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Note of the Discussion 
 
These notes are intended as an aide memoire to capture individual points 
raised at the meeting. They should not be read as reflecting the views of the 
meeting as a whole or any consensus among the attendees. 
 
Participants 

Michael Crick, Political Correspondent, Channel 4 News (Chair) 
Paul Mason, Culture and Digital Editor, Channel 4 News (Speaker) 
Professor Jan Aart Scholte, University of Warwick 
Dorothy Byrne, Head of News and Current Affairs, Channel 4 
Paul Cook, Advocacy Director, Tearfund 
Ed Conway, Economics Editor, Sky News 
Martyn Evans, Chief Executive, Carnegie UK Trust 
Nick Faith, Director of Communications, Policy Exchange 
Raul Kharbanda, Head of Research and Consumer Insight, UKTI 
Melanie Leech, Trustee Carnegie UK Trust, Director General Food and Drink 
Federation 
Richard Miller, Executive Director, Action Aid UK 
Loretta Minghella, Chief Executive, Christian Aid 
Andrew Simms. New Economics Foundation 
Dr Damien Tambini, Research Director, LSE 
Linda Yueh, Chief Business Correspondent, BBC 
Jon Zilkha, Head of Economics and Business Unit, BBC 
 
In Attendance 
Sophie Chalk, International Broadcasting Trust 
Mark Galloway, International Broadcasting Trust 
Douglas White, Carnegie UK Trust 
Asha Tharoor, One 
 
Background 
 
This joint event was organised by the International Broadcasting Trust (IBT) 
and the Carnegie UK Trust (CUKT). Both organisations have an interest in the 
UK public being engaged with issues about globalisation and economics. IBT 
is a media and education charity with over 40 members, including most of the 
UK’s main aid and development, environment and human rights 



organisations. It has worked for over 30 years to increase the impact and 
reach of international broadcasting content. CUKT seeks to improve the lives 
and wellbeing of people throughout the UK and Ireland through influencing 
public policy and demonstrating innovative practice. In 2012 the Trust 
published ‘Global Rules, Local Rulers’, an analysis of how connected UK 
citizens feel they are to international institutions that regulate trade and 
economic activity. 
 
The aim of the roundtable debate was to examine whether UK television 
coverage of the global economy is successful in engaging with the public and 
ask whether there are things that can be done to engage the public more. The 
debate began with brief opening remarks from Paul Mason of Channel 4 
News before an open discussion, chaired by Michael Crick, also of Channel 4. 
This discussion covered a wide range of different issues, which can broadly 
be categorised the under the following headings: 

 Economics is complex – the search for a narrative 

 Citizens and journalists need more economics education 

 Understanding audiences 

 The need for alternative voices 

 Solutions 

This note provides a summary of the main points raised by participants in 
relation to each of these issues. 
 
Economics is complex – the search for a narrative 
 
A number of participants highlighted that economics is a contested concept – 
it never stays the same and there are many theories and opinions about how 
best to frame and explain it. This is a challenge for broadcasters as audiences 
want certainty – a story with a beginning, middle and end. But global 
economics is a story with no end. 
 
This has been a particular challenge since the global financial crisis. Before 
2008 there was a broadly accepted narrative amongst both journalists and 
audiences about how the global economy operated, generally moving towards 
further growth and further globalization. Since the crisis, defining a clear, 
unifying narrative for global economics has been much more difficult.  Many of 
the institutions which underpinned the pre-crisis system are in difficulty; there 
is an increase in isolationist rhetoric in western countries; south-to-south trade 
is already significant and is growing rapidly; and it is not clear whether we are 
moving towards ‘recovery’ (i.e. re-establishment of what was there before the 
crash) or to a completely different type of global economic system. In this 
period of flux it is difficult for journalists to present an accepted picture of what 
is happening and keep audiences engaged with the story on an ongoing 
basis. In addition, there are fewer ‘dramatic’ events associated with the 
current period (unlike say, the collapse of a major bank) and that can make it 
more difficult to attract audience attention to these issues. All of this presents 
a major challenge for broadcasters. 
 



Citizens and journalists need more economics education 
 
There was general agreement amongst participants that levels of economic 
literacy amongst audiences are fairly low. While most people are broadly 
aware that we are currently in a period of great change in the global economy, 
their understanding of specific economic trends and concepts is more limited. 
For example, is there an understanding about just how economically inter-
connected the world is? How many people would feel comfortable explaining 
economic issues such as interest rates to others? Do people understand 
challenging but hugely important financial interventions such as quantitative 
easing? It can be difficult for broadcasters to explain complex, and often 
highly fluid, economic news stories in short, two-minute news pieces if 
audiences have only a limited grasp of some of the fundamental issues.  
There was a debate however, about whether it is important for audiences to 
understand the way in which the economic system works, or only the 
outcomes that it delivers for them. 
 
There was also a debate about the role journalists should play in helping to 
educate citizens about core economic issues. Some participants felt that this 
was an important function of broadcast news stories on global economics. It 
was pointed out that most people only watch the news two or three times a 
week and therefore the key concepts of each story must be re-explained each 
time otherwise audiences will not follow, as their understanding is not 
necessarily retained over time. Other participants however, felt that this was 
really a public education service and that news broadcasters should instead 
focus on uncovering new information and investigating and exposing 
important issues. Re-explaining issues several times can be challenging for 
journalists, who are keen to focus on new content. 
 
It was suggested by a number of participants that many journalists need 
further economics training both to be able to explain complex concepts to 
citizens; and to penetrate some of the more challenging economic stories and 
hold those in positions of power to account. It was highlighted that it can be 
tempting for economics journalists to give a definitive answer to queries from 
audiences when actually they cannot be certain, either through lack of 
knowledge or because the story is moving very quickly. The increase in the 
number of public affairs and PR professionals in the financial services industry 
can also make stories difficult for journalists to unpick. Journalists should have 
more confidence to say “I don’t know”. How journalists frame issues is also 
important in setting the context for how stories are presented and 
consequently understood by audiences. How many journalists really 
understand the concept of globalization? Is there a realisation that global 
financial markets have actually been in some sort of crisis or another since 
the 1980s?  
 
Some participants noted weaknesses in economic literacy in other parts of 
society which impacts on the relationship between broadcasters and 
audiences. Many civil society organisations, for example, lack an 
understanding of economics and therefore find it more difficult to play the role 
that they fulfil in other policy spheres, engaging citizens in the relevant issues. 



It was also suggested that economics education and training in the UK is 
often outdated and does not prepare people well for engaging in debates 
about the global economy in the 21st century. 
 
Understanding audiences  
 
Much of the discussion focused on how well broadcasters understand their 
audiences when presenting economics stories. 
 
It was suggested that journalists could do better at knowing what audiences 
are interested in – assumptions are often wrong. Audience research suggests 
that news stories on economic issues that affect people personally are of 
great interest to audiences. But journalists are sometimes not aware of this.  
 
In addition, there needs to be greater awareness amongst broadcasters of 
different segments of audiences for economics pieces –  for example, those 
who are already engaged in the issues and interested; those who are only 
interested if they can see how it relates directly to them; or those who are 
generally not interested. There are also those who favour further international 
interdependency and those who prefer greater isolation or entrenchment. 
These are complex audience mixes and the traditional left/right split does not 
translate well into discussions about global economics. This is challenging for 
broadcasters.  
 
At the same time it was questioned whether broadcasters always know which 
specific audience they are trying to connect with on every economics piece 
they produce. There is a need to continually question audiences about what 
they understand from news programmes on economics, and then adapt 
programmes to meet these needs. For example, it was suggested that 
audiences are very interested in the concept of ‘fairness’ but it was 
questioned how often economics stories mention this issue/idea. 
 
The importance of putting stories in a context that audiences can relate to was 
highlighted repeatedly throughout the session. It was questioned how much 
appetite audiences have for news pieces on big economics ideas, such as 
‘what is the role of the UK in the world’? Linking major, global stories back to 
UK interests is important (for example, the riots in Kiev on EU trade 
agreements) – but this can be challenging in short news pieces when the 
stories are often complex and of intrinsic value/interest themselves.  
 
Case studies were highlighted as being an effective way of making stories 
‘real’ to audiences, as were news pieces which were highly visual and pieces 
delivered by people who different audiences have empathy with and can 
relate to. It was also suggested that more could be made of different 
communications channels, including social media, to engage audiences on 
these issues. 
 
 
 
 



The need for alternative voices 
 
There was some discussion about the institutions and individuals that 
broadcasters focus on when analysing global economics. Some participants 
suggested that most coverage places too much emphasis on the UK 
government and parliament, when international interdependency means that 
national governments have limited influence over many global economic 
issues. In addition, audience research shows that people are not keen on 
stories featuring politicians – but economics news stories often involved 
politicians speaking about economics. 
 
Conversely, during the 2008 crisis, it was questioned whether journalists 
explained properly to people the critical role played by the G20, EU and other 
international institutions such as the Financial Stability Board in setting the 
rules of the financial system.  Similarly, it was suggested that economics 
stories too rarely feature analysis of what businesses are doing, when their 
actions can have a major impact on the direction of the economy and on 
people’s lives. 
 
Meanwhile some participants argued that one of the reasons why 
broadcasters are struggling to find the right narrative for the global economy 
post-crisis is that not enough airtime is given to those with alternative 
viewpoints about how the economy should operate and what the future of the 
economy might be. Is there too much focus on ‘recovery’ and growth and not 
enough on wellbeing, equality and alternative systems? It was suggested that 
there are fundamental questions about the global economy which do not 
receive enough debate and questioning from different perspectives – for 
example is the current size of the global economy sustainable and is the 
continued divergence between rich and poor acceptable? It is recognised 
however that finding commentators who can provide clear, high quality 
analysis in 15-20 seconds is not always easy. 
 
Solutions 
 
Participants were each asked to propose one ‘solution’ to improve how well 
broadcasters engage audiences on global economics. The following ideas 
were put forward: 
 

 Journalists should act on the assumption that audiences are interested 

 More economics education for journalists 

 Include alternative, dissenting voices on core economic issues as a matter 
of routine 

 Explain better the fundamental links between economy and environment 

 Insert economics themes into drama and non-news output to engage 
different audiences 

 Offer a two-minute ‘alternative thought for the day’ each day on key 
economic issues 

 Become less obsessed with markets – there are non-market aspects of 
the economy that are very important 



 Tell the bigger story through people – e.g. a week of programming on the 
global economy, described through personal stories 

 Track the progress of interest groups working on a specific agenda – e.g. 
WTO meeting in Bali – over a number of years 

 Be opportunistic – highlight more regularly how other news stories are 
related to the global economy 

 Widen explanation of globalization – not just about economies 

 Big numbers put people off – put things in context, relate to history 

 Use suite of communication resources – e.g. websites, apps, to support 
economics education 

 Consider more deeply how issues are framed and the impact this has on 
audience perception and understanding 

 Keep emphasising connections between what happens in the UK and 
what happens abroad 

 Improve storytelling – more examples, wider breadth of opinion, more 
relating issues to personal experiences 

 Use the word ‘money’ more – people are interested in it. 
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