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The news media are in the influential position of being educators of the public—whose 
opinions ultimately affect policy outcomes. If the purpose of the news media is, in large 
part, to inform’citizens on current policy issues that will affect them, it can be argued that 
the public should be provided with dependable information that is consistent with the best 
available evidence.This paper discusses the potential benefits of an evidence-informed 
news media on educational and other policy issues. It prompts critical discussion on the 
ways in which evidence use by the news media influences policy formation.  

The news media1 plays a significant role in shaping the beliefs and choices of citizens, 
while also serving as a public educator on political issues requiring deliberation. In John 
Dewey’s words, “A government resting upon popular suffrage cannot be successful unless 
those who elect and who obey their governors are educated” (1944). Since news reading 
is a predictor of knowledge about policy issues (Chafee and Frank 1996, 52; Weiss 
and Singer 1988; Aalberg and Curran 2011; Eveland et al. 2013; McCombs 2013), it is 
critical that news media provide democratic societies with sufficient information to enable 
effective engagement with public policy issues.

There is much public dissatisfaction with media coverage in virtually every public policy 
area, including education. A variety of studies have shown that complaints from educators 
about the excessively negative, sensationalistic, or blatantly erroneous coverage of 

1 In this paper, the ‘news media’ refers to print media (e.g., newspapers, magazines, and news arti-
cles), rather than radio or television broadcasts—in both hardcopy and electronic (online) form. This 
includes dailies, weeklies, and special purpose publications.
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education are well founded (Lingard and Rawolle, 2004; Thomas 2003a, 2003b; Cohen 
2010; Haas 2007; Keogh and Garrick 2011; Tamir and Davidson 2011). Keogh and Garrick 
(2011), for example, found that teachers and teacher quality are regularly portrayed 
negatively by the media, and make the case that these depictions have potentially 
detrimental effects on public discourses about teachers and the education system.
 
In a study examining the discursive construction of teachers and teacher quality in the 
media, Thomas (2003b) found a strong correlation between the media’s depictions 
and public discourse, with teachers generally presented as under-qualified. The media 
emphasized that improvements in teacher professional skills should be the main priority 
area for raising educational standards and outcomes. These types of depictions hold 
teachers as primarily responsible for poor student outcomes, distracting from the need 
for effective social policies to support disadvantaged students in overcoming gaps in 
educational achievement. Focusing on teachers takes attention away from the reality that 
the socio-economic status of children and youth remains the most influential determinant 
of educational outcomes (Chappel and Richardson 2009; OECD 2010; UNESCO 2009). 
Irrespective of what ‘should’ or ‘should not’ be the focus of certain issues in the news 
media, however, it is important to consider how and what information is used by the news 
media to facilitate public understanding and engagement with public policy issues. 
 
Proponents of evidence-based policy and practice advocate for the optimal form of 
evidence as being based in academic research. Defined broadly and simplistically, 
‘research’ here is understood as systemically collected data through established 
processes of inquiry, from widely accepted bodies of empirical work. The rationale for 
utilizing research evidence to inform public policy is based on the understanding that it 
will lead to more effective, higher-quality decision-making, practice, and better societal 
outcomes. Given the news media’s influential role in informing public opinion and policy 
decision-making, it can be argued that increasing the use of research evidence to inform 
news reporting on public policy issues is an important goal. 

Whether the news media’s provision of information consistent with current research 
findings will suffice in the eyes of the public remains to be seen—presuming it is even 
feasible for the media to effectively and productively do so. There are complications 
associated with research use, including divergent interpretations of data, conflicting 
findings, and variations in framing that are influenced by author lens and target 
audience, not to mention logistical and skills-related barriers to using research. Indeed, 
evidence-based news reporting is a complex area. In their influential book on the utility 
of evidence, Usable Knowledge, Lindblom and Cohen (1979) contend that evidence is 
always embedded in the socio-political context, and that research findings cannot solve 
a problem or change a framework in its entirety, but can perhaps address a piece of it. 
Still, increasing the use of high quality research evidence in news reporting of educational 
policy issues can contribute to systemic policy and practice improvements in education.



Volume 5, Issue 2, Spring 2014

79Public Policy and Governance Review

Influence on Public Policy and Opinion 

Because public policy issues are often brought to the attention of policy makers and 
the public by news reports, the news media are in the influential position of being 
intermediaries of information and, in effect, educators of the public—whose opinions will 
ultimately influence policy outcomes. Consequently, the ways in which the news media 
communicate (or do not communicate) information can have a significant impact on public 
policy formation. Although there are diverse perspectives on the extent to which the news 
media influences public policy and opinion, substantive research evidence shows that it 
does have a significant effect on both (Cohen 1963; Dreier 2005; Gerstl-Pepin 2002; Haas 
2007; Jamieson 2003). 

If the purpose of the news media is, in large part, to inform the public on current events 
and policy issues that will affect them, it is critical that information given to the public is 
consistent with the best available evidence to increase accurate public understanding on 
policy debates. 

Knowledge Mobilization (KMb): Disseminating Research to Inform Public Policy 

In education, the substantial gap between research, policy, and practice is frequently 
criticized (Mitton et al. 2007; Hess 2007; Hargreaves 1999; Levin 2009, 2010). Greater 
recognition of the importance of evidence-informed policy and practice has led to 
increasing efforts to establish stronger linkages between research, policy, and practice 
across sectors, including in education (e.g. Cooper et al. in press; Nutley et al. 2007; 
Lavis 2006). Efforts to increase the use of the best available evidence in social policy and 
the social services area have been termed ‘knowledge mobilization’ (KMb) by the Social 
Sciences and Humanities Research Council (SSHRC) of Canada. In this endeavour, 
knowledge is shared through feedback loops between research producers (for example, 
university researchers) and research users (practitioners), frequently with the involvement 
and assistance of third party or intermediary organizations. 

According to Nutley et al. (2007), research use should involve the application of research 
directly to policy and practice decisions. If this were the case, policy options and strategic 
directions should be chosen and established based on research. In reality, however, the 
role of research in policy development tends to be substantially more subtle and indirect. 
Knowledge, understanding, and attitudes, for example, are shaped by research, thereby 
impacting decision making in a different—but perhaps equally important—way. The role 
of research in policy formation is typically indirect, influencing it conceptually rather than 
instrumentally—informing decisions, rather than providing a clear direction for action 
(Hemsley-Brown and Sharp 2003; Reid 2003). 

When public policymakers engage in the process of research, it can lead to changes 
in thinking, attitude, and behaviour. According to Shulha and Cousins (1997), this 
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“process learning” can result in improved collaboration between those involved in the 
policy process, and can affect the design or results of the program being evaluated. 
Involving stakeholders in conducting research can contribute to the long-term effects of 
process learning, along with the potentially enduring effects research can have on policy. 
Research, as defined by Davies and Nutley (2008), includes “research findings, evidence, 
and...theoretical and empirical insights to inform decision-making.” 

Education experts and other social science academics are concerned that think tank 
reports (which do not typically adhere to the same rigorous review standards as academic 
peer-reviewed papers) are more widely distributed by the news media than peer-reviewed 
academic research, and as a result, have a greater influence on public policy (Yettick 
2011). In Haas’s (2007) study, he examines the ways in which information and research 
on education is used by the news media. These findings show that the news media 
represents four different types of think tanks (contract research, academic, advocacy, and 
mixed academic and advocacy) as sources of research and credible information, in spite 
of the fact that each think tank emphasized policy and political advocacy more than the 
professional norms of academic research, to varying degrees. 

Little is known about why journalists and reporters choose to use and consequently 
disseminate certain sources of information, but some theories on the spread of ideas 
as well as communication theory contribute to an understanding of why the news media 
might disseminate certain sources of information or research evidence over others. 

Research Dissemination and Utilization

The concept of research utilization is complex in and of itself. Through the analyses of 
empirical studies, Walter et al. (2003) discovered multiple forms of impact, including: 
“changes in access to research, changes in the context to which research is considered, 
referred to or read, citations in documents, changes in knowledge and understanding, 
changes in attitudes and beliefs, and changes in behavior.” Each of these could be 
considered to be the use of research, but each could lead to different impacts with 
different implications for public policy and practice—in all realms of public service, and 
specifically in education. Since it is apparent that dissemination positively influences 
the use of knowledge, greater efforts to disseminate knowledge could lead to increased 
utilization (Knott and Wilavsky 1980). 

Knott and Wildavsky’s (1980) dissemination model describes knowledge utilization 
as a one-way process contingent upon the research content, findings, and efforts to 
disseminate. It proposes that along with research activities, dissemination mechanisms 
should be implemented in order to identify relevant and practical knowledge, transferring it 
to potential users. This model suggests that dissemination happens when the prospective 
user gains awareness of the research findings by definition. Here, knowledge utilization 
occurs through both the results of the research and the dissemination effort, but since 
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research is rarely disseminated widely, it has modest impact (MacLean 1996). The key 
weakness of this model is thus the lack of involvement of users in the production and 
selection of applicable research (Landry et al. 2001). 

In response to the shortcomings of this and other ‘one-way’ models, the interaction model 
was created (Dunn 1980; Yin and Moore 1988; Huberman and Thurler 1991; Nyden and 
Wiewell 1992; Oh 1997). Rather than a direct progression that begins either with user or 
producer needs, this model describes knowledge utilization as being determined by the 
complex relations and dynamics between the two groups. Proponents of this relationship-
focused model believe that strong, long-term linkages between producers and users of 
knowledge will lead to higher levels of utilization. The interaction model is now, in various 
incarnations, the most prominent theory to explain the ways in which research is used. 
The news media play dual roles in this interaction in various forms and feedback loops: as 
disseminator and user (journalists and reports use research evidence to inform their work, 
which is ultimately disseminated). 

Communication Theory and Public Policy

Laswell’s (1972) assertion that there is a need for more in-depth investigation and 
reporting on how information flows into public policymaking remains highly relevant 
to policymaking today. His taxonomy of communication provides a basic foundational 
illustration of the process of communication and its societal function (informed by 
Aristotle’s model of communication): see Figure 1 below. 

FIGURE 1
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The news media plays a key part in every aspect of the process, particularly as the 
medium, but also in terms of the message that is disseminated to the audience. Laswell 
(1948) examined the “science of communication,” or the processes, outcomes, and effects 
of collecting, manipulating, and transmitting information on different audiences. In recent 
decades, the news media’s level of influence over public opinion in the policy arena has 
been affected—arguably in new ways—by the availability of information online. Some 
would say the level of influence has been reduced, with studies and reports demonstrating 
that TV viewing and newspaper reading has been declining (e.g., Tennant 2011; Edmonds 
2012; Carter 2012). Other studies indicate, however, that newspaper readership is 
stronger than ever (NADI, 2013). Regardless, Laswell’s science of communication model 
can be broadly applied in modern times to help conceptualize the news media’s role 
in influencing public policy decisions with respect to news that is available across all 
platforms (print, personal computers, smart phones, and tablets). 

Laswell emphasized the importance of the news media’s role in disseminating information 
that fit a criterion of “dependability,” or, in other words, credibility. Information was 
deemed credible, if the claims were based on the best available evidence (Laswell, 
1948). Positioned in the middle group in Laswell’s communication model are editors and 
journalists, whom he refers to as “controllers.” He identified journalists and reporters as 
policy-oriented communicators, in terms of their agenda for reporting as well as target 
audience. They are in the critical position of being a powerful informant of public policy 
and opinion, through controlling policy-relevant information. They choose the sources 
of information and control the way it is framed. In this sense, the news media serve as 
intermediaries, as they are channels through which research is disseminated to inform 
public policy and opinion (Auer 2011, 714). 

The Role of the News Media in Research Dissemination: Shaping Public Policy and 
Opinion

The news media is in a position to be a significant and effective intermediary by which 
to ensure that public opinion and ultimately policy are informed by research evidence. 
The term “intermediary” has diverse definitions in the literature, and is often used 
interchangeably with other terms, including a third-party organization/agency, a facilitator 
and a knowledge broker. Although there are inconsistencies in terminology and definition, 
Honig (2004) provides a broad and comprehensive explanation of intermediaries, 
which can be used to understand their general roles and functions. In sum, the author 
describes intermediaries as being independent organizations that mediate or manage 
change between two other parties (e.g. researchers and research users). Intermediary 
organizations serve functions that other parties do not have the capacity to serve on their 
own, while at the same time reliant on each party to enable them to function in their role. 

The news media are a kind of intermediary in their own right, serving as third parties that 
disseminate research findings and expert opinion to the public, including policymakers 
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and practitioners. The news media are in the unique position of being the primary source 
of information about social policy issues to the majority of the public. According to a 2013 
study by the Newspaper Audience Databank Inc. (NADI, 2013), 78% of Canadian adults 
read a daily newspaper or visit a newspaper website each week, across all platforms. 
Given its level of influence, it is critical that the information provided by the news media is 
“dependable,” or in other words, based on the best available evidence. 

Moses (2007) makes the case for the news media basing policy articles on academic 
research rather than advocacy-oriented think tanks. Although think tanks bring evidence 
to bear, it is clearly with an agenda. Using academic research (systemically collected and 
analyzed data through established processes of inquiry, from widely accepted bodies of 
empirical work) is more conducive to facilitating autonomous deliberation among citizens, 
thereby fostering a democratic society. Autonomous deliberation, as defined by Moses, is:

“Decision-making thoughts and processes by individual citizens that are not 
coerced, but informed in a meaningful way, so that citizens are able to engage 
meaningfully with competing claims, values, and arguments concerning moral and 
political disagreements before making an informed decision and voting”
(p. 158).

From this perspective, the news media have the responsibility of informing citizens 
so that they are in the position to exercise autonomous deliberation that is based on 
a dependable knowledge of policy issues. Certainly, factors such as the political and 
economic climate and agendas have major implications for the news that is covered, as 
well as whose voices are heard and what information is communicated (Alterman 2003; 
Galindo 1997). Furthermore, profit motives, limited time and allocated space, as well as 
other factors can contribute to the news media not representing policy issues in their 
proper contexts, and neglecting to ensure their information is based on the best available 
evidence (Moses 2007; Alterman 2003). If the news media can effectively use academic 
research to inform their communication on policy issues, they are more likely to contribute 
to a well-informed public on critical issues such as education. 

In education, for example, public perception of educational issues as social problems in 
need of extra resources seems, in part, to depend on the degree of attention allocated to 
education by the news media (Haas 2007). Public opinion is also influenced by the ways 
in which educational issues and strategies to address them are framed in the reporting. 
Consequently, resources allocated to social policy areas such as education are largely 
contingent upon the public’s opinion of them, instead of what might be seen as the 
“objective breadth and depth of problematic conditions in society” (Ibid).  
The news media’s depictions of social policy issues demonstrate the interconnected 
relationship between the ways in which the news media understands the issues and how 
the public perceives them. The news media’s conceptions and reporting of the issues will 
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not always be representative of the current research, or substantive, high-quality empirical 
studies (Haas 2007; Weiss and Singer 1988).2

Furthermore, who and what the news media portray as expert or reliable sources of 
information has a significant influence on public perceptions of credible sources and 
research, given the persistently high levels of newspaper readership today (as indicated 
by the 2013 NADI study). The effect is that the news media influence the public’s 
perceptions regarding: 1) who and what the credible sources of research are; 2) what 
issues to prioritize; and 3) where to best allocate resources to address them (Haas 2007). 

Empirical Evidence in the News Media

Many studies indicate that expert and empirical research evidence in the news media 
play a role in shaping public perceptions and knowledge (Haas 2007; Page et al. 1987; 
van Dijk 1998). For example, news articles can influence the way the public understands 
specific educational issues and strategies by the ways in which they are framed, and can 
create legitimacy through supporting empirical evidence. According to Page et al. (1987), 
experts are particularly influential with respect to public opinion on policy issues, as they 
are seen to have high credibility—whether this can be attributed to portrayed or genuine 
experience and knowledge. Although by definition, an expert is considered credible, 
the question is with which audiences and why. The general public cannot discern the 
credibility of expert opinion in terms of whether the perspective is biased, flawed, or a 
fair representation of the issue as a whole; especially when there are complex technical 
issues to be considered that will impact the merits of policy alternatives. 

In education, academics typically rely on scholarly publications to disseminate research—
even if the target audience is intended to be policymakers and practitioners (Moses 2007; 
Flyvbjerb 2001; Smith et al. 2004). Journalists seek evidence for policy information from 
think tank reports, which are not necessarily, but sometimes based on quality research 
(Haas 2007). 

When expert sources are selected by the news media, they are typically chosen based on 
expediency rather than rigorous research standards (Haas 2004, 2007; Rich and Weaver 
2000; Lieberman 2000). The ways in which education and other research is presented 
by the news media is representative of how the news media understands their audience, 
and in turn, what is reported. Typically, news articles reflect the general perceptions and 
ideologies of the public, in order to appeal to as wide an audience as possible (Allan 1999; 
Cotter 2000; Fairclough 1995; Lakoff and Johnson 1980, 2003; J. Wilson 2000). In short, 
the news media tend to base reports on, at least to some degree, perceptions of how the 
audience views particular issues. 

2 While the debate about what counts as ‘good’ or ‘high quality’ research is a critical component of the 
discussion, it is beyond the scope of this paper.
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Public policy and opinion may be more heavily influenced by the news media than by 
academic research, with respect to the educational policies that high quality research 
supports (Haas 2007). Ideally, the news media would increasingly utilize academic 
research as their source of information on policy issues. Instead, there have been growing 
concerns among educational and other researchers about the proliferation of think tank 
presence in the news media. 

Yettick (2009) examined education-related news stories published in two prominent 
U.S. daily newspapers (The New York Times and The Washington Post), as well as the 
influential education newspaper, Education Week. Although universities produce 14 to 
16 times more research than think tanks, the study found that these news sources only 
cited university research studies twice as often as think tank reports in their education 
news reporting. Think tank reports were therefore significantly more likely to be mentioned 
than any study produced by a university. The findings from this study indicate that 
research from think tanks is over-represented by the news media; presumably because 
think tanks invest a significant amount of their efforts and resources on promoting their 
work. Moreover, think tank reports aggregate data and clearly communicate arguments 
that are often politically targeted. University academics—unlike think tank staff—do not 
usually have the resources or incentives to make connections with journalists or work 
on public relations. Moreover, journalists and editors typically lack the skill set to discern 
the methodological robustness of research studies, so often depend on the research 
producer’s reputation or public image (Weiss and Singer 1988). The dependence on 
perceived credibility is evident in the ways in which university research is cited. Weiss and 
Singer, for example, found that the most frequently referenced universities by the news 
media were Harvard and Columbia—institutions with highly regarded reputations among 
both academics and the general public. Interestingly, Weiss and Singer also discovered 
that Harvard and Columbia were the top alma maters for the national, elite media 
reporters in their study. 

An additional issue for consideration in terms of credibility is whether various perspectives 
are represented. This is typically not the case in advocacy-oriented think tank tanks and 
their reports, since their work usually reflects and supports political agendas. A plausible 
explanation for the disproportionate representation of think tank research could be that 
they tend to focus on issues of high public interest, which consequently are more likely 
to interest journalists. Nevertheless, questions still remain regarding whether certain 
issues are covered because they are inherently more news worthy, or because it is on the 
agenda of think tanks that have strong capacity, skills, and resources to have the news 
media use their research. 

A major barrier to the news media’s use of university-produced research is the way 
in which higher education institutions are structured. Academia’s tenure structure, for 
example, provides major incentives to those who publish in peer-reviewed journals, and 
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typically does not encourage the dissemination of research to the general public (Yettick, 
2011; Cooper et al. 2012; Qi and Levin 2010). 

Conclusion

As Dyson (2003) put it, “knowledge must be turned to social benefit if [academics] 
are to justify the faith placed in [them].” There is a need for greater efforts to make 
academic research more accessible and relevant to policymakers and the public. Given 
how important it is for public policy to be informed by credible research (including the 
representation of all aspects of the story or issue), and the news media’s role as a 
key informant of public policy and opinion, the news media has the potential to be an 
important intermediary in the KMb process through their use of research. In the endeavour 
to increase the use of research for more effective public policies, the news media has 
a responsibility as an educator of the public to communicate dependable information. 
Academics can facilitate the news media’s use of credible research by making efforts to 
provide accessible and relevant research, and being available to respond to news media 
inquiries. In light of the fact that think tank reports are more frequently cited by the news 
media than academic studies, it is clear that there is much work to be done if the news 
media is to be an effective disseminator of credible, fairly represented research.
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