Evaluate the view that the media improves democracy. (12)
One way the media can improve democracy is by informing voters through television. This method is particularly effective as it is used by a massive 75% of the population, making it the largest outlet for news in the country. And, unlike newspapers, television broadcasters are legally obligated to report news in a way that is fair and neutral. This helps inform voters as the information they receive from television must be unbiased, meaning that it allows people to make their minds up for themselves, which improves democracy as voters are voting based on their own opinions and not the opinion of someone else. However, Question Time and Prime Minister’s Questions being put on television can make true scrutiny of the government difficult as the often ‘style over substance’ debates focus less on the issues and more on who can present themselves the best. For example, David Cameron would get in as many jokes about kitchens to ridicule Ed Miliband who had been in the press for having more than one. This is key as it can leave voters focusing more on the image of the politician rather than the actual issues. This does not improve democracy as it can leave people inclined to not vote for a candidate or party because of how they’ve been portrayed in the debates instead of their actual politics. Overall, the media improves democracy as, although the theatricality of how politics is presented on television can shift the focus of an election from the actual issues to the scandals politicians are involved in, TV presents the news in an unbiased way which allows voters to form their own opinions instead of being persuaded.
Another way is that the media allows for every view to be heard. The televised leaders’ debates allow voters to the views of the parties directly from the leaders, from (former Labour and Lib Dem leaders) Ed Miliband to Nick Clegg. This helps to improve democracy as it allows people to hear the different stances to particular issues, which can aid them into making an informed decision on election day. For example, the results of the election found that the televised debates changed the minds of around one million voters. However, parties employ press secretaries and communications directors to help portray politicians in a more favourable light, and cover up any mishaps that may occur. These ‘spin doctors’ damage democracy as they are able to control how the public sees a politician (to a certain extent), which can lead to bias. Spin doctors also damage democracy as they are able to prevent certain journalists from asking questions, which limits the how much the public is told and limit their overall knowledge of the policies they’re voting for. Overall, the media is a key source of information for voters, but spin doctors can make it difficult for people to get the full story.
A further way is through watchdog journalism. This helps to improve democracy as it lets the media scrutinise the government and the political process as a whole. They can do this in various ways, like reporting on a select committee enquiry or carrying out investigations into the activities of parliament. For example, Newsnight was responsible for bringing to light the buried allegations of bullying in the Conservative Future organisation. This led to the scandal becoming a massive news story and consequentially the resignation of the Chairperson of the Conservatives. This shows that the media is able to make significant changes to politics and improves democracy by exposing any misconduct that a party may be involved in, giving voters more knowledge of the parties they are voting for. However, the media can damage democracy due to their ability to be manipulated by politicians. This is when the government choose to cover up reputation-damaging stories with outrageous yet less harmful ones. This has been dubbed the “dead cat” strategy. For example, David Cameron came under fire in 2016 for referring to Syrian refugees as ‘a bunch of migrants’ in PMQs, which was used to distract from the more damaging story of the Google tax deal. This is bad for democracy as it can divert voters’ attention from opinion altering stories to ones that are less detrimental, meaning that they do not have a clear knowledge of what is going on in politics. Overall, the media is good for democracy as it brings to light stories that may otherwise have been hidden, but can also be manipulated into distracting voters’ attention from the news that really matters.
[bookmark: _GoBack]A final way is through social media. Social media has become increasingly more popular amongst politicians as it allows them to interact directly with the electorate without relying on journalists to report for them. This is good for democracy as it allows MPs to have a more personal connection with voters, without them having to have reporters do it for them. However, social media can often mean that there is little to no interference from the likes of communications directors, which can make them susceptible to mishaps and blunders. These mistakes can often become trending topics within a matter of minutes, meaning that it can severely damage a politician’s reputation instantly. For example, a member of the Labour shadow cabinet was fired in 2014 after she tweeted something that could damage the party’s reputation with working class voters. This shows that the media can have a negative effect on democracy as one misstep can spread quickly and force the removal of an elected representative. Overall, social media is good for democracy as it allows for personal communications with voters, but is bad as a small mistake could be blown out of proportion and completely ruin the career of an MP who had previously been democratically elected.
