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5. MEDIA
Reporting and representation

‘Clearly we can’t roll back history and re-educate everyone, but we can improve the 
reporting and representation of religion by the media. The secular media often misreport, 
misrepresent and indeed belittle religion, thereby leading to a loss of freedom in society.’

‘Religion is portrayed in the media as dangerous at worst and odd at best. There is 
an underlying assumption that secularism is the norm and an advance on religious 
belief… There is a general lack of religious literacy in the print and visual media.’

From responses to the commission’s consultation paper

Background and context

5.1   ‘The media’ is a hugely amorphous term. It refers not only to printed material – everything from religious 
journals to local and tabloid newspapers – but also to television, radio and to the ubiquitous social media. 
In their totality the media are both a window and a mirror. As a window they provide a selection of what 
happens in the world, what it’s like, what’s going on. As a mirror they show the self, who and what ‘we’ are. 
Inevitably therefore they affect how people see and don’t see religion and belief, as indeed everything else, 
both individually and collectively. There is serious, thoughtful and educational treatment of religion and belief 
across all areas of the media. This is not, however, the whole picture.

5.2  Almost all responses to the commission’s consultation expressed concern about the portrayal of religion and 
belief in the media. There was a perceived lack of religion and belief literacy among media professionals. As 
noted in chapter 3, improving such literacy among the public, and particularly among media outlets, is essential 
for bringing about our vision of a fairer and more cohesive society. This chapter discusses this and a number 
of other concerns and challenges that were raised throughout the consultation.

5.3  Criticism of the media, both in research and in our consultation, is directed primarily at news and current affairs 
coverage.1 It is important in this connection to appreciate the pressures facing journalists and reporters. They 
must distil complicated issues into a two-minute report or a 400-word article and are subject to the whims of an 
ever-changing news agenda and to the demands and requirements of sub-editors and writers of headlines. In all 
this they have to take into account that, as a Controller of BBC Northern Ireland during the Troubles once put 
it, ‘what, arguably, is not news, is the reiteration of normality, the assertion that all is well’. He continued:

 Normality is not news, except in an abnormal context. The statement ‘There were no shootings, bombings 
or incidents of arson in Milton Keynes yesterday’, though reassuring to the citizens of that town, holds little 
interest for the generality of viewers elsewhere. However, substitute ‘Belfast’ or ‘Beirut’ for ‘Milton Keynes’ 
and you have news. Normality is usually to be inferred from silence rather than marked by an item in a 
news bulletin.2
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5.4  News is not, then, intended to be a comprehensive portrait of the world as it exists. Rather, it is a comparison 
between today and yesterday of what is new, different, controversial, bad or unusual. For instance, the reason the 
media pay so much attention to extremism is because the consequences are so significant, especially when allied to 
terrorism. Good religious people going peacefully about their daily business are not news. Problems arise, however, if 
the exceptional is taken to be normal in the way news is interpreted by those who receive it, and if condemnations 
of religious extremism by leaders and representatives of faith communities are not fairly reported.

‘good religious people going peacefully about their daily business 
are not news’

5.5  Yet even if allowances are made for the pressures on journalists and for the difficulty of reporting on a far 
from straightforward topic, and even if it is recognised that much reporting is balanced and accurate, there is 
widespread public dissatisfaction with how the media handle religion and belief matters.3 Virtually everyone 
who responded to the media section of our consultation considered that the media fail accurately to reflect 
these issues. They did not, though, all approach the topic from the same starting point. ‘There is considerable 
misrepresentation and distortion of Christian belief and practice in the media,’ wrote one respondent, ‘so 
much so that it is not over-the-top to suspect that there is a controlling anti-Christian agenda at the heart of 
much of the press and broadcasting establishments.’ Another respondent, however, voiced their perception 
that ‘the BBC is the Christian Broadcasting Company in everything but name’. 

5.6  If the media is an amorphous term, then so is religion and belief, as illustrated in chapter 2 of this report. 
The major religious and non-religious traditions and worldviews of humankind have many deep similarities, 
overlaps and commonalities. At the same time there are significant differences both within and between them. 
This often confusing picture can make reporting extremely difficult. No group, religious or non-religious, is 
monolithic and unchanging. Each contains differences in theological or philosophical belief and expression; each 
has sects, branches, opinions and schools of thought, the origins of which are often lost in the mists of time. 
The differences can be subtle and not always easy for the outsider, or indeed for the insider, to understand. As 
emphasised in chapter 1, the situation is further complicated when conflicts, appearing to originate in religion, 
are more accurately understood to be conflicts around resources, territory, influence, power and recognition.4 

Concerns and challenges

5.7  In the following paragraphs we consider four areas of concerns and challenges: the features, benefits and 
dangers of social media; weaknesses in the coverage of news in the traditional media, namely print and 
broadcasting; notes on the way one particular religion, Islam, is all too often misrepresented both in social and 
in traditional media; and issues relating to freedom of speech, including the freedom to offend.

Internet and social media

5.8 Global sharing of information via the internet and the rise of social media are driving profound changes in 
society, including understandings and experiences of religion and belief.5 New virtual communities have been 
formed, many fresh expressions of religion and belief exist, older traditions are being revived and there is a 
developing sense of connection with fellow believers throughout the world. It is also important to recognise a 
sometimes blurred distinction between ‘religion-online’, where existing religion and belief groups communicate 
with believers and possible converts, and ‘online religion’, where new forms of religious communities and fresh 
expressions of belief and identity develop and continually change, often quite rapidly.6 Activists and intellectuals 
from all religions and none are establishing websites and social media profiles in order to communicate their 
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own ideas and religious or philosophical interpretations. It is difficult, however, to assess how much influence 
the internet has in the radicalisation of young people of Muslim heritage or, for example, their decision to join 
a movement such as ISIS.7

5.9 The scale of information available, and the speed with which communication technology is changing, can be 
appreciated by a few simple examples. Type the word church into Google and there will be 1.05 billion results. 
Islam will produce 368 million, Hindu 118 million and Humanist 11.6 million.8 Facebook, YouTube and Twitter, 
arguably the most influential websites for online connectivity in the West, greatly influence the ways we 
receive, select and process news, as well as the ways in which we communicate with others. There are roughly 
1.49 billion active Facebook users worldwide.9 Since its founding less than ten years ago, Twitter now boasts an 
average of 307 million monthly active users.10 A 2013 survey found that only 23 per cent of adults in England, 
Scotland and Wales said they do not use Facebook.11

5.10  New social media platforms have no inherent positive or negative power, for online tools themselves do 
not make people more or less tolerant. Their impact depends on the people who use them – and how 
they use them. Access to the internet allows every person to be his or her own journalist and editor since 
it allows organisations, including religious organisations, to transmit their own version of events without 
the intermediary of professional journalism – in effect, they are able to put out unfiltered propaganda and 
opinions. Social media sites have no editors, and users (or moderators) are expected to edit inappropriate 
or inaccurate content. At best they have led to a democratisation of information and the increase in user-
generated content, but at worst they have resulted in an abundance of misinformation and have permitted 
negative content to proliferate. They challenge traditional hierarchies, since individuals communicate their own 
interpretations of events and texts, rather than rely on the accounts of their leaders, religious or political. But 
they can also therefore be used by groups to attack particular religions or their followers, or to promote 
extremist ideologies in the name of religion. In addition, it is easy for local issues to attract global attention in 
a very short space of time; for example, a controversy in the Swat region of Pakistan can have a significant 
impact on the streets of Bradford just hours later. 

‘new social media platforms have no inherent positive or 
negative power, for online tools themselves do not make people 
more or less tolerant’

5.11 The less personal nature of online communication makes it easier for information to be distorted or 
misinterpreted. With the huge array of online communities and the ease of finding those with specific interests 
there can be a tendency to self-select into like-minded groups, lessening the opportunity to encounter those 
with different opinions and be exposed to unfamiliar voices. In consequence online communication and social 
media allow niche communities to exist with little or no interference from wider society. Thus they do not 
necessarily contribute to the kinds of enriching dialogue and engagement that are considered later in this 
report (chapter 6). On the contrary, sectarian factions reproduce themselves easily, which can result in both 
positive and negative behaviour. Once posted online a message is no longer controlled by its author, who may 
find that for others it has meanings that were not intended. 

5.12 A further problematic difference between social media and other types of media is anonymity. Under the 
cover of an alias and surrounded by virtual strangers, conventionally restrained individuals may act differently 
than they would in the ‘real’ world. One simple antidote rests in the idea of standing by one’s own name. 
Putting your name to something, rather than using a pseudonym, means that your words carry responsibility. It 
is by no means always the case, however, that those who remain anonymous on the internet are viewed with 
more hesitation than those who put their name to their words.
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5.13 Since the invention of printing, societies have had centuries to develop rules and etiquettes for the printed 
word, to recognise its potential and limitations, and to establish ways of legal redress when there is defamation. 
With the invention of the internet and the development of social media, societies are still trying to catch up 
with many of the ethical and behavioural implications – a process made more difficult by the ever-increasing 
speed of technological progress. The process still has a considerable distance yet to be travelled. Bodies 
responsible for education policy should consider including educational material on the proper and appropriate 
use of social media, with a view to improving the quality of discourse and reducing negative output.

Print and broadcasting

5.14  As mentioned earlier, widespread dissatisfaction with the traditional media’s coverage of religion and belief 
was expressed by respondents in our consultation exercise, though with regard to print journalism far more 
than to broadcasting. Whilst there is more public awareness of the influence of religion and belief, there is less 
expertise in the media.12 ‘We are increasingly concerned,’ wrote a church organisation, ‘to see religious affairs 
correspondent posts being eroded. Whilst a religious affairs correspondent operates for the BBC this contrasts 
with many national print titles and commercial television and radio where there is a noticeable decline of 
religious literacy which may be associated with the loss of specialists. Losing so many such specialist staff 
creates the danger of a vicious spiral – the editorial judgment that religion is of declining public interest leading 
to the loss of specialist reporters, leading in turn to a trivialising or ignorant reporting of religious issues.’ A 
prominent example of such oversimplified and sensationalised coverage is the reporting of former Archbishop 
of Canterbury Rowan Williams’ lecture on ‘Civil and Religious Law in England: a religious perspective’ at the 
Royal Courts of Justice in 2012.13

5.15 There is a tendency to opt for a gladiatorial style of encounter, often using those who hold extreme and 
combative religious or non-religious positions and this can lead to distorted depictions. This is particularly 
problematic when a misunderstanding has been widely disavowed as invalid by the principal leaders and 
most followers of a religion. While it is important that journalists are free to express their disagreements with 
particular views, it seems that some media commentators, bloggers and columnists depict religious beliefs as 
dangerous and reactionary, displaying hostility and contempt for the intellectual integrity of religious believers. 
A similar comment could be made about religious writers who depict non-religious beliefs as morally inferior 
or perhaps amoral.14

‘whilst there is more public awareness of the influence of religion 
and belief, there is less expertise in the media’

5.16 There is considerable concern about the coverage of certain traditions relative to their size. For example, 
faiths like Hinduism, Sikhism and Buddhism feature very little in the media.15 There is also considerable concern 
about the tone of coverage when they do feature. In a UK Hindu youth survey conducted in 2001 it was found 
that only 25 per cent of the respondents felt that the media positively represented Hinduism.16 In contrast, a 
2015 survey found that 49 per cent of British Sikhs thought that Sikhs are positively reported in mainstream 
media, though only 23 per cent felt that British Asians in general are portrayed in a positive light.17

5.17 A further issue is a tendency to ignore how certain beliefs are held within various faith groups. For example, 
in 1999, Glenn Hoddle, the then England football manager, was forced by a media furore to resign his job after 
explaining his understanding of karma.18 What was not considered at the time was the fact that many Hindus, 
Buddhists, Jains and Sikhs in the UK shared such a perspective about karma, as well as many others.
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5.18 It is important to note that these criticisms also apply to fictional and entertainment programmes. Inaccurate 
and simplified pictures of religion and belief appear in some programmes where faith is a key theme or some 
of the characters are religious. There can also be inaccurate portrayals of social reality in general; for instance 
most marriages in television dramas and soaps seem to be religious services, while, in fact, about 70 per cent 
of marriages in England and Wales are civil ceremonies.19

5.19 The modern world is increasingly a soundbite culture. Long, carefully argued expositions are liable to be 
ignored, with perhaps only one point being seized on and hitting the headlines. So the encyclical, sermon or 
religious leader’s long statement can rarely have the same influence over people as these striking moments 
and pointed soundbites imparted through journalists. The media also love charismatic characters who, by their 
gestures, create an immediate impression. Pope Francis is an excellent example. 

5.20 During the last decade or so, many TV channels have significantly reduced religious broadcasting. The BBC, 
however, deserves special mention since its Royal charter, which is due for renewal in 2016, states that it 
must have regard for ‘the importance of reflecting different religious and other beliefs’.20 In 2014 across all its 
platforms it delivered over seven thousand hours of programming which encompassed a broad range of faiths 
and topics, including – on television – a series following the work of multi-faith chaplains and another on the 
difficulties and pleasures of religious fasting in Britain, while – on radio – the Asian Network and local radio 
broadcast Diwali celebrations from Leicester, and on Radio 4 there was a programme about the growth of 
a more militant form of Buddhism. News and Current Affairs output also covered a range of religious topics, 
including a half-hour programme on sharia law in Britain, and another on antisemitism. It is crucial to add that 
the BBC should not overlook its responsibility to those who are not religious. There is further reference to the 
BBC charter in paragraphs 5.32–33 below. 

Considerable bias     

The media do not handle these matters well. I see considerable bias in the  in favour of Faith 
Groups, demonstrated most clearly in the exclusion of non-religious views in Thought for Today.

from evidence to the commission

Representation of Islam

5.21 Many respondents referred to what they considered the unsatisfactory and often misleading representation of 
Islam in the media. While many groups may complain about misrepresentation, it is in reference to Islam that 
the misuse of language (see 5.23) seems to occur most often. Our attention was drawn to various pieces of 
research. One academic study, for example, has noted a subtle shift from conflict- or terrorism-dominated news 
output toward ‘the increasing importance of stories focusing on religious and cultural differences between 
Islam and British culture or the West in general’.21 Another has found that ‘references to extreme forms of 
Islam or Muslims are 21 times more common than references to moderate Islam or Muslims’ and that ‘a more 
subtle set of implicitly negative representations’ has overtaken the crude, ‘expressly negative representation of 
Muslims’.22 A third suggests that often Britain is constructed as a Christian country and Christianity is equated 
with Britishness while Islam is portrayed as receiving preferential treatment by the state at the expense of 
Christians, encouraging the notions that Christianity is being marginalised and that Britain is being ‘Islamified’.23
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5.22 The tendency to attribute the actions of Muslim terrorists intrinsically to Islam itself, and hence to hold all 
Muslims responsible, is rightly regarded as offensive. However, the vocabulary and expertise required to report 
stories with the necessary nuance as well as accuracy (but without ignoring the ideology and theology the 
terrorists claim to espouse) is not common in the media. It is also commonplace to read about Christians 
opposed to, for example, gay marriage – it would be more accurate to say ‘some Christians’ or to make clear 
that statements by some conservative Christians may not represent a majority Christian position. 

5.23 The use of language in news reporting can be unhelpful. Terms like fundamentalist, extremist, radical, 
conservative, liberal and traditionalist are often used sloppily, without an understanding of the context or 
much attempt at definition. There is careless use of religious labels when the real issue is something else, as in 
Muslim extremist, Islamic terrorist, or Islamist. Even the term moderate Muslim could be taken as implying that 
Muslim normally means fundamentalist, hard-liner, extremist or terrorist: no-one would say moderate Christian 
to mean non-violent, and few would consider moderate Christian to be a term of approval.24 As has been well 
said and frequently repeated, ‘extremism in the defence of liberty is no vice and moderation in the pursuit of 
justice is no virtue’.25

Freedom of expression

5.24 Freedom of expression is a fundamental right protected under the Human Rights Act 1998, based on Article 
10 of the European Convention on Human Rights. When exercised, not least by journalists, it inevitably has 
the potential of causing offence to some person, group or institution. As a consequence, attempts, sometimes 
violent, have been made to encourage them to keep quiet and some have been killed. The attack on Charlie 
Hebdo in Paris on 7 January 2015 was an example of this process. But some have queried the dominant 
narrative – arguing that it is possible to have profound sympathy for the victims, to deplore the cruelty and 
callousness of the murderers, and to care about freedom of expression, whilst at the same time deploring the 
simplistic, us-and-them thinking which dominated much of the response.26

5.25 When the media frame events in stark terms of conflict – dark versus light, good versus evil – the reader or 
viewer is faced with crude and facile positions. No dilemmas are presented, only declarations. What some 
media items lack in complexity they make up for in polemical clarity and in the provision of a clear, sometimes 
demonised portrayal of the other and an idealised depiction of the self. Reporting has to have nuance and 
substance, not just polemic: to talk, engage, dialogue and also to disagree. Ultimately, the media need to allow 
for difference and conflicting points of view and not fall into the trap of offering a single linear thesis to explain 
an event that has occurred.

‘reporting has to have nuance and substance, not just polemic: 
to talk, engage, dialogue and also to disagree’

5.26 A discussion of the right to free speech should both celebrate it and stress the responsibility that its exercise 
requires. The right carries with it the corollary that some speech will inevitably offend. This is an inescapable 
implication of the right. It must, however, be distinguished from situations where the offence is gratuitous, 
provocative, unnecessarily hurtful and appears to be the primary purpose rather than an incidental consequence 
of free speech – the right to free speech includes the right to offend, but the latter does not enjoy the same 
degree of importance and immunity. Like all rights, the right to free speech needs to be exercised with due 
regard for its likely consequences and respect for the sentiments and sensitivities of those affected by it. When 
free speech begins to sound like what the US Supreme Court called ‘fighting words’, it defeats its own purpose 
and even becomes counterproductive.
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Ways forward

Religion and belief literacy

5.27 Serious and ongoing attempts need to be made to increase religion and belief literacy among all journalists 
and reporters. Possible ways of achieving this include:

• every newsroom retaining at least one religion and belief specialist, or subscribing to one specialist 
agency

• short courses on political religion tailored to the needs of newsrooms 

• a core element in all media training courses to include world religions and the implications of the 
changing religious landscape

• exposure to relevant resources on religious literacy in world affairs 

• the possibility of short placements in religious media outlets and organised exchanges of journalists in 
religious media with those in other outlets

• a national commitment to funding such projects by relevant civil society bodies.27

Ethics

5.28 The consultation asked a question about journalistic ethics and whether a code of ethics should exist to cover 
religious journalism, but we concluded that nothing beyond the existing code of general ethics is required.28 
As one respondent expressed it: ‘We need to stick to the general principles of journalism as governed by 
professional codes and by the laws of libel. Otherwise we are in danger of creating a situation where religion 
gets special treatment, either treating it with kid gloves or too harshly.’

Advisory panel

5.29 Consideration should be given to establishing a panel of experts on religion and belief for the Independent 
Press Standards Organisation (IPSO) to use when there are complaints about the media. This may strengthen 
self-regulation of the media and help reassure the public about the quality of reporting on religion and belief. 
The panel would also be responsible for publishing an annual index of religion and belief literacy which would 
identify media outlets with best practice as well as those who need to improve the quality of their reporting 
on religion and belief. It should be noted that the Religion Media Centre is already working towards these 
proposals.

Awards scheme

5.30 It would be relevant and valuable to establish a prize (along the lines of existing prizes for religious broadcasting 
and for issues like mental health) which would recognise and reward the best in religion and belief coverage 
in the print and social media.

Media literacy

5.31 It would be fair to suggest there is an absence of media literacy on the part of many religion and belief 
institutions and leaders. A certain mutual suspicion, indeed at times antagonism, has marked their relations 
with the media, caused at least partially by unease at the media’s desire to investigate certain aspects of 
the behaviour of these institutions and their failure, on occasions, to be totally open in their response.29 
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Some of the antagonism could be reduced with increased contact between religion and belief and media 
representatives, to develop relationships and understanding, not simply so that complaints can be aired. One 
respondent argued: ‘The sole responsibility for improving the media’s coverage of religion rests with religious 
organisations and religious individuals themselves’; then they went on to say that religious organisations should 
perform better at getting out their story and that some were much better than others due to a combination 
of resources and culture. 

Sudden re-emergence     

I think broadcasting woke up to the wider world of faith rather too late… But I suppose what we 
didn’t know and weren’t prepared for was the sudden re-emergence of religion in the pubic sphere. 
Religion was supposed to be disappearing but had now come back with a vengeance.

from evidence to the commission

BBC

5.32 The coverage of religion should continue to be mandated in the BBC 2016 charter and it should take into 
account the UK’s changing religious landscape. There should be a reference in the charter to the exploration 
of ethical dilemmas and the need for the public to come together at times of national grief or celebration. 

5.33 Thought for the Day, broadcast on Radio 4 on weekday mornings, is described by the BBC as ‘an archive 
of reflection from a faith perspective on topical issues and news events from a diverse range of speakers 
from across the world’s major faiths.’30 One difficulty is that this formula implies that contributors will have a 
religious affiliation even though the British Social Attitudes Survey puts the figure of those who self-identify as 
having ‘no religion’ at 49 per cent of the population.31 Slots in Thought for the Day are at present restricted to 
members of faith communities, but this should be extended to include contributions from those who would 
speak from a non-religious perspective, including humanists, provided the contribution meets the required 
professional standards regarding quality and balance. BBC editorial guidelines should continue not to permit 
speakers to attack religion, religious believers or non-religious worldviews.

Commercial channels and stations

5.34 Major commercial channels and stations should examine their policies on the coverage of religious topics to 
ensure that the place of religion and belief in society is adequately represented.

1 The public’s trust in the mainstream media has declined in recent years. A 2013 survey of 2,096 adults in Britain found that 71 per cent said 
they did not trust journalists to tell the truth. Survation (2013), p. 31.

2 Morris (1986), p. 7.
3 A 2011 survey of members of different religious organisations found that 51 per cent said they had experienced unfair treatment in relation 

to the media on the basis of their religion or belief. This rose to 79 per cent of Muslim, 78 per cent of ‘Other Christian’, 75 per cent of ‘NRM/
Pagan’ and 72 per cent of Jain participants. See Weller et al (2013), pp. 109–119. 

4 For an overview of recent scholarship on the transformative interplay between forms of media and forms of religion and belief, see Knott and 
Mitchell (2012). 

5 See, for example, Dawson and Cowan (2004). 
6 A distinction originally made in Helland (2000).
7 For a review of recent research on the role of the internet in processes of radicalisation, see Behr et al (2013). 
8 As of September 2015 using https://www.google.co.uk/.
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9 As of September 2015. See http://www.statista.com/statistics/264810/number-of-monthly-active-facebook-users-worldwide.
10 As of September 2015. See http://www.statista.com/statistics/282087/number-of-monthly-active-twitter-users/.
11 Survation (2013), p.51.
12 For discussions of religious literacy among media professionals see, for example, Graham (2012); Wakelin and Spencer (2015).
13 See, for example, George (2011).
14 For the debate on whether, overall, mainstream newspaper and television outlets are ‘biased’ against religion and / or consist of personnel who 

are less religious and more secularist than the general population, see for example Woolley (2012); Knott, Poole and Taira (2013), pp. 111–113, 
181–182. For an analysis of interviews with British (and Finnish) journalists and editors about attitudes towards religion and the reporting of 
religion within the media, see Mutanen (2009).

15 Based on an analysis of newspaper and television references to religion and the ‘secular sacred’ in 2008–2009, it has been argued that it is 
media attention to political Islam that gives the false impression that other non-Christian religions are under-reported. Research shows that 
coverage of all non-Christian religions is in point of fact reductive and stereotypical, paying little attention to internal diversity within each faith 
(Knott, Poole and Taira, 2013, pp. 56, 90–93).

16 Santosh and Vij (2003), p. 38.
17 British Sikh Report (2015), p. 9.
18 BBC (1999).
19 See University of Oxford (2015).
20 Department for Culture, Media and Sport (2006).
21 Moore, Mason and Lewis (2008), p. 3. 
22 Baker, Gabrielatos and McEnery (2013).
23 Knott, Poole and Taira (2013). For further analyses of media representations of Islam, see, for example, Poole (2011).
24 See Harris, Bisset and Weller (2015).
25 Senator Barry Goldwater in 1964. Washington Post Company (1998).
26 See, for example, Modood (2015) and Klug, B. (2015).
27 These recommendations are set out by Taylor (2014).
28 See the National Union of Journalists’ Code of Conduct: https://www.nuj.org.uk/about/nuj-code/.
29 See the comments on this by Mark Thompson, Director-General of the BBC (2004–2012). Thompson (2008).
30 See http://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/p0187g27.
31 NatCen (2015).




