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H I G H L I G H T S

• Politicians’ responses to the press reflect their beliefs about the media.

• We examine these beliefs in the context of aid, by surveying UK politicians and the public.

• On average, UK politicians believe the press influences public opinion but doesn’t reflect it.

• Those who find press influence on policy acceptable also think the media influences and reflects public opinion.

• Aid policy appears to be influenced by the media because politicians think the media is influential.
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A B S T R A C T

This paper examines politicians’ attitudes and beliefs about the press, their potential role in shaping aid policy and 

how these views differ from the public’s. We address these questions using survey data from 107 UK MPs and 2047 

members of the UK public. We find a positive association between MPs’ beliefs that the news media influence 

public opinion, reflect public opinion, and are central to a political career—and a belief that the news media 

should influence aid policy. This suggests that politicians’ attitudes and beliefs about the media can play a role in 

shaping aid policy. We also find that MPs are significantly more likely to think that the media influences public 

attitudes towards aid spending than the public. This suggests that politicians could potentially be overweighing 

news coverage when making decisions about aid spending. Overall, these findings help fill an important gap in 

our understanding of what happens ‘upstream’ of aid allocations and add further nuance to our understanding of 

the media’s political effects. 

1 . Introduction

In liberal democracies, politicians are incentivised to consider, if 

not always follow, the opinions of their electorate. Since voters tend 

to favour candidates who act in ways that align with their views and 

concerns, listening to public sentiment can help politicians to remain in 

office (Schumacher & Öhberg, 2020).

But politicians operate in a complex, fragmented and often incom­

plete information environment, receiving many noisy signals about 

public opinion. They can seek to ascertain the will of an electorate 

through conversations with constituents, or their letters and emails. But 

these indicators of public opinion are often drawn from a highly moti­

vated and unrepresentative section of the electorate. Politicians are also 

typically quite sceptical about the ability of social media to accurately 

represent public sentiment, given its tendency to amplify minority or 

partisan views (Walgrave & Soontjens, 2023). Even national polling has 

limitations including question framing, response bias, relevance and low 

response rates amongst certain demographics.

Our interest is in politicians’ use of news coverage as an indicator 

of public opinion and whether this influences their decision-making. 

National news outlets remain central to politicians’ media habits, de­

spite the rise of online alternatives. In the UK, more than three-quarters 

of MPs access digital news publications multiple times a day (Rice & 

Cooper, 2025). The website of The Times, for example, is visited fre­

quently by 73% of Conservative MPs, 70% of Labour MPs and 62% of 

Liberal Democrats (Rice & Cooper, 2025).

The idea that the news media relay citizens’ concerns to politicians 

is known as the representation function (Curran, 2002). It is based on 

the premise that, in a highly competitive media landscape, where people 
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tend to consume news that aligns with their perspectives, news outlets 

are responsive to different aspects of public opinion. Whether the press 

does in fact provide a reliable proxy for public opinion, or not, if politi­

cians believe this to be true, they may respond to news coverage because 

they regard it as a useful reflection of public opinion.

But this is not the only way that politicians’ attitudes and beliefs 

about the press might play a role in shaping policy. There are three 

further possibilities. First, politicians might also believe that news cov­

erage can influence public opinion and not only reflect it. If so, they 

might adjust their policy making decisions according to how they an­

ticipate the press will cover them. They may do this either to avoid the 

blame associated with critical coverage or to seek the credit associated 

with favourable coverage (Flinders et al., 2024). This is akin to antic­

ipating possible future public opinion and adjusting decision-making 

accordingly. It is based on the idea of Presumed Media Influence (PMI), 

or that individuals react not necessarily to media content but to their 

perceptions of how the media affects others (Gunther & Storey, 2003).

However, the press is important to politicians not only because they 

might help them to get re-elected, either by reflecting or influencing 

public opinion. They can also help politicians achieve other objectives 

like making and managing policy or pursuing higher office. For instance, 

there is a widespread and well-documented belief among politicians in 

liberal democracies that engaging with the media has become an intrin­

sic part of how politics gets done. This is referred to as the mediatization 

of politics (Hjarvard, 2013). A belief that politics has become mediatized 

can lead politicians to tailor their behaviours to gain media attention be­

cause this is how they influence internal party debates, for example, or 

communicate with other legislators (Davis, 2009).

Finally, politicians may favour specific policies that they antici­

pate will generate positive media coverage for themselves in order to 

seek favourable attention from their party leaders and gain promo­

tion. However, in the UK the Government Communication Service’s 

(2023) Propriety Guidelines describe such ‘image making’ or building 

of ministers’ personal brands via Government Communication as ‘im­

proper’. This is because government communications are supposed to 

provide an impartial public information service for citizens, rather than 

partisan communication (Garland, 2025). Therefore, the use of policy 

for image making will depend on whether politicians believe it is ac­

ceptable to gain personal reputational benefits from government policy 

announcements.

In this article, we explore these four different possible relationships 

between politicians, the press and the public (the representation func­

tion, Presumed Media Influence, mediatisation and image making) in 

the context of UK development aid. Over the last two decades, levels of 

UK aid spending and the volume of news coverage about it have var­

ied significantly—as Fig. 1 illustrates—making this a useful context for 

the study of media influence. Since 2006, UK aid spending has grown 

steadily from around 0.3% of GNI to the UN target of 0.7%. This tar­

get was first met in 2013 and maintained for seven years, becoming a 

legal obligation from 2015. This period of increased aid spending co­

incided with austerity under consecutive Conservative-led governments 

(starting in 2010) when almost all other Government departments expe­

rienced cuts in spending budgets. In 2020, the 0.7% target was lowered 

to 0.5% with spending being at or slightly above this figure in subse­

quent years. During this time, the definition of ODA has been stretched, 

with many more costs now included such as hosting refugees within the 

UK (Hughes & Mitchell, 2024).

Fig. 1 shows that public support for at least the current level of aid 

spending has remained more stable, at between 40% and 55% (2020-

2024). The DEL data have fewer data points but are of high quality. 

Respondents are first given the absolute values of UK government spend­

ing and ODA, and then the % figure. Only then are they asked if they 

support increasing, decreasing or maintaining that figure. Responses to 

other similar questions asked by the Aid Attitudes Tracker (AAT data) 

tell a similar story of relatively stable levels of support between 2014 

and 2019.

Fig. 1. UK public support for aid, and its public spending on ODA. Note: Data 

on UK public support comes from https://developmentengagementlab.org/

publication/great-britain-dashboard-january-2025/. They changed methodol­

ogy in 2019, hence the AAT and DEL labels refer to different wording. Data on 

ODA/GNI comes from https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/statistics-

on-international-development-provisional-uk-aid-spend-2023/statistics-on-

international-development-provisional-uk-aid-spend-2023#the-odagni-ratio. 

Data on UK press coverage comes from the results of our own keyword search 

of the Factiva databases for all news articles mentioning ‘aid’ and ‘Department 

for International Development’.

Finally, Fig. 1 shows that the volume of UK press coverage of aid 

in two centrist newspapers (the FT and Independent) was flat between 

2009 and 2020, with a slight increase in coverage by left-leaning publi­

cations (The Guardian and The Mirror). By contrast, coverage of UK aid 

in right-leaning publications—including the Daily Mail, Daily Telegraph, 

Express, The Sun and The Times—increased significantly between 2015 

and 2018. The Daily Mail newspaper alone published 174 stories about 

UK aid in 2016 and 2017 – the vast majority of which were critical 

of aid spending. High-profile examples include stories entitled: ‘Britain 

Gives £5m to African Girl Band’ (19.12.16) and ‘India Boasts of Satellite 

Launch (as we hand them £54m of aid)’ (5.10.17).

While existing research on aid allocation has examined donor allo­

cation patterns (Alesina & Dollar, 2000; Clist, 2011) and the effect of 

public opinion on setting aid budgets (Kaufmann et al., 2019), it has 

not systematically investigated how politicians’ beliefs about the me­

dia may influence allocation decisions. Therefore, we aim to investigate 

(1) whether MPs hold certain views about the relationship between the 

press, the public and politicians (2) whether politicians and the public 

disagree on such matters and (3) what views, if any, correlate with think­

ing the media should influence aid policy. Addressing these questions can 

help us to establish whether politicians’ attitudes and beliefs about the 

press may lead to aid allocations being less responsive to public opinion 

than previously thought.

We explore these issues by conducting two surveys. First, we ask 107 

MPs nine questions. As there are 650 members of Parliament in the UK, 

we have responses from a little under a sixth of the main legislative body 

(16%). Second, we ask 2047 members of the UK public a subset of six 

questions. Both sets of respondents are weighted to be representative 

of the appropriate population. Using this data, we can test the average 

views of MPs, whether they differ from the public, and what correlates 

with thinking the media should influence aid spending. We preregistered 

most of our analysis (Clist & Scott, 2024, note that we did not preregister 

tests of the average views of MPs, but use a similar approach to other 

questions), which uses a series of regressions and robust standard errors.

We find that, on average, MPs do hold views consistent with 

Presumed Media Influence and the mediatisation of politics but do not 

perceive the media as performing a representation function and disagree 

that image making is acceptable. While MPs and the public have similar 

views on the media’s representation function (and the public’s views on 

mediatisation were not tested), we find that MPs are more likely than 
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the public to believe in the acceptability of image making (especially 

Conservative MPs) and in Presumed Media Influence. Finally, we find 

that MPs who think it is acceptable for the media to influence aid policy 

are also more likely to believe in all four theories of political communi­

cation under investigation. This is significant for mediatisation and the 

representation function, but the largest, most robust and most significant 

effect is for Presumed Media Influence.

2 . Literature review

Our research aims to fill an important gap in our understanding of aid 

allocation. Early investigations of aid allocation essentially took the size 

of the aid budget as exogenous, and sought to understand how govern­

ment donors divided this amount between different bilateral recipients, 

finding fairly large donor heterogeneity (Alesina & Dollar, 2000; Clist, 

2011). Downstream of this, it seems the type of aid delivered responds 

to governance within the recipient country (Clist et al., 2012; Molenaers 

et al., 2015) and that the within-country geographical distribution of aid 

only weakly responds to need (Briggs, 2017).

Upstream of the aid budget, there is a literature on what affects 

public support for aid. Public policy preferences do seem to influence 

the size of the aid budget (Milner & Tingley, 2010), with Kaufmann 

et al. (2019) showing discrepancies related to the power of special in­

terests. Several papers have studied the determinants of public support 

for aid, with mixed results on relative and absolute income. Looking 

across a range of countries, support is typically positively correlated 

with religiosity, beliefs about the causes of poverty, awareness of inter­

national affairs, and trust in people and institutions (Chong & Gradstein, 

2008; Kaufmann et al., 2019; Paxton & Knack, 2012). In a UK context, 

Henson and Lindstrom (2013) find limited effect of any demographic 

variables, with variation explained mainly through different ideas of 

moral obligation.

How easily influenced is the public? Hurst et al. (2017) run an 

experiment to examine the question. They provide people with short ar­

guments for and against aid, and find quite large effects in the expected 

directions on the support for aid amongst US public. Kobayashi et al. 

(2021) study aid attitudes in the context of COVID-19, and find US resi­

dents were more supportive of aid only if they felt it could reduce their 

own exposure to the virus. In a similar design, Wood and Hoy (2022) pro­

vide experimental evidence, showing newspaper style articles to a little 

over 4000 Australians. They provided vignettes resembling news articles 

with different emphases (e.g., national interest or altruistic motives), all 

of which were positive about an aid project. The articles decreased the 

number of people who thought Australia gives too much aid from about 

45% to about 35% regardless of the emphasis, with slight increases in the 

numbers saying Australia gives too little aid. In all these cases, it is un­

clear whether these effects would persist outside of the study as subjects 

may exhibit a social desirability bias where they feel they should report 

in line with the suggested effect, without changing their true opinion. 

Further, the long-term effects are not known. However, these provide a 

useful upper bound on how changeable the public may be.

This existing literature examines many elements of aid allocation’s 

causal chain including understanding individual citizens’ preferences 

and how the aid budget is allocated. However, there is a gap between 

these steps: with current research implying politicians learn of public 

opinion and respond to it without much friction or role for the media. We 

aim to address this gap by investigating whether politicians place weight 

on the media’s coverage of aid and why they might do so – in relation 

to the four political communication theories discussed above. Existing 

research has provided some anecdotal and indirect evidence to indicate 

that politicians’ attitudes and beliefs about the press are likely to shape 

aid policy but this potential influence has not been systematically tested. 

For instance, Fisher (2015b, p.13) has shown that since the mid-2000s 

political conditionality was increasingly used within UK aid spending, 

not to increase the efficacy of aid spending, but “for ‘expressive’ rea­

sons—to signal [donor officials’] putative commitment to delivering 

‘value for money”’. This leads him to argue that “DFID officials inter­

pret public support for or opposition to key decisions through media 

headlines” (Fisher, 2015a, p.5)—an assumption consistent with a belief 

in the media’s representation function.

Similarly, policymakers’ beliefs about Presumed Media Influence 

may shape aid policy. Devanny and Berry (2022, p.98) describe how 

“aid-scepticism amongst… right-leaning [UK] media [has]… reportedly 

influenced policymakers” via the so called ‘Daily Mail test’. This refers to 

the apparent tendency of DFID officials to view policy decisions “through 

the prism of the infamous test: ‘how will the Daily Mail present this”’ 

(Devanny & Berry, 2022, p.98). Underpinning this strategy of blame 

avoidance, according to Devanny and Berry (2022, p.98), is a belief 

that “media criticism resonated with core Conservative voters”, or a 

presumption of media influence.

Regarding the potential influence of politicians’ beliefs in the accept­

ability of image-making, a recent study of humanitarian aid allocations 

identifies a widespread perception among senior civil servants across 

multiple countries. Specifically, Scott et al. (2022, p.178) report the 

belief that some ministers proactively use aid allocations “as an oppor­

tunity to engage in a ‘frontstage’ publicity-gaining politics” to “advance 

the personal career/s of the minister/s concerned”. One senior official 

is quoted as saying, ‘[Ministers’] priorities are not purely humanitar­

ian. It is also about their career… To guarantee their next steps. [Some] 

ministers like to [have] publicity” (Scott et al., 2022, p.178).

Finally, Valters and Whitty (2017)’s analysis of policymaking within 

the UK Department for International Development (DFID) suggests that 

politicians’ perceptions of the mediatisation of politics might also in­

fluence policymaking. In an interview, the former Secretary of State for 

International Development, Andrew Mitchell (2010–12), told them that, 

‘it’s the job of politicians to explain complex things to the public in a way 

that they understand’ (ibid., p.9). Valters and Whitty (2017, p.39) argue 

that this desire “to ensure the public understand how aid and develop­

ment work” helped drive DFID’s ‘results agenda’ from 2010 onwards, 

because a focus on results, evidence, value for money and transparency 

could provide more useful material for public communication.

Such claims about the policy implications of politicians’ beliefs about 

the press currently rest either on indirect evidence drawn from civil 

servants’ beliefs – or on anecdotal evidence from a small number of 

politicians’ testimonies. We seek to complement this work by directly 

and systematically testing politicians’ beliefs about news coverage of 

aid and assessing their implications for policymaking.

We also examine how MPs’ beliefs compare with those held by 

the public because studies of politicians’ beliefs about other issues of­

ten identify systematic misperceptions of public opinion (Broockman & 

Skovron, 2018). For example, Tsfati et al. (2014, p.571) argues that 

previous research has shown that politicians’ perceptions of the me­

dia’s influence over public opinion “are significantly and substantially 

larger than those of average citizens”. In a comparative analysis of 

perceptions of media influence among politicians and the public in 

Sweden, Johansson (2004, p.270) finds that, ‘in the politicians’ world­

view, they themselves are most influenced by their own experience, 

while other people are more influenced by… forms of communication… 

[especially] television and newspapers. This matters because mispercep­

tions of public opinion and media influence could be driving politicians’ 

actions.

3 . Methods

We have three goals. First, we wish to establish whether the aver­

age MP holds certain views about the relationship between the press, 

the public and politicians. These views (the representation function, 

Presumed Media Influence, mediatization and image-making) were in­

troduced above, and are illustrated in Fig. 2. In Fig. 2, the direction 

of the arrows represents the proposed direction of influence between 

politicians, the press, and the public, according to each theory. Second, 

we wish to see whether politicians and the public disagree on such 
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Fig. 2. Four theories of political communication, with relevant survey questions. 

Note: The three boxes show three agents. The four theories are then shown using 

arrows to express the hypothesised direction of influence. Below each arrow we 

show the relevant survey question(s).

matters, also noting any major differences within these groups. Third, 

we wish to investigate which MP’s views, if any, correlate with thinking 

the media should influence aid policy. This helps to understand which 

politicians’ beliefs about the press are associated with an acceptance of 

media influence on aid policy.

To achieve these aims, we commissioned the UK polling organisation, 

YouGov, to ask 100 members of Parliament nine questions about their 

attitudes and beliefs regarding the relationship between the press, the 

public and politicians. This included six questions designed to test the 

four theories of political communication under investigation, as well 

as three additional contextual questions. Fig. 2 illustrates which survey 

questions correspond with the four theories.

To examine politicians’ belief in the representation function, or that 

public opinion influences press coverage, we asked MPs to what extent 

they agreed with the statement: ‘News coverage about overseas aid re­

flects public support for overseas aid’ (Q2). To investigate politicians’ 

belief in Presumed Media Influence, or that news coverage influences 

public opinion, we asked MPs the extent to which they agreed with the 

statement: ‘News coverage about overseas aid influences public support 

for overseas aid’ (Q1). We explored this further by asking MPs to what 

extent they agreed that news coverage about overseas aid influences 

‘public opinion about how the UK’s overseas aid budget is spent’ (Q4) 

and ‘public support for the size of the UK’s overseas aid budget’ (Q5).

To examine politicians’ belief in the mediatisation of politics we 

asked MPs to rate their agreement with the idea that ‘to advance a 

political career it is important to be successful in the media’ (Q8). 

To investigate politicians’ belief in the legitimacy of using policy for 

image-making, or political self-promotion, we asked MPs to rate their 

agreement with the statement that ‘it is acceptable for government min­

isters to use announcements about overseas aid spending to advance 

their own political careers’ (Q6).

In addition to asking MPs six questions regarding their beliefs about 

the four theories of political communication, we asked them three fur­

ther questions which are crucial for our other goals, and which provide 

useful context. To gauge a politician’s openness to policy decisions be­

ing influenced by the media we asked MPs to what extent they agreed 

that ‘it is acceptable that news coverage influences UK government aid 

spending’ (Q3). We also asked MPs to rate their agreement with two fur­

ther statements: ‘the government should increase the amount of money 

it spends on overseas aid’ (Q7) and ‘news coverage about overseas aid 

influences government spending on aid’ (Q9). For all questions, we 

test whether the MPs’ average response is significantly different from 

zero, i.e., neutrality. We use bivariate regressions and weight data to be 

representative of all MPs, excluding Northern Ireland.

Our second goal is to investigate how MPs’ beliefs and attitudes about 

the press compare with those of the public, within the context of UK aid 

policy. To achieve this, we also commissioned YouGov to ask 2000 mem­

bers of the UK public the first six questions asked of MPs (Q1–Q6), in 

the same month. For each of these six questions, we test whether there 

is a difference between the average responses of both samples. In each 

case, we preregistered a directional hypothesis, and therefore, report 

one sided p values from a t test. We did not ask the UK public about 

their beliefs regarding the mediatisation of politics (Q8), as we consid­

ered them unlikely to be able to judge the importance of media success 

for advancing a political career. We also did not ask the public about 

Table 1 

Full wording of all questions, Grouped by View.

Presumed Media Influence

Q1. News coverage about overseas aid influences public support 

for overseas aid.

Q4. News coverage about overseas aid influences public opinion 

about how the UK’s overseas aid budget is spent.

Q5. News coverage about overseas aid influences public support 

for the size of the UK’s overseas aid budget.

Representation Function

Q2. News coverage about overseas aid reflects public support for 

overseas aid.

Mediatisation of Politics

Q8. To advance a political career is it important to be successful 

in the media.

Image Making

Q6. It is acceptable for government ministers to use announce­

ments about overseas aid spending to advance their own 

political careers.

Normative/Descriptive Views on Media Influence on Policy

Q3. It is acceptable that news coverage influences UK 

government spending on overseas aid.

Q9. News coverage about overseas aid influences government 

spending on overseas aid.

Contextual

Q7. The government should increase the amount of money it 

spends on overseas aid.

Note: MPs are asked all questions, the Public are asked questions 1–6.

their support for aid spending (Q7) or whether news coverage actually 

influences aid spending (Q9) because these questions relate specifically 

to our interest in the policymaking role of MPs.

Our third goal is to probe why politicians may find media influence 

on policy acceptable. Question 3 is key here, asking whether ‘it is ac­

ceptable that news coverage influences UK government aid spending’. 

MP’s answers to this question allowed us to explore why politicians may 

think media influence on policy is acceptable, or not, by seeing which 

other answers are associated with this answer. This does not allow us to 

establish a causal relationship between politicians’ attitudes and beliefs 

about the press and aid policy decisions, nor does it allow for a more 

discursive argument from respondents. However, by examining the cor­

relations between different views, we can assess the extent to which 

different theoretical accounts of the influence of politicians’ attitudes 

and beliefs about the press are consistent with politicians’ expressed at­

titudes. We achieve this using a series of bivariate regressions, and one 

omnibus specification. Table 1 summarises the nine survey questions, 

the rationale for their inclusion and who was asked each question.

In both surveys, YouGov slightly oversampled, leading to samples of 

107 MPs and 2047 members of the public. YouGov provided a series of 

weights, so that each sample could be representative of its population 

(excluding Northern Ireland in both cases). In addition, several standard 

variables were provided. For the public these comprised age, gender, 

social grade on a six-point scale, region and voting behaviour in the 2019 

general election and 2016 EU referendum. For MPs, since there could be 

concerns about unmasking individual respondents, as we have 107/650 

MPs, only gender and party were included. A constraint with the sample 

is that all answers are provided on a five-point scale: strongly/somewhat 

agree/disagree, with a middle option of ‘neither agree nor disagree’. As 

preregistered, we treat responses as continuous and convert these ratings 

to a five-point scale running −2 to + 2.

Although this survey approach allows us to gain a direct window 

into MPs’ attitudes and beliefs about the press and explore how these 

might be associated with their views on policy, it also carries some limi­

tations. As with responses to all surveys, respondents may not be telling 

the truth about their genuine opinions. In our case, MPs may doubt 

assurances of anonymity given the relatively small size of the popula­

tion (650) and since they know their responses are attached to their 

party affiliation. However, this survey was conducted in March 2024, 

just four months before a much-anticipated general election, where (as 
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expected) the majority of MPs lost their seats. As such, MPs may have 

felt somewhat freer to answer honestly.

Another important limitation of this survey is that it is not limited to 

the relatively small number of Government Ministers in aid-spending de­

partments (of which, the UK’s Foreign, Commonwealth & Development 

Office is most important) and the Treasury (which sets departmental 

budgets). Instead, the survey is weighted to be representative of the 

House of Commons as a whole but relies on voluntary and anonymised 

participation. Despite this, we believe this survey of MPs still provides 

a valuable means of understanding how politicians’ perceptions of the 

media relate to aid policy, for three reasons. First, having surveyed 

107 of the 650 serving MPs, our sample likely includes some politi­

cians who previously, currently, or would in the future have direct 

responsibility for UK aid policy. In the calendar year of 2024 alone, 

there were nine different MPs with Ministerial posts in the FCDO, in­

cluding five Conservative and four Labour MPs. Second, regardless of 

whether surveyed MPs have direct responsibility for UK aid policy, 

the large proportion of MPs included in the sample (16%) suggests it 

serves as a reasonable representation of the perspectives of those who 

do. Finally, MPs who are not part of the executive still have several 

ways of influencing aid policy. These include several relevant All Party 

Parliamentary Groups (APPGs), such as those on Human Rights, Extreme 

Poverty and Global Health as well as the influential Foreign Affairs and 

International Development Select Committees. Both committees have 11 

MPs as members and are responsible for examining the expenditure, ad­

ministration and policy of the FCDO. All MPs can also ask Government 

Ministers questions related to aid policy in the House of Commons. 

According to Hansard, 396 such questions were asked about “foreign 

aid” or “development aid” in first six months of 2024.

In the following sections, we report in turn on whether MPs, on 

average, believe in the four theories of political communication under 

investigation, how these beliefs vary between MPs and with the public, 

and whether they correlate with a belief that the media should influence 

aid spending.

4 . Results

We start by asking whether, on average, MPs hold views associated 

with the four theories of political communication under investigation: 

the representation function, presumed media influence, mediatisation 

and image making. We do this using simple tests of their agreement 

or disagreement with relevant statements. We did not preregister these 

particular tests, but they follow the same logic as the other tests. We 

run a regression using the provided weights and robust standard errors. 

We then test if the constant (i.e., MP’s average) is equal to zero. We use 

two-sided p values as we did not preregister directional hypotheses in 

this subsection. All data and code are available (Clist & Scott, 2026).

To assess MPs’ views on the media’s representation function, we anal­

yse their responses to the statement in survey question 2: ‘News coverage 

about overseas aid reflects public support for overseas aid’. We find that, 

in general, MPs have a neutral view on this, with an average response 

of 0.06 (p = 0.603, t = 0.52). This indicates that MPs do not per­

ceive the media as performing a representation function in relation to 

development aid.

To assess MPs’ views on Presumed Media Influence, we use three 

tests, which all point in the same direction. On average, MPs agree 

that ‘news coverage about overseas aid influences public support for 

overseas aid’ (Q1). The mean response is 0.876, which is significantly 

different from 0 (p = 0.000, t = 9.13). MPs’ average response of 0.88 to 

question 4 shows they also agree that news coverage influences public 

opinion about how the UK’s overseas aid budget is spent (p = 0.000, 

t = 10.75). Similarly, the average response of 0.77 to question 5 is sig­

nificant (p = 0.000, t = 8.54) suggesting they also agree that news 

coverage influences public support for the size of the UK’s overseas aid 

budget. Thus, the three tests show that MPs hold views consistent with 

Presumed Media Influence; they think the public’s support for aid is 

influenced by the media. This is the case whether considering the overall 

support, the budget’s size or its use.

To assess MPs’ views on the mediatisation of politics, we analyse 

responses to Question 8. The average response of 0.54 is significant 

(p = 0.001, t = 4.43), indicating that MPs, in general, agree that ‘to 

advance a political career it is important to be successful in the media’.

Finally, to assess MP’s views about image making, we analyse re­

sponses to Question 6. Here, MPs disagreed that it is acceptable for 

government ministers to use announcements about overseas aid spend­

ing to advance their own political careers. The average response is 

−0.51, with p = 0.001 and t = 3.32.

Regarding other views expressed by MPs in the survey, we found that, 

on average, MPs weakly supported increased spending on aid (the aver­

age for Q7 is 0.32, p = 0.052, t = 1.96) and agreed that the media does 

influence policy (the average for Q9 is 0.42, p = 0.001, t = 3.43). We 

also find that, in general, MPs hold neither positive nor negative views 

on whether news coverage should influence aid spending (the average 

for Q3 is 0.05, p = 0.73, t = 0.35).

We now turn to explore differences within and between MPs and the 

public.

4.1 . Results: comparing the beliefs of MPs and the public

In Table 2 we present the mean responses for MPs and the public, 

weighted to be representative of the respective populations. We show 

the full question wording, and test for differences. In Fig. 3 we plot these 

differences, alongside averages by the MP’s party and the public’s last 

vote. Our preregistered hypotheses in each case were that MPs would 

have higher responses (be more in agreement) than the public, and so we 

use one way p values. This is true in all six cases, though insignificantly 

so in one case. The other five differences are significant at the 5% level 

in 2 cases, and at the 0.1% level in the other 3.

Regarding views about Presumed Media Influence, both the UK pub­

lic and MPs agree that the media influences all three of the following: 

public attitudes towards aid spending in general (Q1), public opinion 

about how the UK’s aid budget is spent (Q4) and public support for the 

size of the UK’s aid budget (Q5). However, politicians answer about a 

third to a half of a question step higher than the public. We cannot say 

from this data which population is closer to the truth—the public may 

be naive, or politicians may be overestimating the media’s influence. But 

we can say that MPs think the media has a greater effect on public opin­

ion than the public themselves. This is significant at the 0.1% level for 

each of the three questions (Q1, Q4, Q5). Fig. 3 shows that differences 

amongst populations by political party or voting history are relatively 

small.

Regarding views about the media’s representation function among 

the UK public and MPs, there is no significant difference, nor agreement 

with the statement made in question 2. Neither population believes the 

media is performing a representative function on the issue of aid in the 

UK. Fig. 3 again shows that differences between populations, by political 

party or voting history, are relatively minor.

On the issue of image-making, or the idea that, ‘it is acceptable for 

government ministers to use announcements about overseas aid spend­

ing to advance their own political careers’, the answers to Q6 show a 

significant difference at the (one way) 5% level. Whilst both popula­

tions disagree with the statement on average, politicians are less strongly 

opposed. Furthermore, on this question (Q6), there are significant dif­

ferences between parties. Fig. 3 shows that the average Conservative 

MP (then the ruling party) actually has a slightly positive response 

to the question, with politicians from all other parties having a more 

negative response than the public. Of the 55 Conservative MPs to re­

spond to the survey, 23 somewhat agreed with the statement in survey 

question 6, with 21 neutral, and 11 disagreeing (5 strongly). Only 1 

non-Conservative MP agreed, from the Labour Party. Those 42% of 

Conservative MPs that agree appear to be endorsing a position which 

is at odds with the ministerial code, which states that Ministers should 
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Table 2 

Comparison of Public and MPs’ Responses.

Question Wording Mean Response Test

Public MPs Difference SE 𝑇 𝑝

Q1. News coverage about overseas aid influences public 

support for overseas aid

0.559 0.876 0.318 0.098 3.234 0.001***

Q2. News coverage about overseas aid reflects public support 

for overseas aid

−0.002 0.060 0.062 0.118 0.528 0.299

Q3. It is acceptable that news coverage influences UK 

government spending… on overseas aid

−0.193 0.046 0.239 0.135 1.776 0.038**

Q4. News coverage about overseas aid influences public 

opinion about how… the UK’s overseas aid budget is spent.

0.557 0.881 0.324 0.084 3.839 0.000***

Q5. News coverage about overseas aid influences public 

support for the size… of the UK’s overseas aid budget.

0.276 0.768 0.492 0.092 5.336 0.000***

Q6. It is acceptable for government ministers to use announce­

ments about… overseas aid spending to advance their own 

political careers

−0.825 −0.510 0.315 0.155 2.035 0.021**

Note: We report t values and (one way) p values using bivariate regressions, robust standard errors, and sampling weights. The scale of answers runs 

from + 2 to −2, with positive numbers denoting agreement.

‘avoid any criticism that a Minister is using his or her official position 

to influence or take the credit for donations to charity’ (Government 

Communication Service, 2023). This is by far the largest difference 

between politicians from the two largest parties.

We cannot compare each population’s beliefs about the topic of me­

diatisation, since the public were not asked to respond to question 8. 

However, we did ask the public whether they believed it was acceptable 

that news coverage influences UK government aid spending (Q3). There 

is again a significant difference with MPs. The public (weakly) thinks 

that the media should not influence UK aid spending, but politicians, on 

average, do not take a view. The difference is small at about a quarter 

of a question step, but it is significant at the (one way) 5% level.

To complete our investigation into the differences within and be­

tween populations, Fig. 4 shows the variation in MPs’ responses to the 

three questions asked only to them. It indicates broad agreement among 

politicians for Question 8, which relates to MP’s beliefs about mediati­

sation, and Question 9, which assessed MP’s beliefs about whether news 

coverage actually influences government spending on aid.

Fig. 4 also indicates there is a large difference by party for politicians 

in their response to Question 7. Labour, SNP and Others agree that the 

UK government should increase its aid budget, but Conservatives tend 

to disagree. This difference in averages is 1.4 (we did not preregister 

a test for this difference). For context, after the 2024 general election, 

the aid budget was cut by the Labour government, with funds diverted 

to the defence budget, related to the war in Ukraine and unpredictable 

defence support from the USA.

4.2 . Results: what correlates with thinking the media should influence aid 

policy?

Whilst the average MP does not think it acceptable for the media to 

influence aid policy (Q3), there is a range of opinion, with 39% of MPs 

agreeing it is acceptable. Probing this helps us understand why politi­

cians may accept media influence. Although we cannot ask MPs why 

they hold this view, we can examine correlations with other views which 

help us to distinguish between different explanations. For example, MPs 

may find media influence acceptable because they believe the press 

is performing its representation function by reflecting public opinion, 

which politicians in a liberal democracy are normatively expected to 

consider when making policy decisions. Alternatively, MPs may regard 

media influence as justifiable on more pragmatic grounds, for example, 

because it facilitates personal career advancement (‘image-making’). 

These views suggest very different rationales for welcoming media in­

fluence. For this reason, we preregistered tests on which views correlate 

with answers to survey question 3.

In Table 3, we explore why politicians may think a role for the me­

dia in influencing aid policy is acceptable by showing how responses to 

Fig. 3. Average responses for MPs and the public, questions 1–6. Note: In line 

with one tailed p values, 90% confidence intervals are shown, alongside the 

mean response.

Question 3 relate to other answers. We present a range of bivariate re­

gressions, and one multivariate regression. In line with our expectation, 

all bivariate regressions have a positive coefficient. Our sample is small 

in absolute terms (107), even if it represents a reasonable share of the 

population of MPs (16%), and so it is unsurprising that these associations 

are not always significant. Two results are significant at the 5% level: 

politicians who agree that the media should influence aid policy are also 
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Fig. 4. Three questions, asked only to MPs.

Table 3 

Correlates of thinking the media should influence aid policy.

(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Q1 0.294** 0.277**

(0.134) (0.161)

Q2 0.239** 0.148

(0.135) (0.157)

Q6 0.120 0.0976

(0.124) (0.112)

Q7 0.0883 0.0525

(0.103) (0.0925)

Q8 0.135* 0.0828

(0.104) (0.104)

Q9 0.00717 −0.131

(0.152) (0.142)

Constant −0.211* 0.0318 0.107 0.0177 −0.0267 0.0432 −0.162

(0.150) (0.133) (0.133) (0.137) (0.145) (0.160) (0.160)

Note: The sample consists of 107 MPs, with no questions skipped. We report 

robust standard errors, and weight by sample weight. The dependent variable is 

Question 3. We report 1 tailed p values, with 1–3 stars signifying significance at 

the 10, 5 and 1% levels.

significantly more likely to agree that the media influences public sup­

port for aid (Q1) and reflects public support for aid (Q2). These results 

are consistent with an explanation that media influence on aid policy is 

seen as acceptable by politicians who believe in the media’s represen­

tation function, and in Presumed Media Influence. The association with 

Question 1 is both slightly stronger and retains significance in column 7 

(the omnibus specification) where we include all independent variables 

together. The best and most robust predictor of thinking media influ­

ence on aid policy is acceptable is a belief in Presumed Media Influence, 

followed by thinking the media performs a representation function.

Other correlates, all insignificant at the 5% level, are that politi­

cians are likely to believe media influence on aid policy is acceptable 

if they think that being successful in the media is important for one’s 

political career (Q8) and if they believe it is acceptable to use govern­

ment announcements to advance a political career (Q6). These results 

are consistent with an explanation that media influence is seen as ac­

ceptable because of a belief in the mediatisation of politics, and/or the 

acceptability of image making.

Finally, additional correlates, all positive and insignificant, include 

a belief that UK government aid spending should increase (Q7) and that 

news coverage does influence aid policy (Q9).

5 . Discussion & conclusion

Our findings support the idea that politicians’ perceptions of the press 

can play a role in shaping aid policy. Most notably, we found that on 

average MPs believe that the news media influences various aspects of 

public opinion about aid, and that these beliefs about Presumed Media 

Influence are positively associated with a belief that the media should in­

fluence aid policy. These are important findings because, while previous 

studies have repeatedly demonstrated that Presumed Media Influence 

can shape citizens’ political behaviours (Cohen et al., 2008), this is only 

the second study we are aware of that implies PMI may shape politicians’ 

decision-making (Dohle & Bernhard, 2014). In doing so, it lends weight 

to the suggestion – implicit in claims about ‘the Daily Mail test’ – that 

politicians may avoid supporting aid projects which they anticipate may 

receive critical headlines because they wish to avoid blame associated 

with such coverage.

We also found that, on average, MPs believed that politics was be­

coming mediatized—or that engaging with the media is central to a 

political career—and that this belief was positively associated with a 

view that the media should influence aid policy. While a widespread 

belief in the mediatisation of politics amongst politicians has been well 

documented (Maurer, 2023), this is the first survey-based study to pro­

vide evidence of an association between this belief and policymaking. 

This supports the growing claims that, in the UK at least, politicians are 

increasingly creating policies that align with the conventions and dy­

namics of the media (Garland, 2025). It also indicates that the media’s 

influence over aid policy is not exclusively tied to its association with 

public opinion.

Regarding the media’s representation function, there was a strong 

positive association between MP’s belief that the news media reflect 

public opinion, and a belief that the media should influence aid pol­

icy. However, it is important to note that MPs, on average, did not tend 

to believe that the news media reflect public opinion on the issue of aid. 

Put another way, the national press does not appear to be one of the 

noisy signals most politicians rely on to gauge existing public support 

for aid.

Collectively, these findings help to fill an important gap in our under­

standing of how we arrive at aid allocations. They show that the news 

media can help to link public support for aid with aid allocations – but 

not simply by reflecting the former. Instead, the press provides what 

politicians generally regard as means of influencing future public opin­

ion about aid. At the same time, our findings indicate that the media 

are also considered important in and of themselves, irrespective of their 

association with public opinion.

These findings also contribute to the study of political communi­

cation by further nuancing our understanding of the media’s political 

effects. They suggest that the media’s capacity to influence policy is 

shaped—not just by the volume, timing and framing of media content 

itself—but also by the significance and meaning given to the media by 

politicians. In so doing, they support Wolfsfeld et al. (2022) ‘politics-

media-politics’ model of political communication, which proposes that 

the impact of the media on political processes is itself pre-conditioned by 

the political context. In this case, critical news coverage of aid spending 

is only likely to influence aid policy if politicians believe it influences 

public opinion.

Furthermore, our findings indicate that multiple influential beliefs 

about the media can operate simultaneously. This challenges the idea 

that media influence operates via any singular effect and instead sug­

gests that aid bureaucracies are sites where multiple forms of media 

influence converge.

Our results also suggest that some attitudes and beliefs MPs have 

about the press are out of step with the public’s. We found that MPs 

are significantly more likely to think that the press influences pub­

lic attitudes towards aid spending, including the overall size of the 

aid budget and how it is spent, compared to the public themselves. 

This raises the possibility at least that MPs may be over-estimating the 

media’s influence on the public, especially given previous research con­

sistently shows that such influence is likely to be marginal, contingent 

and context-specific (Orgad & Seu, 2014; Schieferdecker, 2021). If so, 

politicians’ potential misperceptions about media influence may be giv­

ing the press an outsized or undue influence over aid policy. Put another 
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way, potentially, politicians could be overweighting the media when 

making decisions about aid spending. As Garland et al. (2018, p.506) 

have noted in a study of UK civil servants, “there was agreement that 

ministers overestimate the influence of the media, especially the na­

tional press, and spend a lot of time trying to manage it, possibly out 

of insecurity”. The main implication of this finding is that mispercep­

tions about media influence may be leading aid allocations to be less 

responsive to public opinion.

This finding also raises the possibility that other areas of foreign 

policy might be distorted by inaccurate beliefs about media influence. 

Such beliefs could include the widely accepted but heavily criticised 

concepts of ‘compassion fatigue’ (Cohen, 2013; Moeller, 2002) and the 

‘CNN Effect’ (Gilboa, 2005). The former refers to the idea that repeated 

exposure to sensationalized and formulaic media coverage of atrocities 

and disasters creates a form of public apathy towards distant suffering, 

while the latter refers to the idea that 24-hour television news coverage 

of distant suffering stimulates public opinion to ‘do something’, which 

places pressure on democratic governments to intervene on humanitar­

ian grounds. A recent study of media influence on humanitarian aid 

allocations has lent further support to this idea. It found that many gov­

ernments allocate additional humanitarian aid to ‘forgotten crises’ based 

partly on a mistaken belief that other governments’ annual aid alloca­

tions are influenced by news coverage (Scott et al., 2022). Therefore, 

these further potential implications of Presumed Media Influence on 

foreign policy require further investigation.

However, we also find that not all MP’s perceptions about the press 

are positively associated with an openness to media influence on policy. 

For instance, most MPs did not believe that using aid announcements to 

advance their own political careers was acceptable (image making), and 

the relationship between this belief and a belief in the acceptability of 

media influencing aid policy was not significant.

Our analysis also revealed some important variations between the 

beliefs of different respondents. In particular, Conservative MPs (42%) 

were considerably more likely to agree it was somewhat acceptable to 

use aid announcements to advance their own political careers compared 

to the public (11%) and MPs from other parties (2%). This suggests that 

future research should investigate further whether politicians’ attitudes 

and beliefs about the press are commonly associated with different polit­

ical ideologies. This finding also supports the results of recent research 

which identified a widespread perception amongst senior civil servants 

in aid bureaucracies that some ‘publicity-seeking’ ministers proactively 

use aid allocations as an opportunity to gain favourable media coverage 

for themselves (Scott et al., 2022).
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Appendix A . Exploratory analysis of heterogeneity

Fig. 5 plots the regression coefficients and 90% confidence intervals 

from a range of regressions. We use all information provided by YouGov 

for our MP sample, and regress Party and Gender on each of the nine 

questions. This is exploratory, but is included as it may be interesting for 

some readers. In all cases, a constant is included and reference categories 

are noted in the table. Hence a male Conservative MP is represented by 

the constant. Female MPs appear slightly more likely to agree in most 

cases.

Fig. 6 explores heterogeneity for the public. This has fewer ques­

tions, but much more information on respondents. Gender and age have 

small coefficients, and regional differences are similarly mixed. There 

are some correlates that appear worthy of further exploration. The EU 

vote seems to capture a small but persistent difference across ques­

tions, with Leave voters being less likely to agree across questions. The 

Fig. 5. Heterogeneity of MP responses.
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Fig. 6. Heterogeneity of public responses.

previous general election appears to have small and less consistent dif­

ferences. Social grade has a common pattern, with a reasonable ordering 

of effects across social categories.

Data availability

Our research data and code are available at https://researchbox.org/

5874.
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