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The Election Debates: Sky News’
Perspective on their Genesis and

Impact on Media Coverage
Adam Boulton and Tom D.C. Roberts

Britain’s General Election in 2010 was unique. F.or the first time leve'r
the three main UK patty leaders took part in 11.ve d?bates on 'Ee ihw-
sion - fifty years after the first ever televised Presidential debate mThic;
United States between John F. Kennedy ar.1d RlCh&l‘Fl M. Nixon. o
chaptér falls into two sections. First there is a descn;:ftion of how the
television debates came to happen from thfe .perspect.lve (?f Sky Tﬁws,
which is widely credited with playing a decisive ‘role in bringing .enc;
about. This is followed by an examination of the m.lpact of thfe telev:ls;el
debates on the coverage given to the general t;lecnon campaign by the
ews media, especially the nationa] press. -
res(;::rt?;enpasi fifty y'earg there have been many attempts to organ;fse1
televised debates between party leaders. All of them were ur{s?cce:s ;11
until the 2009/2010 cycle, The failures resulted frqm an inability of the
relevant politicians to agree a suitable format with the brqadcaste:rs&
For most of this period the chances of agreement were furth(?r styrfn::le
by the rigidities of electoral law. Under the olfl Representat’aor(li % he
People Act, equivalent candidates had an effective veto on a(;ly g. thé
by refusing to take part they would render them unbalanced under
thelaw. . .
terfr\rtlsle(a)lfst 1(])ne of the candidates usually felt that it would not_be to télei_:
advantage to facilitate the debate. Most often this was the incum enit
Prime Minister, who resisted debating his or her opponents bec:auls;:97
would raise them up to an equal level. But, in the.rt.m-up to th}e] w7
election, Tony Blair was so far ahead in the op}mon polls tha p
rejected Prime Minister John Major’s challenge with the (:f)ndesg:efril ;
ing- words ‘nice try’. As a result, campaign events were enlivened firs
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by the appearance of Tory chickens (or rather people in chicken suits)
outside Labour events and then by Labour foxes to chase them away.

Like the politicians, the broadcasters also had their rivalries. Their

competing debate programme bids were skilfully played against each
other by party officials to ensure stalemate. Prior to the launch of Sky
News in 1989, the BBC and ITV/ITN were the only broadcasters inter-
ested in staging debates. For a long time after that, the terrestrial TV
companies regarded putative election debates as theirs by right. A key
factor in the success of 2010 was that the broadcasters put aside their
differences at an early stage to negotiate as a bloc (BBC/Sky News/ITV)
across the table with a bloc of political parties (Labour/Comnservative/
Liberal Democrat). This reflected the recognition by the terrestrial
broadcasters of the presence by then of multichannel television and
rolling news in the majority of British homes.

It is interesting to note that, in the UX, TV debates have mostly been
regarded as a matter for the broadcasters and the politicians to sort out
between themselves. This is in contrast to the United States, where civic-
minded organisations such as the League of Women Voters had previ-
ously taken the burden of responsibility away from the TV networks.
In Britain, The Times newspaper has probably been the strongest inde-
pendent champion of leaders’ debates at successive elections, including
drawing up plans to stage them.! Previous attempts to secure debates
had also run into difficulty because the negotiations. started too late,
typically around the time that the election was called. By this stage the
parties had already committed their resources to planned campaigns
and were reluctant to have them derailed by a major unpredictable fac-
tor such as debates. Whether or not candidates were willing to take part
also inevitably became a political football in the campaign, just about
destroying any chance of agreement,

The Sky campaign

From its launch, Sky News.had consistently advocated that leaders’
-debates should take place at election time. It also judged that agreement
would only be achieved in isolation from the political campaign. By
carly 2009 there appeared to be a window of opportunity, because the;
next election seemed increasingly likely to be called at full term, more **
than a year hence. Sky also felt that it needed to reassess its approach to
covering the next general election because of the decline in both voter
turnout and viewer interest over recent campaigns. On 6 April 2009
John Ryley, the head of Sky News, circulated an internal discussion
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document by email to the most senior editorial staff invotved in political

coverage. Tt ran to eight single-spaced pages and contained the skeleton -

for what became the Sky News Leaders’ Debate Campaign. Ryley pro-
posed mobilising as many Sky News, BSkyB and News Corp resources as
possible to create momentum for a televised leadership debate, stressing
that this would increase engagement with the electoral process among
jaded voters. He argued that such a campaign chimed with a populist
sentiment that demanded politicians be held more accountable follow-
ing the expenses scandal.

Sky envisioned a fresh approach to securing debates to cut through
the Gordian knot which had paralysed previous attempts. Initial
negotiations should take place independently of the parties and be sup-
ported by legal opinion. And, while Sky News was keen to be at the
vanguard of the campaign, it accepted that any debates would be a
public good, most likely facilitated by individual broadcasters but
made openly available, Mounting a collaborative approach - Sky, BBC

and ITV - from the start would provide the best possible chance of

success. Exchanges between the recipients quickly concluded that
securing television debates would be the most appropriate way for Sky
News to try to enhance voter engagement. And, with the fuli support
of BSkyB at cotporate level, it was decided to launch the campaign in
early September 2009, when the political year started again after the
long summer recess. '

Sky also significantly toughened up the tactics it would employ Asa
result of the changes in electoral law, party leaders could no  longer veto
a debate by refusing to take part, provided that they had been invited

fairly to do so. It was decided to turn the tables by stating that Sky News

was going to stage a leaders’ debate, and leaving it up to the individual
leaders whether they turned up or not. It was hoped David Cameron
and Nick Clegg would take part because both had supported the idea of
debates in principle, while Gordon Brown had never been as intractably
opposed as his predecessor. During the summer. Sky discussed what it
was planning to do privately with representatives of all the parties. As
an independent twenty-four-hour news channel, Sky News was free to

pursue its objective more aggressively than a traditional public serv- -

ice broadcaster. Sky was prepared to take the risk of staging an open
leaders’ debate, but would anybody turn up? By the end of july Sky
had been given private commitments that Clegg and Cameron would
debate each other even if Brown refused to participate. The pivotal
discussion took place al fresco over lunch at the Inn The Park restau-
rant, St James’ Park, between Andy Coulson, David Cameron’s Head of
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Gommunications, and Adam Boulton and Jon Levy, Sky News’ Political
Editor and Executive Producer for politics respectively.

Coulson committed Cameron unconditionally to the debate, pro-
vided that Sky News would state publicly that Brown had been invited
to take part should he decline to do so. This presented no problem for
Sky News, since it was already dedicated to campaigning for the debate
or debates with maximum openness. Coulson also expressed the view
that the Conservatives were not interested in negotiating with individ-
ual broadcasters. He wanted the TV companies to sort out their differ-
ences and to come back with firm proposals as a bloc. Independently,

“ the other parties reiterated this view. Unbeknown to Sky News, the BBC

was also in discussions with the parties about staging a series of six BBC
exclusive leaders’ debates both before and during the election campaign.
Only the Brown camp expressed any enthusiasm for this proposal.

In July 2009, BBC and ITV news executives wrote jointly to John Ryley
inviting Sky News to discussions about possible debates in October after
the party conferences. Ryley accepted, even though it was evident that
this invitation was something of an afterthought. He did not inform
them of the already weli-advanced plans for the Sky Campaign.'On
2 September 2009 Sky News launched the Leaders’ Debate Campaign —
on ait, online and in the press. On television we broadcast a number of
reports and discussions about election debates. Online we launched a
petition to sign up in support of an election debate. John Ryley authored
an opinion piece for The Tirnes: “Who'll show up for the TV showdown?
Party leaders are cordially invited to take part in the democratic proc-
ess, they'll be punished by the public if they don’t. Ryley announced:
‘[Tloday, I have written to Gordon Brown, David Cameron and Nick
Clegg, informing them that Sky will be hosting a live debate between
them during the election campaign.”2 He also committed to host sepa-
rate debates in Scotland and Wales, and confirmed this in writing to the
SNP and Plaid Cymzu leaders the same week.

Laying out the campaign, the head of Sky News confirmed that it
was an initiative in the public interest, not an attempt at ‘an exclusive’.
‘1 also recognise that — however much I might wish it were other — a
televisual moment of such importance cannot be “owned” by any one
broadcaster. We will, therefore, offer the debate live and unedited fo
any of our competitors that want to run it. We are ready to sit down
with them to discuss the timing and the staging: this debate must be
about empowering the British people; egos and self interest must be
set aside by us all® Within twenty-four hours Cameron and Clegg had
pubhcly agreed to take part. Gordon Brown said it was ‘not the time’ to
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make the decision. BBC and ITV executives reacted with ‘fury’, according
to news reports. One ITV spokesman described Sky’s move as ‘childish’
and ‘a marketing stunt’* The BBC expressed disappointment, arguing
that Sky had damaged the notional joint approach by the broadcast-
ers to secure debates. Its invitation to the October broadcasters’ meet-
ing was withdrawn. However, informal contacts between broadcasters
and with politicians continued through the party conference seasomn.
‘Gradually the BBC and 1TV came to accept that Sky wanted to work
with them rather than to compete, but that, as Adam Boulton told BBC
Radio 4, its campaign had ‘kick-started’ getting debates.

Gordon Brown's participation in the debates was the remaining hold-
out, as became clear in an ugly on-air exchange between Brown and
Adam Boulton during Labour’s 2009 party conference. Many believe
that Brown had planned to make a challenge to the other leaders to
debate the centrepiece of his Leader’s Speech in Brighton. However,
there was no such challenge in his address on 29 September ~ perhaps
because he felt the Sky campaign had stolen his thunder, Brown'’s speech

was in any case overshadowed by the announcement at 10 pm that
evening by the Sun, Britain’s biggest-circulation daily newspaper, thatit -

was switching its editorial support from Labour to the Conservatives.
The Sun is wholly owned by News Corporation, which has.a control-

ling share of BSkyB plc, Sky News’ parent company, but the two are

entirely independent of each other editorially. Indeed, the Sun only told

Sky News of its switch at the same time as it told the BBC, one hour before .
it was announced. But these subtleties seemed to be entirely overlooked -

by Brown when he confronted Boulton during a round of live breakfast-
time interviews the following morning. Seemingly conflating the Sun's
offence with Sky News’ questions about the debates, the Prime Minister
told Boulton ‘You sound like a political propagandist yourself’ before
storming off without first detaching himself from his microphone. The
Evening Standard’s front page headline boomed that Brown had suf-
fered a televisual ‘meltdowry’.® But three weeks later Brown’s spokesman

announced that, subject fo negotiations, he would agree to debate with

Clegg and Cameron during the upcoming election campaign.

The negotiations

The broadcasters soon managed to form a common front behind agreed
proposals for three debates to be held under the same rules. Each organ-
isation nominated two production executives for the negotiating team:
Sue Inglish and Ric Bailey from the BBC, Chris Birkett and Jon Levy for
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- sky News and Michael Jermey and Jonathan Munro from ITV. Two of

Gordon Brown’s special advisers, David Muir and Justin Forsyth, repre-
sented Labour. The other parties fielded communications professionals:
Coulson and Michael Saiter for the Conservatives and Jonny Oates fox
the Lib Dems. Channel Four requested to be part of the group and then

withdrew to pursue its own ideas. By general consent, Channel Four

subsequently staged the first televised debate of the Election Campaign
{actually just before it officially started) between the Treasury spokes-
men Alistair Darling, George Osborne and Vince Cable, moderated by
Krishnan Guru-Murthy. This left a fairly simple prospect of three debates
each to be staged by ITV, the BBC and Sky. Each broadcaster had differ-
ent objectives, but these were accommodated by their competitors.

Both Sky News and the BBC took a public service approach, making
‘their” debate available live to others. TV had long insisted that it would
only surrender prime airtime to a ‘live exclusive’. In the event, BBC 2
rebroadcast all three debates the same day at 11.15 pm after Newsnight.
Sky News and the BBC News Channel each carried the other’s debate
live, and rebroadcast the ITV debate. It was left to each organisation to
honour its obligations to the parties in Scotland, Wales and Northern
Ireland. There was some legal sabre-rattling from nationalist parties. In
the end all three channels staged live televised debates between these
nations’ main party leaders nationally: Belfast 22 April (UTV); Belfast
4 May (BBC1 NI); Glasgow 20 April (STV/ITV1); Edinburgh 25 April (Sky
News); Edinburgh 2 May {BBC1 Scotland); Cardiff 18 April (Sky News);
Caxdiff 20 April (ITV1 Wales); and Pontardawe 2 May (BBC1 Wales).

It took from October until mid-February to secure full agreement on
the debates with the three main UK parties. Throughout that period, reg-
ular weekly meetings took place in secret, first in rooms at RIBA, just up
from BBC Broadcasting House, and subsequently at the Mothers' Union
in Great Peter Street, close to 4 Millbank, the broadcasters’ shared basein
Westminster. Most of the discussion was about detail: the nature of the
staging, the lighting, the presenters, the audience, the camera shots, the
speaking order, and so on. (The full list of guidelines is reproduced in
the Appendix.) Perhaps surprisingly, there was little debate about who
should participate and on what terms. It was accepted from the outset that
there would be three debates, each featuring the Conservatives, Labour
and Liberal Democrats on equal terms. With hindsight, Conservatives,
led by Lord Ashcroft and Conservativehome.com, have criticised the ced-
ing of parity to Nick Clegg. But this can be taken as an indication of the
commitment to hold the debates in all three camps, since any attempt to
downgrade a participant would have resulted in a legal logjam.
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From one perspective it can be said simply that the leaders’ debates
happened in 2010 because, for the first time ever, all three of them
were willing to take part - greatly to the credit of David Cameron, Nick
Clegg and Gordon Brown, in the authors’ view. It should also be recog-
nised that a three-way debate reflected the trend towards multi-party
plurality in British politics. In 1959, the closest UK general election to
the first US televised debate, Conservatives and Labour combined took
93.2 per cent of the votes cast; but by 2005, the last UK election with-
out debates, this had fallen to just 67.6 per cent. It was 65.1 per cent in
2010. In this century around a third of the vote goes to ‘third forces’,
The presence on the debate stage of the leader of the largest ‘third force’
was consistent with this trend.

On 21 December 2009, the winter solstice, the .debate negotiators,
both TV and party political, announced a joint agreement in principle
that thiee Clegg/Cameron/Brown debates would take place during the
2010 General Election campaign. Details of themes, locations and dates
were perforce left open, since the Prime Minister had not yet determined
when polling day would be. As it turned out, these issues were more
than technicalities. There-was a hiatus of almost a month on the issue
of themes., Labour had consistently favoured themes for debate, while
the Conservatives wanted open discussion. A compromise was reached;
half of each debate would be devoted to questions on one of three agreed
themes — domestic affairs, foreign affairs and the economy. The broad-
casters drew lots twice, for order of debates and for order of subjects. This
resulted in the sequence of first debate; ITV, domestic; second debate: Sky

News, foreign; third debate; BBC, economy, Initially this was endorsed
by the three parties, but, after consultations with the Prime Minister,
the Labour team announced that the order was now unacceptable - the
economy had to be the theme for the first debate. Substantively this only
mattered seriously to Brown, but to backtrack at this late stage would
" have undermined the principles of mutual consent on which the whole
debate agreement was based. Neither the Liberal Democrats not Tories
were inclined to give way. A four-week standoff ensued before Brown
relented and accepted the original order of themes. The announcement
of final agreement was made at the beginning of March.

The debates

The first ever UK general election leaders’ debate took place on 15 April
2010 at Granada Studios in Manchester, moderated by Alastair Stewart of
ITV News. On 22 Apri, Adam Boulton moderated the Sky News Leaders’
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ébat;e at the Arnolfini Centre in Bristol. David Dig}bleby moderated the

debate on 29 April at the University of Birmingham. Each debate
sted ninety minutes, without commercial breaks, and accommoc.iated
ght questions from an independently selected and. demographicaily
presentative local audience {plus up to four questl'oners no_m?nz'ited
; the broadcaster). The debates respected the commtfcrpent. to distinct
.emes — immigration was the only issue raised expha‘tl‘y inall t~h‘ree
bates. The debates were a spectacular success for British televmfon
terms of impact, audiences and engaging the electorate. The first

‘Jebate was watched by 9.6 million viewers, the second by 4.2 million

by 8.6 million. The debates were also broadcast on BBC
ni Itrlllfle;)hei::jegt Radio and on C-SPAN in the US. The Sky Neyvs debate
n;oyed‘a record audience for the channel; it was broadcast live in I—LD
s well (and watched in HD in 68 per cent of HD-enabled homes). The
' recorded in 3D.
e?l?;reirvlvga Sczirs;;aigned 50 hard for the debates, Sky Nev?/s took a rigidl();
disciplined approach to staging the Bristol debate. L.Inhke the BBC ax:i
ITV, Sky Jocated its debate in a relatively s.mall cockgt theatre, the mo t;
erator seated with back to the audience directly faC}ng the leaders, e_:ac 1
standing behind a podium. This gave a stark intimacy to the Brlst:d
event that was lacking in Birmingham and Manc}}ester. Sky conduct
around half a dozen full debate rehearsals in studios mocked up to pre-

is the Bristol theatre.

Clss;g ire)ive:eaﬁzo devoted great efforts to qUEst'ion select'%on, convgn—
ing around five full meetings of the official certified question selection
Pa’;lﬁt agreed guidelines stipulated that the questions had to be pos;d
by the audience without coaching from the brqadcaster. However, the
audiences also had to be recruited by an independent body to ref}ec-t the
electoral demographics of the Jocal area. In spite of the huge putfh‘c mter;
est in the debates, this meant that many of those who had the pr}vﬂef o]
witnessing the event live were comparatively lukewa;m ab_o.ut being t‘ ere
and often uninterested in asking questions. Sky New.s solicited questions
from around 300 people who made up the local audl.ence panel..

Each broadcaster was also allowed to add a maximum of four ques-
tioners from its general viewership. Sky News also solicited quest_long
via its website, and subsequently went through over‘10,000 submitte
questions. Questioners chosen in this way took part in the Sky debates
in Bri Edinburgh and Cardiff.
ml?v[::;t(ivllhi;il the grogramme was live on aix, the Sky News producc;rs
were still sifting questions to be asked according to the ground already
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covered by the leaders. The moderator was informed of changes through
his talkback earpiece. . .

In this way the Sky News debate posed probably the most contro-
versial and pointed question of all the debates: the so-called Pope
Question — whether the leaders welcomed the upcoming visit to Britain
of Benedict XVL All three leaders commented to Adam Boulton imme-
diately after the debate that they had not anticipated the question and
had been momentarily flummoxed by it. At the same time they com-
mented that it was a legitimate issue in the Foreign Affairs debate.

Adam Boulton was on the Sky News question panel. But none of the
moderators could raise questions of their own in the way that they
would normally as TV journalists and interviewers. Instead, moderating
the debates was largely a technical exercise of ensuring that the partici-
_ pants kept to the agreed order and timings - while also trying to make
the flowing discussion as accessible as possible to the general viewer,

Boulton tested the limits of the: moderators’ role when a question
was asked on MPs’ ethics on the day that the Daily Mail and the Daily
Telegraph both carried negative stories about Nick Clegg.” In a full round
. of answers none of the leaders had dealt with this issue, so Boulton

. teferred directly to the Telegraph when bringing in Clegg. The Liberal
Democrats did not lodge an official complaint with Sky News, but there
were several hundred complaints to Ofcom. Although Ofcom acknowl-
edged that it had little jurisdiction over the debates, it subsequently
ruled that Boulton had acted within the relevant guidelines and did not
uphold the complaints. ' '

The media reaction

Following Sky News’ September 2009 initiative in pushing for the .

debates, the press reaction was largely supportive, though mixed with
_teservations as well as some outright attacks. The Financial Times, then
still supporting Labour,, considered that, although the campaign was
‘wrapped up in the gimmickry of modern television’, it was ‘a seri-
ous and welcome initiative’. The “traditional line’ of refusal, that tel-
evised debates would lead to the ‘presidentialisation’ of British politics,
was ‘high-minded, but quaint’. Participation by all three leaders, the
hesitant Brown in particular, was required; after all, ‘The great British
television-watching public deserve better than an empty chair.®
The Economist too felt that the ‘arguments trotted out against debates
are weak’ while it was ‘amazing that, in 2009, Britain is stiil debating
debates’. Instead, ‘a live showdown might help to excite a worryingly
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apathetic electorate.’ Brown should stop ‘dragging his feet’ - following

his disastrous experiments with new media, ‘taking on Mr Cameron
and Mr Clegg might soften his aloof image.”® The Labour stalwart Daily
Mirror also saw an opportunity for Brown if he decided to participate.
Among the ‘10 things’ the Prime Minister had to do to save his party,
the paper’s political editor, Kevin Macguire, advised him to agree to
participate in the debates and call the three broadcasters immediately

.to tell them so. In Maguire’s view, the chance to bash his opponents

in the forum of the history-making ‘ding-dongs’ made the decision a
mo-brainer’ 10

- A more nuanced view was explored by Andrew Rawnsley in the
Observer under the headline “Will TV debates change the face of the elec-
tion?’, published the day after Brown, now ‘so unpopular that he has noth-
ing to lose’, confirmed his participation.! The debates were likely to be
‘the defining event of the election campaign’ for Clegg and Cameron.
However, for the electorate they would be a ‘mixed blessing’ if the elec-
toral coverage trend of recent years towards greater concentration on the
‘personalities at the top’ continued ‘at the expense of everything else’,

- For both the party machines and media, the debates would become

‘the hinge occasions of the campaign, the crucial encounters on which
potitical fortunes will be won or lost’. As to the events’ wider success
and importance, Rawnsley hedged his bets: ‘If we are unlucky, leaders’
debates will not be an enhancement of democracy, but a trivialising
parody of it’ with a focus ‘on shallow personality issues, the colour of
the candidates’ ties, and arguments about whether they should use lec-
terns or not, If we are fortunate, however, leaders’ debates will prove to
be a welcome novelty to Britain and a refreshrment of voter engagement.’
Rawnsley signed off with the hope that the events would provide ‘a
robust interrogation of the candidates’ characters, philosophies and
policies, a stress test of those who aspire to govern us that makes a pow-
erful contribution towards helping the electorate to decide...’

The Independent’s chief political commentator was having none of it, -
though. In twelve hundred barbed words under the headline ‘Thé last
thing we need is a televised election debate’,’? Steve Richards set out
his prediction of broadcaster disagreements and endless negotiating,
A focus on the trivialities of the format and events themselves would
be the ‘only talking point’, while the big political issues would not ‘get
a look in’. The whole process would be ‘an anti-climax’. With confi-
dence, Richards signed his piece off with the unequivocal assertion:

‘Do not believe for one moment that the televised debates would do

anything to enhance Britain’s fragile democracy."? Fast forward to the
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day-of the election itself, and readers of the Independent would be for-
given for scratching their heads as they digested the newspaper’s front
page. Under a banner headline declaring ‘THE PEOPLE'S ELECTION:
On Polling Day, 15 reasons to celebrate a campaign that, with your

help, could change the face of British politics for ever’, listed in pole
position were: :

1 THE LEADERS' DEBATES

The main party leaders spoke largely in calculated soundbites and
platitudes in their three showdowns, yet the effect of their com-
municating directly to millions of voters was electrifying. Nearly
10 million people-watched the first debate — and within.24 hours the
British political landscape had been transformed. ‘

Richards had atleast moderated his view by then. The debates ‘were much
better’ than he had feared: ‘meaty, substantial events that ‘conveyed
something about the three individuals and what they represent”, s
Readers of the Guardian may dlso have experienced some confusion
on picking up their paper the day after the first ITV debate. Marina
Hyde, having chosen to watch the debate in a West End sports bar, con-
cluded amongst other criticisms that those who had ‘nurtured fanta-
sies_of politically re-engaged punters...were in for a disappointment’.!¢
These views ran consistent with her- original questioning, when Sky
News launched its initiative, of whether ‘anyone one might care to
know socially [would] actually watch the thing?’ Hyde had also pre-
dicted that ‘you’ll be weeping with boredom before the first merciful
ad break,’ espousing the view that the ‘whole.pointless idea’ should be
dropped.’” However, those turning back to the post-debate front page
leading paragraph would read Patrick Wintour’s account of an electrify-
ing, fast-moving, 90-minute primetime broadcast... [that had] focused
on domestic issues, especially crime, immigration, education and clean-
ing up politics — but rapidly spread right dcross the political canvas’.!®
For an election campaign period which had, up until the point of
the first debate, failed to engage the electorate or communicate issues
in an attention-grabbing way, the front pages of 16 April revealed the
sudden shift and the re-centring of political debate back into the public
sphere. Despite having a crippling volcanic ash cloud as competition,
from the Financigl Times to the Daily Star coverage of the debate made
the front page. For the Sun, everyone was ‘PARALYSED BY HOT AIR’, (It
is fascinating to note that the Daily Star, usually the national daily least
likely to deviate from celebrity exposé and human interest front page
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Jeads,also gaveequally high prominence to reports of the two further
* debates.’) Although, as media-commentators wryly stressed, the assess-
mpents of who ‘won’ each debate remained curiously in line with the

particular niewspaper’s political allegiance,® the phienomeénon that was
quickly termed ‘Cleggmania’ left the press playing catch-up. )

Having watched the same live broadcast of the same leaders answer-
ing the same questions, each viewer was empowqed 'to mal«.e his or
her own decision unmediated by comment and editorial skewing. For

‘Channel 4's Jon Snow, not a fan of the ‘wretched TV debates’ which in

his view drained the ‘lifeblood’ out of the campaign, this typified th'e
rdreadful election’ of-the tabloids: ‘What did they do? 'rhey told their
readers that the viewers were wrong. When the viewer had thou.ght that
somebody had won they were then told by the media, the tgblqlds, t.hey
were wrong...There was a marvellous moment where the Daily Mzn’*or
said Brown had won and the Sun said that Cameron had won despite
the polls saying Clegg had won.'” ‘

But it was not just the:printed press that would prove to perform bel.ow,
expectations. Before the debates took place, the 2010 General Election

was heralded as the occasion when the internet and social media would - -

break through as the most important form of political communication
in Britain. Gordon Brown's pollster Deborah Mattinson had declared
2010 as the ‘Mumsnet election’?? and Google and Facebook put commer-
cial rivalry aside to launch the first Digital Debate.? Four days before tche
first TV debate, reporting under-the headline “Web 2.0: the new elegtlon
superweapon’, the Observer assessed the ‘powerful new ways to .engage
voters' that technology offered, from ‘Twitter and Facebook to viral ads
and crowdsourcing’.2* However, the televised debates would bl.OW stich
predictions off course, as reflected in the post-mortem studies 51.1'1ce.
Nic Newman ‘prefaced his working paper for the Reuters Institute on
the role of the internet in the 2010 election by conceding that ‘Tronically,
the biggest media story of the 2010 election ended up being a_televisi9n
event: a set-piece leadership debate which turned the campaign on its
head — with the internet seen as something of a sideshow.’ Newma.n’s
investigation led him to recognise that ‘the TV debates spawned, a fmde
range of complementary activity in the social and digital sphlere. Q‘cing
blogger and Telegraph digital commentator Shane Richmond's view that

" ‘Social media are at their best and most powerful when they are wrap-

ping around other things,’ Newman contended that in the case’ of t‘he
debates ‘they enabled an unprecedented sharing of thoughts anFI opin-
ions about politics....2¢ Another report seeking to assess the media’s role
within the 2010 election, which similarly noted that “Web 2.0 served
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mostly to amplify and complement news events created on other media,
- typically television’, was undertaken jointly by YouGov and Deloitte. 7 Its
findings, drawn from a survey of 2,000 adults, indicated that, despite a
final election result which appeared to reflect none of the change- in vot-
ing intentions during the campaign supposedly stirred by the televised
debates, ‘television’s role in the election was arguably more significant
than superficial.’ The report found that ‘Television was not only a major
source of information for voters but it also shaped voting intentions, with
its impact often strongest among the younger people.’? For the authors:

‘Television’s biggest impact was to offer, in the form of the debates, a rela-

tively unfiltered view of the leaders to the general public.'?

In his roundup of Fleet Street’s coverage of the election campaign,
Peter Preston acknowledged that, in pushing for the televised debates,
‘Ryley has changed elections for all our lifetimes — and, though you
wouldn’t quite deduce it amid much press snarling, he’s given news-
papers a circulation transfusion as well.”30 Preston noted that sales had
increased across the board ‘between 5% and 10%' on the day following
each debate:‘You watched, you chatted, you wanted to compare notes:
so you bought-a paper.” Despite the switls of criticism, the simple facts
remained: ‘Participation went up, not down. So did interest.”®! .

The televised leaders’ debates provided a focused forum, devoid of
the feared trivialities and. easily accessible to the whole electorate. Their
great strength lies not only in having generated direct awareness of issues
and questions during the live transmission, but also in prompting fur-

ther discussion and investigation that continued through other media .

forms, whether press, digital or social - a process which ultimately invig-
orated newspapers and new media alike. As Broadcast magazine stated,
the debates ‘were transformational, both in the way campaigns will be
organised in the future and how broadcasting and other media will report
them. Millions of people engaged with the political arguments and politi-
cal leaders of the day in a way that they had never done before. One thing
seerns clear: now that we've had the televised debates we will want them
again - the viewing and the voting public will demand it’* The debates
changed the way the media cover politics and elections in Britain forever,
. But did they change politics? The question will long be debated. .
Labour strategists have subsequently claimed that the debates ‘cost
David Cameron his majority’ by broadening the participation and
admitting Nick Clegg. Andy Coulson and David Cameron insist that
the widening effect of the debate helped them and prevented Labour
from running a focused ‘Tory Cuts’ campaign of the type that had
proved so successful in the past. On'the face of it, the Liberal Democrats
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" bad most reason to be disappointed by their petformance on polling

day — but without Cleggmania would Nick Clegg have been accepted
so readily as a credible Deputy Prime Minister? Some constituency
campaigners claimed they were ‘swamped’ by the national debates.
But others thanked the debates for energising the election. Voters were
inspired to stage debates and hustings at constituency and regional
levels. And some canvassers reported that for the first time ever they
were welcomed when they knocked on the door because voters wanted
to discuss the issues raised in the debate. Certainly, audience surveys
showed that those who came stayed for the ninety-minute duration of
the debates (to paraphrase the Duke of Wellington).

For broadcasters the point surely is that we did what television does
best-and deployed our unique selling point by staging a series of live
mass audience events - this time on the important political issues of
the day. It is simplistic to try to trace cause and effect from the debates.
What matters is that we increased voter engagement as John Ryley had
intended. Voter turnout was up modestly as well. At last television did
its job at election time. We have established a firm basis for TV debates
at future elections. Tt will be a brave leader indeed who ducks treading
where Cameron, Brown and Clegg have gone before. Of course, refine-

.mments are possible. But, as Sue Inglish of the BBC remarked, ‘If we have
. todoitall again on the same template we will.' 2010 was the first British
Television General Election.,
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Media Coverage of the Prime
Ministerial Debates
Stephen Coleman, Fabro Steibel and Jay G. Blumler

After 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 after-
math of the MPs’ expenses scandal, politicians’ reputations were ata
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 disenchant-

ment? Or might the debates fall down the sceptical drain, as it were —
be dismissed as just ‘more of the same’? With their peak audiences
of 10.3 million viewers,' the televised debates 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 epi-
sode of televised election coverage — and stimulated a considerable
amount of reflective commentary and debate both on television and
in the wider media, _ ‘ . .
The effects of the debates cannot be understood in isolation from
the wider media coverage, for each of them arrived with its own pre-
history. 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 all, or any, of the debates .

.themselves. As Lang and Lang observed as long ago as 1978 (after the
second US televised presidential debates between Ford and Carter),
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