M edia Persuasion in the EU Referendum

My research looked at the ability of Newspapers to persuade their readers to a
particular political stance. To do this, I looked at The Times’ coverage of the
EU Referendum to find patterns in its readers’ support.

Understanding the ability of the media to persuade and push public opinion is of obvious public interest.
We all assume that the Media has enormous power to shape public opinion:

one only needs to think of the lengths that politicians go to get favourable coverage.

Yet despite this, formal studies find it surprisingly difficult to detect evidence of media persuasion [1] .
While some scholars argue that the media in fact has little sway over public opinion,

others point to four methodological barriers that confound studies:
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* A lack of variation in message: nothing new to persuade readers of !

* Poor means to determine exposure to a media source: wha is being persuaded ?

« Self-Selection: consumers choosing media outlets whose views they already agree with
+ Media sources following the views of their readers

In the 1997 British General election however, there was a rare alignment of circumstances that meant these problems could be bypassed. A number of newspapers suddenly and unexpectedly
switched from supporting the Conservatives to advocating for a Labour government. By comparing the voting choices of the readers of newspapers that switched sides to readers that main-
tained a constant stance, Ladd and Lenz found evidence of significant media persuasion [1].

T'he 2016 EU Referendum where voters were asked whether they wanted to ‘Remain’in the European Union, or instead ‘Leave’it presented similar circumstances, with a newspaper taking a
stance at odds with its historical position. The Times has flirted with Euroscepticism since the signing of the Maastricht treaty in 1992, yet surprisingly advocated for a Remain vote on the 18th

June [2][3]. If this declaration is interpreted as a sudden shock then the impact of the editorial might be seen in the outlook of Times’ readers: evidence of media persuasion.

To check this, I used British Election Study panel data;
in this survey, the same representative sample of the
British public is asked their political preferences over
separate ‘waves' [4]. There are multiple waves spread over
multiple years, allowing changes in opinion over time to
be tracked.

Wave 8 of this study was conducted over the campaigning
period for the EU referendum and went further stll: it
recorded the day a respondent answered the survey and so
allows us to track the change in support day by day.

When we check using a &% statistical test whether more
Times’ readers surveyed after the 18th intend to vote “Remain’
than before (when compared against the newspaper reading
population at large), we find that this isn't the case. Figurel

shows this graphically. Here, the y wxis represents the percentage of
readers who reported they would vote for Leave on a given date
(i.e A value of 40% would mean that 60% would vote for Remain).
After The Times declared its stance, there is no shift towards
Remain (downwards on the graph) when compared to the news-
paper reading population at large.

Nonetheless, it is curious that Times' readers appear to lean
more towards Remain than the population at large, even
though the newspaper does have a Eurosceptic tilt.

This raises the question whether the eventual Remain position
of The Times affected its coverage of the entire EU issue : did
the Times coverage skew to favour Remain before the 18th
June ? Was this reflected in the cutlook of its readers?
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stopped reading The Times before the end of Wave 6. We can asume
these readers broadly reserble other Times readers too, meaning the

comparison is fir
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