  the agenda, 
particularly if  they're a backbencher, you w ill see them seeking to  use the media to  
prom ote tha t cause and then action on it. (Adam Boulton, Editor, 31 January 2007)

Such activ ity  was m ore com m on am ongst experienced politic ians w ith  12 o f the  16 
(shadow) m inisters ta lk ing  to  journalists fo r such purposes. Not on ly  d id  senior po litic ians 
w an t to  attack pa rty  oppos itions o r raise th e ir  ow n agendas the y  o ften  used lobby 
contacts to  underm ine o th e r po litic ians and factions w ith in  th e ir  ow n  party.

the ir battles have been fought ou t almost through spinning, and then their entourages. 1 
th ink it sometimes became more vicious, like the tw o  courts rather than the tw o  men, 
and all o f it's done through kind o f spinning to  the media . . .  Gordon [Brown] never ever 
spoke in Cabinet to  question anything. If there was an issue between Gordon and Tony 
[Blair] they w ould always, you know, you'd see it in the media or they'd resolve It 
individually. They never ever openly argued anything. (Clare Short, MP, 18 January 2007)
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J o u rn a lis ts  as In fo rm a t io n  S o u rce s  a n d  In te rm e d ia r ie s  in  th e  P o lit ic a l  

In te rp re t iv e  C o m m u n ity

As also became clear in the  in terviews po litic ians seek ano the r s ign ificant type  o f 
"e xpe rt" advice from  journalists: know ledge o f the  m icro-level po litics o f W estm inster 
itself. Interviews w ith , and observation of, the  MPs suggested th a t they m oved on a non
stop tread m ill o f com m ittee  m eetings, cham ber appearances, and one-to -one  m eetings 
w ith  o th e r po litic ians, journa lis ts  and external visitors. Every day, and on a variety o f issues, 
they ga thered in fo rm a tion , negotia ted w ith  others, and m ade decisions w h ich  had 
personal and po litica l, as w e ll as public, consequences. M ost in terviewees ad m itte d  to  a 

reliance on others to  p rov ide  summaries, qu ick  assessments and guidance on th e  key 
aspects o f a po licy  o r o th e r in terna l po litica l issue. These included trus ted  pa rty  colleagues, 
ou tside advisers, assistants and, in several cases, journalists.

In essence journa lis ts  spend m uch o f  the ir tim e  co llec ting  and exchanging 
in fo rm ation  on "th e  po litica l", as opposed to  policy, aspects o f Parliament. A m a jo rity  o f 
reporter in terviewees spoke o f  th e  hothouse atm osphere o f th e  lo bb y  where reporters 

constantly  exchanged in fo rm a tion  and op in io n  as they shared facilities and a ttended 
briefings and po litica l events. Half o f  the  p rin t journalis ts  ta lked specifica lly abou t try ing  to  
gauge the  "p o litica l m o o d " o r p redom inan t "narra tive”  on an issue o r ind iv idua l at the  
tim e. Conversely, 10 MPs described how  there w ou ld  be sudden bursts o f reporte r ac tiv ity  
and exchange w ith  po litic ians at key po litica l junctures. Fourteen MPs, a lm ost all Labour, 
com m ented on how, du ring  h igher-pro file  po litica l conflict, journalists w o u ld  m ove rap id ly 
around try in g  to  g e t qu ick op in ions and quotes. This vox pop  techn ique  w o u ld  frequen tly  
produce a perceived consensus on th e  po litics o f  a po licy o r ind iv idual. M ost o f th e  p rin t 
journalists spoke o f th e  im portance  o f the  jou rna lis t "pack", "na rra tive " o r "m o o d " in 
in fluencing bo th  journa lism  and po litics at W estm inster. Eleven po litic ians also spoke 
abou t the  media pack o r m ood in sim ilar term s. In effect, lobby  journa lis ts  con tinua lly  
picked up and c ircu lated in fo rm a tion  abou t m u ltip le  aspects o f the  po litica l process itself.
As such, the y  con tribu te d  to  the  rise and fall o f po litica l agendas, policies, ind iv idual 
po litic ians and po litica l factions w ith in  the  parliam entary po litica l sphere:

You know, u ltim ately Westminster is a g iant marketplace for political inform ation and 

political gossip and so we're constantly trading information and passing it on . . .  some 
things you can tell people about and o ther things you can't, bu t it is one big 
marketplace, and there’s a constant to  and fro o f information between journalists and 
politicians. (Ben Brogan, Editor, 26 April 2007)

And people ask your opinion. You ask theirs, you say "W hat do you th ink o f this?" or 

'W ha t did you make o f Blair, Blair's press conference? What did you make o f tha t answer?
What do you think?" . . .  So you're constantly in conversation w ith  people. (Michael 
White, Editor, 1 August 2006)

Ind iv idua l po litic ians, in tu rn , sough t o u t such po litica lly  s ign ificant in fo rm a tion  from  

journalists. A th ird  o f th e  po litica l reporters spoke abou t MPs and m inisters seeking 
in fo rm a tion  on some aspect o f the  po litica l process itself. Similarly, jus t under a th ird  o f 

politicians, w hen asked ab ou t w hy they ta lked to  journalists, said they were seeking 
in fo rm ation  a b o u t th e ir party, the  governm ent o r some aspect o f W estm inster politics. 
Reporters, w h o  ta lked constantly  to  po litic ians and were experienced po litica l observers, 
were considered to  be good sources o f in fo rm ation  on the  daily events and shifts inside
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Parliament. This m ig h t be m ore general in fo rm ation  fo r o rd inary MPs o r som eth ing m ore 
personally s ign ificant fo r (shadow) ministers:

a "journalist friend" . . .  would telephone you and say "So-and-so's stirring it up for you" 
or they m ight even say "I had lunch w ith  so-and-so today and he was singing your 
praises" . . .  so you've got a steer from them. They were a sort o f early-warning 
system . , .  then you had to  weigh tha t up. (Lord Cecil Parkinson, 30 January 2007) 

the media often know more about what's going on here than MPs do . . .  often 
journalists w ill try  and be clever and tease information out o f you bu t generally they 
know s tu f f . . .  and the  reality is it's inevitable tha t you start becoming friendly and 
friends w ith  journalists, and they share information. (Sadiq Khan, MP, 1 March 2006)

A t one level, th is in te raction, com bined w ith  actual news coverage, had a po tentia l 
in fluence on th e  po licy  process. Tw enty MPs, includ ing 13 (shadow) m inisters, believed 

th a t journalis ts  and the  media had an im pact on po licy and legislative debates. Usually 
they am p lified  such po litica l debates, forced greater speed o f response and, on occasion, 
changed po licy  d irection  a ltogether.

the  media can reveal what's going on In a policy debate, either before the Government 
would like it to  be revealed or in a way that the Government prefer it no t to  be revealed. 
So they can reveal tha t there are disputes go ing on . . .  and tha t can be im portant when 
you're coming up to  a knife-edge vote, and the  Government is frantically try ing to  kind o f 
m ollify its rebellious back benchers. (Danny Alexander, MP, 28 February 2006)

I mean there are certain things that are tipp ing  points, and it's hard to  say why . . .  and 
in a way they're qu ite im portant fo r the policy too, because it's about, w ill the 
Government really hold to this line, or is th is line tenable, or is it politically impossible, 
w ill they have to  give way on this, that or the other, or is it anyway not working? . . .  And 

so you're looking all the tim e at the mood, because policy doesn't just sit there in 
isolation, you've go t to  persuade in fact qu ite  a lot o f people tha t you're moving in the 
right direction. (Polly Toynbee, Commentator, 25 August 2006)

Such conversations and exchanges also appeared to  in fluence th e  rise and fall o f 
ind iv idual (shadow) m in isters and party leaders. Just under ha lf the  po litic ians asked, 

inc lud ing 10 o f th e  16 (shadow) m inisters, stated th a t journalists and the  media had a key 
role to  p lay in th e  rise and fall o f m inisters and in leadership contests. Th irteen journalists 
also spoke o f the  role o f th e  reporter ne tw ork  and /o r ind iv idua l journalists in the  

m ovem ent o f m inisters. Eleven had sim ilar views in relation to  leadership elections. 
Consequently, journa lis ts  bo th  reported on the  politics o f a po licy o r ind iv idua l but, in 
addition, by c ircu la ting  op in ions and moods, had a role in those po litica l outcom es too:

when we had our great leadership crisis back w ith  lain Duncan-Smith, which obviously 
ended in him losing a vote o f confidence, th e  journalists would ask everybody all the 
tim e w hat they though t . . .  every journo you spoke to, tha t was the first question they’d 
ask. And I suspect everybody said "well, it's terrible, you know, he's going to  have to  go". 
And even if  they d idn 't say anything quite so brutal as that, then the ir whole body 

language would . . .  So the journalists could tell and they were very good at reflecting 
the real mood o f the  Party. (Julia Kirkbride, MP, 3 February 2006) 

part o f tha t conversation is them trying to ask you what you th ink is going on . . .  you 
could be talking to  let's say at the m om ent a Labour deputy leadership candidate, and
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the  conversation, inevitably, because it's one o f the things you're going to  be reporting 
on, comes round to, "W hat are the ir chances?" "What are people going to  be looking for 
in a deputy leadership candidate?" "What's the best stance to  have vis-d-vis Gordon 
Brown." "You've go t to  look like the sort o f person who's going to  stand up to  h im " or, 
you know, "Isn't tha t what Labour should be fundamentally looking for, someone who 
w ill say boo to  the big beast from  Fife?" (Gary Gibbon, Editor, 25 January 2007)

C onclus ions

The research presented here found  m uch to  support the  find ings o f earlier studies 
and the  con tinu ing  core significance o f the  questions they pose. A lthough  personnel, 
techno logy  and th e  "ru les o f engagem ent" con tinue  to  shift, po litic ia n -jo u rn a lis t relations 
remain a t the  heart o f po litica l reporting  and gu ided by the  same overlapp ing bu t 
con flic tua l professional ob jectives. News ou tputs , in term s o f ob jec tiv ity , p lu ra lity  and 
au tonom y, fluc tua te  accordingly.

M ore in te resting  are th e  find ings  ab ou t w hat pa rt journalis ts  and reporte r-M P  
relations p lay in th e  business o f po litics itself. Relationships are ins titu tiona lised , intense 
and reflexive as bo th  sides have com e to  incorporate the  o ther w ith in  the ir everyday 
th ink ing , decis ion-m aking and behaviour. Politicians have thus sough t to  use the ir 
relations fo r m ore than  m ere pub lic ity . They have also a ttem p ted  to  make use o f reporters 
as sources o f in fo rm a tion  a b o u t policy, presenta tion and, above all, th e  m icro-leve l po litics 
o f W estm inster itself. As a result, journalis ts  have themselves com e to  act, o ften 
inadvertently, as po litica l sources, in term ediaries and po litica l actors.

If jou rna lis ts  and journa lism  have becom e increasingly in fluen tia l in these roles w ha t 
are the  dem ocra tic  im plications? Such tendencies cou ld be seen pos itive ly  in term s o f 
being an extension o f news media's fou rth  estate role. They cou ld also be forcing 
po litic ians to  look beyond th e  confines o f th e ir  self-referencing elite  networks and 
encouraging p lura lis t d iversity. On the  o th e r hand, as several p o in t ou t, th e  professional 
and econom ic ob jectives o f journalists frequen tly  d iverge from  pub lic  in terest norms. 
Politicians may be setting agendas, choosing and p ro m otin g  po licy solutions and party  
representatives according to  th e  news values and routines d ic ta ted  by news producers 
(Delli Carpin i and W illiams, 2001; Franklin, 1997; Hallin, 1994; Meyer, 2002; Patterson, 1994;
Street, 1997; W algrave and van Aelst, 2004). Thus, "m edia log ic " may increasingly be 
d ic ta ting  jo u rn a lis t actions, th e ir relations w ith  po litic ians and, consequently, the  
behaviour o f po litic ians. Such influences on the  po litica l class may be as de trim en ta l as 
the y  are beneficial.
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shadow cabinet m inister 1988-98; Joe Murphy, Political Editor o f the Standard; Peter 
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Peter Riddell, Chief Political Commentator fo r the Times; Nick Robinson, Political Editor at 
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shadow m inister 1995-7, governm ent cabinet m inister 1997-2003; Polly Toynbee, 
Political Columnist fo r the Guardian; Philip Webster, Political Editor o f the Times; Michael 
White, Political Editor o f the Guardian.
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