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Abstract: UK press and TV news coverage of industrial disputes, from the 1970s and 1980s has 

been empirically demonstrated to be unbalanced in favour of employers and against trades 

unions. There has been little empirical study in this field through the 1990s and 2000s. This 

study of online responses to media reports of the planned UK rail worker strikes in May 2015, 

which did not take place, suggests evidence to support the idea, offered by Chomsky and by 

Davis, that mass audiences are more resilient to propaganda than elite groups are and, as 

Gramsci and ironically Miliband Senior have asserted, hegemony is never complete or finished. 

Introduction:  

‘RMT union votes in favour of ‘the most disruptive industrial action in living 

memory’.’ The Independent, 12.5.15 

In the days before a planned RMT (UK rail workers) one-day strike on 25th May 2015, its first 

action of this kind in 20 years, the UK Press and TV News reported in dramatic language like the 

above. Notably, the Independent’s use of speech marks was dishonest in that these were not 

the quoted words of any participant, employer, politician or worker, but we must assume, only 

the interpretation of the journalist.   There is a long and well-researched history of imbalance or 

bias in the reporting of trades unions’ actions by mainstream media in the UK (Glasgow 

University Media Group, 1976, 1980, 1982). The coverage in May 2015, reported here, was 

more nuanced but essentially similar. The continuing presence of an anti-trades unions, thus 

undemocratic, hegemony in the UK media, in 2015, is a matter for concern. However, the 

opportunity for audiences to react by making comments, below published news reports, not 

available to readers in earlier decades, enables the assessment of the extent of the apparent 

influence of this negative reporting on fairly large numbers of members of the public. In 

particular, the above method enables us to explore the thesis proposed by Chomsky (1997), 

regarding elites generally, and by researchers such as Davis (2005), looking at particular 

professional elites, that it is these groups and not the ‘general public’, who are particularly 

responsive to media influence. The ‘general public’ or ‘masses’, they argue, are reassuringly 

resistant to propaganda even where it is presented as independent of state or corporate 
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control. These notions of resistance build on a broadly Gramscian view of cultural hegemony 

that it is not something that can ever be taken to be finally and irreversibly finished: on the 

contrary, ‘it is something that needs to be constantly nurtured, defended and reformulated.’ 

(Miliband, 1990: 1) 

This study looks at the responses to three reports. The first, in the Daily Mail, commonly 

strongly hostile to trades unions, drew 1 020 comments. The second in the self-described 

‘centre-left’ Guardian, had 816 comments. The third report, from the self-proclaimed ‘impartial’ 

BBC website had 1402 comments. Before going on to compare the discourse revealed in the 

online comments with the broadcast news reports, an account of the background mainstream 

media coverage will demonstrate the hegemonic nature of the anti-union perspective across 

the mainstream broadcast media in the UK.  

The RMT announced on the 12th May that they would take action on the 25th May, after 

rejecting a management offer on pay, job security and conditions. This was cancelled on the 

21st May to consider a new management offer. In this period, the mainstream TV News, on BBC, 

ITV and Channel 4, without exception portrayed the situation as one where the management 

offer was unproblematic therefore apparently not requiring examination.  By contrast, the RMT 

reaction was portrayed as initiating, threatening, thus problematic and therefore worthy of 

examination. 

Adding to the potential effects of the negative information repeated in the above TV reports 

was the failure by these media to report on contextual factors (below) which might have 

balanced the decontextualized emphasis on problems generated by the RMT members’ actions.  

 

Repeatedly described as well-paid (c£40 000pa on average) and in one case, in the Daily Mail 

article featured in the analysis of readers’ responses below, as being paid a ‘staggering £111 

066’, the RMT members’ salaries are not compared with those of managers and directors. 

Easily accessible to media professionals is the Network Rail Limited Annual Report and Accounts 

2014. In this, six executive directors earned, between them, £4.25 million with another £486 
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000 going to 10 non-executive board members (one day per month). The six executive directors 

also earned performance-related bonuses of between 310 and 350 thousand pounds each.  

There were 34 819 employees in 2014 and the total bonus spend in the same year was £59 341 

734 so the average bonus, assuming all got a share, was £1 704 or around one two hundredth 

of the executive bonus. Of course for the least well-paid, the 1516 people on less than £20 

000pa (cleaning the carriages?) the fraction may have been even smaller or even zero. None of 

this was reported by TV news, at any time. 

 

Perhaps even more obviously relevant to reporting these events would have been the details of 

the actual offer from Network Rail which prompted the RMT vote to reject it. It was this: 

 

 2015 – a £500 non-consolidated lump sum payment 

 2016-2018 – an RPI level of inflation increase in pay for each year 

 The ‘No Compulsory Redundancy’ commitment extended to 31st December 2016 

 

A non-consolidated payment is one that does not affect salary level beyond that and is, 

essentially an ‘inducement’ or ‘bribe’ to give away future entitlements for very short-term gain.  

A ‘Retail-Price Index increase’ in times of very low inflation and even, in May 2015, deflation, 

means no increase at all. Extending the no compulsory redundancy commitment to 31st 

December 2016 means accepting compulsory redundancies thereafter. In June 2014, Network 

Rail reported a pre-tax profit of £1.035 billion.  

At no time, did any of these three TV news broadcasters present the full details of, or an 

explanation of the management offer.  Although the high wages of some RMT staff were 

mentioned, those of management and directors were not. Information about management was 

only offered by Union representatives and never by reporters. 

Reporting on the 12th, 15th and 21st May, BBC News identified the planned strike as being ‘over 

pay’ (only) twice and ‘over pay and conditions’ once. ITV headlined that the strike was ‘over 

pay’ (only) four times.  In terms of language used to describe future events, BBC were relatively 
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restrained, emphasizing ‘disruption’ rather than, as ITV did, ‘devastating’, ‘deplorable’, ‘holding 

the country to ransom’ and ‘long-suffering passengers’.  

ITV, also were guilty of deception or at least misleading inaccuracy on at least three occasions. 

On the 12th, the reporter tells us that union leader Mick Cash: ‘told me the strike action would 

be devastating’ but Cash does not use this term at all. On the 15th, ITV tell us that RMT have 

rejected a no compulsory redundancy deal. See above for the actual terms of the deal. Also on 

the 15th, we hear that: ‘long-suffering passengers have grown used to a rail system that 

routinely creates Bank Holiday havoc and have little choice but to plan for more of the same’ 

yet this was to be the first planned action in 20 years. 

Channel 4 adopted and retained a combative metaphor throughout which can only have limited 

the extent to which the reporting informed viewers. Again headlining that the dispute was only 

‘over pay’, the Channel 4 reporters described union leaders as ‘barons’, talked of a ‘declaration 

of war’ and ‘the bell for round one!’ 

Despite the competition from multi-channel broadcasting via satellite and cable, BBC News at 

6pm and at 10pm attracts relatively large audiences of between 4 and 5 million viewers 

(http://www.barb.co.uk/whats-new/weekly-top-30). ITV News at 6.30pm and at 10pm attracts 

around 2.5 million and Channel 4 news at 7pm reaches around 700 000. Even the largest 

newspaper circulations (Daily Mail and Sun) are less than the ITV News figures so the above 

content matters in terms of reaching large audiences. 

So we have a fairly solid hegemonic climate, in TV News, of demonizing trades unions, their 

leaders and their members whilst at the same time excusing managers and politicians from 

responsibilities. The rather obvious possibility that management wished to reduce staff 

conditions so as to increase their own bonuses and the dividend for shareholders is not 

countenanced. 

 

 

http://www.barb.co.uk/whats-new/weekly-top-30
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Methodology: 

Three online reports and the comments below, by readers, form the sample for this study. The 

first, in the Daily Mail newspaper website drew 1 020 comments. The second in the Guardian, 

newspaper website had 816 comments. The third report, from the BBC News website had 1402 

comments. A sample of 10% of each transcript was read with a view to identifying codes 

emerging from them. This was following by a second phase applying these codes to the full 

transcripts with a random 10% subjected to further parallel coding and moderation meetings 

with a second-coder. The final code set used was: 

Negative about RMT action: Statements which criticised the proposed strike action. 

Negative about Network Rail: Statements which criticised the management of the railways. 

Positive about RMT action: Statements which expressed support for strike action. 

Positive about Network Rail: Statements which praised the management of the railways. 

Humour directed at action supporters: Usually sarcastic comments aimed at RMT members. 

Humour directed at action critics: Usually sarcastic comments reacting to the above. 

Evidence used: Statements which offer useful explanation with supporting evidence. 

Insults against action supporters: Usually insults aimed at RMT members’ skills or effort. 

Insults against action critics: Usually insults reacting to the above. 

Criticism of newspaper/broadcaster: Disparaging comments about the quality or motivation 

behind the journalism. 

Uncoded comments: Comments not fitting any of the above. 

Unavoidably, there is an element of subjectivity in the coding of natural language. However, the 

above categories are relatively clear-cut given the quite simple, binary nature of the debate. 

Further the ‘natural’ context of the exchanges – no researcher presence, no structuring, only 

willing responses – offers a kind of authenticity thus validity not always available to more 

conventional methods such a interviews, questionnaires, focus groups or observation. 
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Results and Discussion: 

Code BBC BBC% Guardian Guardian% D Mail D Mail%

Negative about RMT action 468 40.73 139 34.66 271 35.89

Negative about Network Rail 97 8.44 14 3.49 24 3.18

Positive about RMT action 472 41.08 164 40.90 327 43.31

Positive about Network Rail 2 0.17 0 0.00 0 0.00

Humour directed at action supporters 14 1.22 10 2.49 6 0.79

Humour directed at action critics 22 1.91 26 6.48 11 1.46

Evidence used 63 5.48 31 7.73 24 3.18

Insults against action supporters 11 0.96 7 1.75 9 1.19

Insults against action critics 0 0.00 10 2.49 11 1.46

Criticism of newspaper/broadcaster 0 0.00 0 0.00 72 9.54

Total 1149 401 755

Table 1: Number and percentage of each data type. 

Perhaps the most important pattern in the above data distribution, is almost equal presence of 

comments attacking and defending the proposed RMT strike action. Indeed, the comments 

after the Daily Mail article favour the RMT by almost a 4 to 3 ratio. The Daily Mail article was 

the least balanced of the three and clearly the most critical of the RMT. This may have triggered 

a higher level of defensive comment. Bearing in mind the anti-RMT hegemony in the mass 

audience broadcast media described above, this seem to offer quite strong evidence in support 

of the Gramscian view that hegemony is never complete and that mass audiences are to some 

extent resilient in the face of propaganda even in ‘democracies’. Typical examples are offered 

below: 

The Daily Mail article provocatively headlined ‘£100 a year rail strikers: That’s the staggering 

sum paid to 150 workers who’ll cause Bank Holiday misery’ and which went on to dramatise the 

action in terms of suffering by the public. Comments centred around issues such as: 

1. Whether skill level justified higher wages for rail workers: 

a. Speaker: ‘Driving very overcrowded commuter trains on a daily basis is a 

responsibility I would not like…’ 

b. Tallyrom: ‘..they are trained to drive trains, it’s not rocket science…’ 

2. The relative income and behavior of politicians, bankers and rail executives: 
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a. Simon: ‘..and they paid the bankers how much to cause a decade of misery?’ 

b. Eddy: ‘NHS executives, west end spivs, bankers etc rob this country on an epic 

scale…’ 

3. The Daily Mail’s distortion of facts to union-bash: 

a. Marmie: ‘Some people actually believe what they read in this rag!’ 

b. Jcharlton: ‘The journalist should be ashamed for writing this rubbish.’ 

c. Normal Tebbit: ‘The DM despises working people..’ 

4. Humour/sarcasm: 

a. RunningMan67: ‘Those dastardly workers standing up for themselves.’ 

5. The value of trades unions: 

a. Normal Tebbit: ‘Without trades unions we would not have a weekend or the 8 

hour day..’ 

b. The Enforcer: ‘This is what gives unions a bad name!!!’ 

The uniquely high level of criticism of the Daily Mail by its readers can be seen in other articles 

published there but may be, in part,  a response to the provocative nature of the piece. The 

Guardian article, ‘National rail strike possibility grows after RMT union ballot’, was, by contrast 

with the Daily Mail piece and the broadcast reports was restrained, balanced and informative 

though starting off from the position that it is trades union action and not the preceding 

management proposal which makes the events newsworthy. Common themes were: 

1. Whether skill level justified higher wages for rail workers: 

a. ID473452: ‘They are extremely well paid for one of the simplest jobs in the 

UK (push the lever forward to go, ease it back to stop) 

b. TheRealElPolloDiablo: ‘Do you live in a children’s book?’ 

2. The relative income and behavior of politicians, bankers and rail executives: 

a. Catslovemice: ‘..but you decide to call the workers greedy? If the bosses are 

taking 40% rises, what would you call them?’ 

3. The strike is political designed to challenge the new Tory government: 
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a. HermesRevenge: ‘Here we go again. The unions not liking the election 

result so getting the men out.’ 

b. JBigglesworth: ‘The dispute started over six months ago. You clearly have 

no idea how long it takes to organize a ballot now either. This is nothing to 

do with the election.’ 

4. The value of trades unions: 

a. Trenchfeet: ‘It doesn’t mattr what they’re offered, they demand more.’ 

b. ID473452: ‘Thank god they have the unions to fight their corner. Lord 

knows they’re going to need it over the next five years.’ 

Though quite different in image and self-representation, the readers of the Guardian and Daily 

Mail seemed little different on the basis of the comments they made. The BBC Website article, 

‘Rail workers to strike on bank holiday Monday’, by contrast with its TV reports, was more fully 

contextualized and presented the RMT case. Despite the BBC broadcasts’ neglect of the RMT 

perspective, comments were more akin to those for the Guardian than for the Daily Mail. Again, 

as in both the Daily Mail and the Guardian, there were similar common themes: 

1. The relative income and behavior of politicians, bankers and rail executives: 

a. Hudwinker: ‘What is so wrong with workers benefitting from decent pay rises as 

well as the fat cat bosses?’ 

b. Paul: ‘I couldn’t care less who got what. Those workers ARE well paid.’ 

2. The strike is political designed to challenge the new Tory government: 

a. Railwaygirl: ‘That the strike is related to the outcome of the election is laughable 

as it was balloted before the election. 

b. AuntieLeft: ‘Somehow I do not think this a strike would have taken place if the 

Tories had not formed a government.’ 

3. The value of trades unions: 

a. Chubby1: ‘Unions do a valuable job standing up for workers..’ 

b. AVBs Negative Spiral: ‘The unions are too busy playing politics with people’s 

lives.’ 
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4. Safety: 

a. Steve-T: ‘If they’re merely claiming to strike over safety, then surely safety isn’t 

compromised by their absence?’ 

b. You are so right: ‘Completely wrong….safety is reduced (rail integrity and control 

of work chain) as a result of their absence….think it through. 

The association of the action with safety issues did occur across all three samples but was most 

common in the BBC website comments. 

Also, notable given the often-presented jaundiced view of social media and it’s contamination 

by trolling and verbal abuse, the level of such, in either humourous (sarcastic) or directly 

insulting form, was minimal even in the context of a quite heated topic for the broadcasters. 

This reinforces the findings in earlier studies of political debate in the comment sections of UK 

newspapers (Robertson & McLaughlin, 2010; Robertson, 2015).  

Of particular interest, is the nearly 10% of comments under the Daily Mail article directly 

criticizing the newspaper itself and the complete absence of such in the case of the guardian or 

the BBC websites. This can be observed quite regularly in a scan of Daily Mail reports and their 

reader comments and suggests a uniquely volatile yet fascinated relationship between the most 

popular newspaper website in the UK and its many readers. 

Conclusions: 

These results suggest quite a strong (c50%) tendency in this quite large sample of UK citizens to 

be resistant to hegemonic influence in a fairly emotive context – industrial action by the widely 

demonized RMT union. Rail workers generally and by contrast with many other groups such as 

teachers or nurses, are portrayed by media and by politicians as selfish, disruptive and 

ideologically-driven (from the extreme left). It is true that the RMT is highly organized, 

disciplined and educates its membership in wider political concerns and this contributes to their 

negative representation by media and political elites even where the latter characterize 

themselves as ‘moderate’ or ‘centre-left’. Commentary from the centre-right or right is often 
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venomous. Despite the almost complete hegemony in mainstream media output and based on 

these results, hegemony is clearly only partially successful in terms of the wider effect. 

Consequently, these results confirm Chomsky and Davis’ identification of resilience to mass 

media effects amongst non-elite groups. Further, these results suggest strong support for 

Gramsci’s optimism that hegemony is never complete and thus open to challenge at all times. 
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