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Introduction

The Carnegie United Kingdom 
Trust works to improve the 
lives of people throughout the 
UK and Ireland, by changing 
minds through influencing 
policy, and by changing lives 
through innovative practice and 
partnership work.

With a remit in its Trust Deed 
and Royal Charter to address 
the wellbeing of people 
throughout the UK and 
Ireland, the Trust is interested 
in citizen empowerment and 
engagement in all levels of 
public debate.

Background

The main cause of the 
financial crisis in 2008 has 
been widely debated. Some 
commentators have blamed 
our banks for the speculative 
bubble in the housing market or 
excessive lending, while others 
have found fault with the 
Government’s management 
of fiscal, monetary, tax and 
regulatory policies. However, 
while the arguments about the 
cause and the effect of the 
recession have differed, the 
debate has been dominated 
by the same economists, 

academics, and policymakers. 
Some of the very voices 
we would expect to be full 
participants in the public 
debate about our economy 
have been missing. The Trust 
is concerned that a lack of 
knowledge and expertise on 
economics has left critical 
voices and perspectives under-
represented and reduced the 
quality of public debate.

In 2010 the Commission of 
Inquiry into the Future of 
Civil Society in the UK and 

http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2011/dec/15/recession-bankers-economists-ignoring-history
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/personal-view/4213511/Recession-Borrowing-caused-the-crisis-it-cannot-be-the-solution.html
http://www.cityam.com/article/recession-made-downing-street-not-caused-cuts
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Ireland called for financial 
literacy among individuals to 
be strengthened in the Trust’s 
report Making Good Society, 
arguing that the public suffers 
when it lacks knowledge of 
economics and finance. More 
recently, research conducted for 
the Trust’s Global Rules, Local 
Rulers discussion paper found 
that there were significant 
issues around the current 
level of public knowledge and 
understanding of economics.  
Similarly, in its Better Journalism 
in the Digital Age report the 
Trust argued that journalists 
require specialist expertise to 
be able to understand complex 
issues and to communicate 
these clearly to general 
audiences. 

To explore this further, the 
Trust commissioned Demos 
to research the current level 
of economic literacy held by a 
group key to the public debate 
– UK-based journalists - and 
the training available to those 
in the industry. The research 
was conducted by Demos’ 
Associate Chris Tryhorn.

For the purposes of 
this research the Trust 
defined economic literacy 
as an understanding of 
macroeconomics, in particular 
the value, principles and 
rules of trade, the role of 
national and international 
institutions, and concepts such 
as GDP, which would allow 
participation in a well-rounded 
economic debate. This briefing 
concentrates on the current 
level of economic literacy and 
provision of relevant training 
for UK-based journalists, in 
particular national newspaper 
or broadcast journalists and 
regional newspaper editors.

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2010/making-good-society
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/global-rules,-local-rulers--a-discussion-paper
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/global-rules,-local-rulers--a-discussion-paper
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/better-journalism-in-the-digital-age-(full-report)
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/2012/better-journalism-in-the-digital-age-(full-report)
http://www.demos.co.uk/
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The need for economic literacy training

A small number of semi-
structured interviews were 
conducted with representatives 
of non-expert journalists to 
determine the current level 
of economic literacy held by 
UK-based journalists. The key 
findings from the interviews 
with those of a journalistic 
background were:

•	 The role of journalists is 
changing. Journalists have 
traditionally not received 
training in their topic 
area; they have become 
untrained experts in a 
particular field through 
specialising for a number 
of years on local and 
regional newspapers 
and trade publications 
before progressing to 
the national level. Their 
formal training has been 
skills-based, learning skills 
such as shorthand and 
story-writing. However, 
in recent years there has 
increasingly been a need 

for journalists to analyse 
and report on the ‘big data’ 
that is now available in 
the public domain, which 
requires a more in-depth 
understanding of the topic 
area and a higher level of 
skill.

•	 Since the financial crisis, 
understanding economics 
has been much more 
important, but economic 
literacy among journalists 
has not increased to reflect 
this. It is overwhelmingly 
the case that journalists are 
not trained in economics or 
other any financial skill. As a 
result, journalists are able to 
question the operations of 
multinationals or even local 
companies at a very basic 
level only.

•	 There is a communication 
problem between 
economists and the 
media. There are too few 
people who can act as 
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brokers between specialist 
economists and the general 
audience. While journalists 
understand how the media 
works and what the public 
is interested in, they do 
not have adequate levels 
of economic literacy to 
ask economists the right 
questions and retrieve this 
information.

•	 There are limited 
opportunities for journalists 
to take part in professional 
development courses 
after their initial training. 
The financial difficulties 

experienced by the industry 
and the time constraints 
on journalists are the main 
barriers to further training 
and development. There 
have been significant 
numbers of job losses in 
the industry which mean 
that existing journalists 
have more to do under 
greater time pressure. They 
spend less time out of the 
office meeting contacts 
and conducting research 
which would deepen their 
understanding of their topic 
area.
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Interviews were also conducted 
with organisations currently 
providing macroeconomics 
training, which was supported 
by desk-based research on 
the availability of general 
macroeconomics training across 
the UK and Ireland. In mapping 
the provision of training, the key 
findings were:

•	 A number of universities, 
training bodies and 
supporting organisations 
are beginning to recognise 
the growing importance of 
financial journalism. The 
National Council for the 
Training of Journalists has 
launched a new specialist 
module in Business and 
Finance for the 2012/13 
academic year, City University 
now offers an MA in Financial 
Journalism, and The Centre 
for Investigative Journalism 
recently offered a weekend 
course on finding company 
data and understanding 
company accounts.

Provision of economic literacy training

•	 General economics training 
courses are available through 
public channels, such as 
adult education centres, 
University short courses, 
online or distance learning, 
adult summer schools and 
public lectures. Options for 
professional training include 
University training and in-
house corporate training.

•	 The existing provision of 
general macroeconomics 
training is highly 
varied, piecemeal, and 
overwhelmingly London-
centric. It is also limited in its 
reach and scope.
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Conclusions

The majority of interviewees 
believed that many non-
specialist journalists lacked 
a working knowledge of 
macroeconomics, despite 
greater demands being 
placed on the depth of their 
understanding and their 
analytical skills. The industry 
itself is beginning to recognise 
that an understanding of 
economics, finance and 
business more generally 
is more important than 
ever. There are signs that 
Universities are beginning 
to meet this challenge, but 
for working journalists there 
are few opportunities to 
improve on their knowledge 
of macroeconomics and to 
develop their skills.  

While there is a need for 
economic literacy training and 
an interest among journalists, 
the current provision of public 
training in macroeconomics 
is inadequate in its scope and 
consistency throughout the UK 

and Ireland. Discussions about 
the shape that additional 
training may take cannot be 
separated from the financial 
restrictions on the industry 
and the time constraints 
on journalists, but it is clear 
that journalists would require 
bespoke training to improve 
their economic literacy. The 
training provider would need 
to consult with the industry 
about the knowledge gaps of 
journalists, what they would 
require from the training, and 
if funding was available within 
the sector to deliver this.

The Trust would like to continue 
the discussion on the need for 
economic literacy training for 
journalists versus the demand 
in the industry. For more 
information on the Trust’s work 
in this area or to discuss the 
themes in this briefing please 
contact Lauren Pennycook, 
Policy Officer.

mailto:laurenp%40carnegieuk.org?subject=
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