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Propaganda or Professionalism on Pacific Quay: How political issues were covered by BBC 

Reporting Scotland and STV News in the four months before UK General Election 2015. 

‘Propaganda is to a democracy what the bludgeon is to a totalitarian state.’  

(Noam Chomsky, 2002)  

This is a study of how politics was covered from 6th January to 26th April, 2015 by Scotland’s 

two main news broadcasters, BBC Reporting Scotland and STV News, both based on Pacific 

Quay in Glasgow. There are 121 days surveyed in total with no gaps. The sample was the 

evening news slot at 6.00pm for STV, 6.30pm for Reporting Scotland and, at weekends, the 

same two shows with slightly varying but still ‘evening’ slots. These are the news broadcasts 

with the biggest audiences. Only clearly political material was covered and its content 

analysed. This meant items in broadcast reports, of politicians, policies, the economy, public 

services, the Scottish Government’s performance, or of the political parties. 

In short, the performance of Reporting Scotland, a public service provider, left much to be 

desired especially given its much vaunted charter. At times, its reporting will have 

misinformed the public and may have done damage to the electoral prospects of the SNP. 

[Recent opinion polls do suggest the damage has been quite limited.] The overall quality 

was thoroughly anti-democratic and propagandising in nature. In sharp contrast, STV, a 

business without a charter, was mostly informative and balanced. 

Note: The researcher is not, nor has ever been so, a member of the SNP, or any other 

political party whatsoever. He is in favour of independence for Scotland but only if 

democratically achieved.  

Results  

Results 1: Quantitative 

The 242 broadcast reports were analysed to identify common themes emerging. Although, 

inevitably, the researcher had ideas beforehand of what these themes might be, open-

reading based on a grounded theory philosophy and second opinion by colleagues 

confirmed the set below. Finally, a two-phase coding process made for a reliable return. The 

table, below, reveals the quantitative presence of key themes across both Reporting 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2476.Noam_Chomsky
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Scotland and STV News broadcasts. The dates of actual broadcasts containing coded items 

can be found in the appendix available on page 30.  

In the final phase, only two codes suggested imbalance worthy of reporting and discussion:  

1. The use of extreme language to suggest, for example, ‘crises’, ‘black holes.’ 

2. The misuse of research reports to support political assertions. 

Other forms of bias were present but in too limited quantities to be significant here. The 

presence of the first in broadcasts and especially where it is not used by both channels, 

suggests an underlying bias operating. Where such language is frequently used by one 

channel and is always targeted on the SNP/Scottish government, also suggests biased 

output. The presence of the second may be evidence of the same biases operating or, 

perhaps, evidence of incompetence. More detailed evidence follows. 

So, in most other respects, I could only identify infrequent examples of other kinds of bias. 

Unlike in the coverage of the Scottish Referendum campaign, a binary (Yes/No) as opposed 

to a, mainly, four-way (SNP, Lab, LD, Con) competition, crude counting of time allocations 

would not be a valid measure of imbalance or bias here. Inevitably the three other parties 

would get more time, collectively than the SNP by itself and this would be easily explained. 

Neither was there any sign of the demonising of any individual as had happened with Alex 

Salmond in 2013/2014. Perhaps, the early attention to new Labour leader, Jim Murphy, by 

Reporting Scotland, bordered on sanctification rather than demonization but this could not 

reasonably be teased out from legitimate appearances by him in his new role. Finally, there 

was little evidence of the sequencing of items within reports favouring one party or another, 

as there had been in the case of the Scottish Referendum where No arguments typically 

preceded and often bracketed Yes statements (Robertson, 2014). 

Theme         STV  RS 

The use of extreme language to suggest eg ‘crises’, ‘black holes’  5  33 

The misuse of research reports to support political assertions 7  36 

Table 1: The Distribution of Common Themes 
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The above data suggest quite clearly a common tendency for Reporting Scotland, alone, to 

make frequent use of extreme language such as ‘crises’, ‘black holes’, ‘u-turns’ and so on. 

STV’s strong tendency toward more moderate language is also notable. Similarly, Reporting 

Scotland frequently presented research reports to launch attacks on the Scottish 

Government’s performance. That this was ‘misuse’ is based on the critiques that can be 

made, and are made below, in their analysis of, and of the reliability of, the reports.  

 

Results 2: Textual Analysis: The use of extreme language to suggest eg ‘crises’, ‘black holes’ 

and The misuse of research reports to support political assertions 

In early January, things start quietly with only the frequent appearances of new Labour 

leader Jim Murphy, in various explicitly working-class styles and modes of behaviour. He is 

rarely challenged but then the new SNP leader is treated similarly. 

January 2015:  

‘Opponents have dubbed changes the fastest U-turn in history!’ Reporting 

Scotland, 21st January, 2015 

On the 18th of January and returned to on the 21st, we see the first example of language 

going beyond the evidence to distort meaning and to generate propaganda. Labour MSP, 

Jackie Baillie describes the situation as: ‘extraordinary and deeply embarrassing for SNP 

Finance Minister, John Swinney’ and suggests dramatically, that: ‘he (Swinney) is aligning 

himself increasingly with the Conservatives.’ The reporter then repeats, or constructs, the 

‘opposition’ charge of ‘a humiliating U-turn’. This apparent scoop is missed by STV who 

make no reference to the ‘story’ whatsoever. 

What had actually happened? In 2014, the Scottish government increased the threshold for 

stamp duty on house purchases in Scotland, to reflect the lower prices here and to ease the 

situation for first-time buyers. UK Chancellor Osborne then copied the initiative to similarly 

ease the situation in England and, without warning, to undercut the Scottish system. 
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What Swinney said in response, but not reported, was: ‘The Chancellor’s decision to 

introduce a new stamp duty system overnight, without warning or consultation by 

Westminster, means that while 80% of homeowners continue to pay less tax or no tax at all 

under LBTT (The Scottish system), we now have the opportunity to review the rates and 

ensure they are right for Scotland.’ 

In what ways is the criticism wrong? First, it’s clearly not a U-turn but rather an adjustment 

or enhancement moving in the same direction, with the same purpose, to ease access to 

the housing market. To refer to this as U-turn is just wrong.  

In what ways is the reporting wrong? First, Reporting Scotland allowed a Labour Party ruse 

to determine public service information. STV and most of the press seem to have seen 

through this and ignored it on the same day. Second, what was evidently a Labour Party 

ploy was reported twice as representing the opposition more widely yet with no evidence of 

this. It seems unlikely the Coalition members in Scotland would have wanted to criticise the 

initiative. Third and perhaps more important, the wider context to the story, described 

above, was not given, contrary to the BBC’s obligation to inform. 

‘Pressure is building on the Scottish Government to shelve plans for a new 

women’s prison at Greenock’, Reporting Scotland 25th January 2015 

The prison story was an opportunity to keep the SNP/SG incompetence narrative going in 

the absence of a more substantive story. Actually, the decision announced on the 26th to 

scrap the new prison plans had more to do with campaigns by Women for Independence 

and the earlier opinions of the Lord Advocate, Eilish Angiolini, than the late-in-the-day 

attack by the Labour Party (in Scotland). 

February 2015: 

‘Claims that hospital can be a dangerous place for people with dementia..’ BBC 

Reporting Scotland, February 2nd 2015 
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‘One of Scotland’s leading experts on the condition, Professor June Andrews, told us (RS) 

that ward staff ‘sometimes leave patients thirsty, hungry and in pain.’ Further reinforcing 

these concerns, two elderly partners reported on the neglect of their loved ones and one 

reporter actually fed one relative with the idea that one patient ‘might have never eaten at 

all, ever, if it hadn’t been for her husband.’ 

The basis of the above dramatic claims, in research become now critical, if the BBC audience 

is to be properly informed. However, no direct reference to a single research project 

undertaken by the Professor could be found. 

There was a report funded by the Alzheimer Society, in 2009, of England and Northern 

Ireland. There was a Royal College of Nursing survey, in 2011, also rUK. These reports, based 

on extensive surveys, suggest that there is some evidence of English and Northern Ireland 

hospitals being “dangerous places for people with dementia”. Not Scotland though. 

There is a more recent Alzheimer Scotland report from June 2014, but this is an evaluation 

of the role of dementia champions and not of care generally. There is also a single report in 

the Daily Record on 21st January 2015 of the death of one elderly patient with dementia, 

through dehydration, in Edinburgh Royal Infirmary in 2013. Today the Herald newspaper 

reports on another single case of the neglect of a dementia sufferer. These reports are not 

sufficient to suggest that there is evidence as yet of Scottish hospitals being ‘dangerous 

places for people with dementia’. 

Further evidence of lack of evidence comes from the Herald report, by Helen Puttick, on 

Professor Andrews’ book (not a research paper). The reviewer tells us, correctly, that it “is 

not an attack on the failings of the health service. Instead it gives practical advice for those 

who find themselves looking after dementia sufferers”, and that it includes “heart-breaking 

stories collated by Professor June Andrews, director of the Dementia Services Development 

Centre at Stirling University”. 

So it’s not a research report presenting evidence from a survey, but rather a help guide for 

relatives and part of a campaign using exemplary case studies to improve care of dementia 
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sufferers. But it’s presented by the BBC as evidence of a problem in Scottish hospitals, now, 

in all of them, just as politicians gear up for the forthcoming election.  

Interestingly, in March 2014, Professor Andrews attended Camp Expo in Manchester, where 

NHS England’s National Clinical Director for Dementia said the current rate of dementia 

diagnosis – less than 50 per cent – was below the probable figure. The conference debated 

how England’s rates of dementia diagnosis were falling behind other countries such as 

Scotland, which has a 65 per cent rate compared to the English official rate of less than 50 

per cent. 

So along with their other headline story, teacher shortages in the North-East, Reporting 

Scotland seemed to be creating anxiety and leaving lingering doubts about the current 

government’s abilities. Did someone report back in March 2014, before the Referendum, on 

Scotland’s superior detection rates? Only the Scottish Government and the English NHS 

reported on it but there was no media pickup I could find.  

“Is emergency care in Scottish hospitals in crisis? A government health hit 

squad is sent in to sort out A&E in this Paisley hospital.” 

“The Scottish Government sends in a support team to relieve pressure on 

Paisley’s Royal Alexandra Hospital.” 

The contrast between the two headlines, on the 17th February, is quite clear. For RS it is a 

‘crisis’ for STV it is ‘pressure’; for RS it requires a ‘hit squad’ but for STV it’s a ‘support team’; 

for RS it needs to be ‘sorted out’ but for STV it needs ‘relieved’. A&E is the responsibility of 

the SNP-controlled Scottish Government. Which programme most seems to be prepared to 

raise anxiety levels amongst older viewers and to imply problems of management by the 

government? 

‘The NHS missed some of its key waiting time targets in one of the worst 

performances in recent years.’ Reporting Scotland, February 21st 2015 

The Scottish NHS: “Missed, missed, missed, missed, missed, missed, missed, missed and 

worst, worst, worst!” Reporting Scotland used 8 ‘missed’s and 3 ‘worst’s in less than 30 

minutes as they covered the latest NHS Scotland health target publication. STV apparently 
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missed the story altogether. Several of the ‘missed’s were in the form of a large bold 

flashing diagonal banner across the screen. The repetition of “missed targets” and “worst 

performance”, combined with the flashing banners and the ominous tones of presenters, 

produced propaganda likely to induce anxiety and disapproval of Scottish government 

performance. 

We then hear of a ‘Top A&E consultant who talked (to Labour’s Jenny Marra presumably) of 

pressure on the whole of our NHS, not just A&E but also in the whole system saying it’s 

awful for patients and for families’. 

So it’s a top A&E consultant. However, what makes them an expert on pressure across the 

system, anywhere near as reliably as a researcher on that task or a good journalist who gets 

around the country is not clear. To allow such anecdotal evidence from a politician is a 

serious loss of journalistic or editorial integrity. Bias by omission is a reasonable accusation 

here too when we consider the following reliable evidence. From a 2014 Nuffield Trust 

report: “The research finds that there have been significant improvements in the 

performance of the health services across all four countries, with particular progress linked 

to tougher sanctions and targets in Scotland. The four health systems of the UK finds that 

the performance gap between the NHS in England and the rest of the UK has narrowed in 

recent years, with no country consistently ahead of, or lagging behind, the others.” 

Further, a YouGov poll (2015) shows that net public confidence in Scotland’s NHS stands at 

+75 per cent, comparing favourably to England (+70 per cent) and a lot better than Wales 

(+53 per cent), where Labour is in charge. The above two polls speak volumes for one of the 

key criteria in evaluation – what do the consumers say? Reporting Scotland missed these 

reports. 

“This has been the most-bitter dispute between ‘some’ councils and 

government since devolution.’ Reporting Scotland, 21st February 2015 

The reporter is young but to suggest the above is ahistorical. The freezing of council 

tax in 2007, seemed more ‘bitter’. Further, if it has only been between a dispute 

between “some” councils and government then can it be the most-bitter since the 
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referendum? Thirty-one out of 32 councils have already signed up to the deal – extra 

money for guaranteeing that teacher numbers will be maintained – so that suggests 

that only one remained in dispute. 

March 2015: 

On March 1st, Reporting Scotland, Labour’s Jenny Marra, reports of a ‘tenfold 

increase, in waiting times for young people, with mental health problems.’ The 

number of young people waiting 53 weeks for treatment, she insists, goes up from 20 

to 226 in one year. As before in the Reporting Scotland coverage, featuring Labour 

Party figures as chief accusers, the figures are worthy of scrutiny, for selectivity or for 

plain misunderstanding. Why RS would rely on Labour to provide the figures when 

they were already freely available, online, to BBC researchers is puzzling. 

The isdscotland.scot.nhs.uk website has this. The figure of 226 cases is 3.3% of the 7600 

referrals in the table on Page 17 of the report. It’s not exactly that if you do the calculation 

again yourself. I make it only 2.9% if the 20 and 226 are correct. More interesting is the 

regional breakdown which Labour forgot to disclose to BBC Scotland and which the latter 

didn’t seem to explore, within the “thorough analysis” they must have carried out knowing 

that the figures they received had come from an opposition political party and not a reliable 

independent source. 

Of the 12 boards reporting, 8 had no cases waiting more than 53 weeks, including the huge 

NHS Greater Glasgow and Clyde. Two boards had less than 2% waiting that long. NHS 

Lothian had 7.6%, and seriously pushing up the national average was NHS Tayside with 

27.2%. So, maybe, there is an emerging crisis in Tayside, and even in Lothian but not a 

nationwide one by any means. 

To achieve 100% given the intractability of some mental health conditions is frankly 

astonishing and 1 to 2 percent is rarely significant statistically 

STV did not report on this dramatic story. 
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‘NHS bosses admit they don’t have the legal power to enforce a ban on smoking 

in hospital grounds.’  

‘All NHS hospital grounds are to be smoke-free zones by the end of the month.’ 

Once more, on March 2nd 2015, the Reporting Scotland take is more negative than that of 

STV. It has the feel of efforts to maintain a narrative across periods when the source 

material is weaker. The narrative can be characterised, so far, as ‘Scottish Government fails 

to manage the NHS properly’. The narrative’s own health requires new stories every day or 

two and no intruding contrary messages, or it may fade in the minds of the electorate. So, 

even this story is cast as an admission of failure. On Reporting Scotland, we get another two 

‘admits’ and one ‘disgusting, dirty, filth’ allegedly from ‘people’ not the reporter. The STV 

report, second quote, is longer but free of tabloid language or melodrama. 

 ‘Eight out of ten carers in Scotland say they feel lonely or isolated.’ Reporting 

Scotland, March 2nd 2015 

While STV go on to spend some time on North Sea Oil after a visit by Gordon Brown to a 

church hall, Reporting Scotland go for another ‘recent ‘ (January 23rd) report on problems in 

Scotland’s health and care sectors from Carers UK.  On reading the report, it’s 8 out of 10 

carers across the UK and there’s no evidence of Scottish figures broken down in that 

research report. 

Now it’s possible there is another Scotland-only research report. There is a CarersTrust 

press-release of a guide from February 12 and another research report from Carers Trust 

which they summarise themselves as follows: ‘The research, with over 350 unpaid young 

carers from carers’ groups around the UK compares the findings with a YouGov poll of 457 

non-carers aged 8-15. 46 of the respondents were from Scotland. When the answers of the 

457 non-carers are compared to the 200 young carers who were in the 8-15 age group, the 

carers were less happy and more confused than their peers. The full response of 348 young 

carers was asked how being a young carer made them feel. Around 48% said it made them 

feel stressed and 44% said it made them feel tired. However 51% reported they were proud 

of being young carers and 42% that it made them happy.’ 
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There is cause for suspicion here. The UK-wide survey from January 23 says 8 out of 10 were 

lonely or isolated. BBC Reporting Scotland used the 8 out of 10 in their headline but it’s not 

a Scottish study nor is it that recent. The more recent report on February 12 does have 

some Scottish element but only 48% felt stressed, not lonely. 

So what have we here? Maybe another report, remains out there, despite serious efforts to 

find it. If so, apologies all round. On the other hand, maybe Reporting Scotland have 

reported using a mix of reports cobbled together for best effect to maintain their narrative? 

On March 3rd 2015, the headlines are: 

‘More missed targets. 25% of A&E patients in the Glasgow area are not treated 

in the Scottish Government’s 4-hour target time.’ 

‘Still waiting too long - hospitals continue to struggle to treat people at A&E, 

within targets, as the Scottish Government published weekly figures for the first 

time.’  

First, STV make clear in their headline, that the focus is explicitly on Greater Glasgow while 

Reporting Scotland are less clear, saying ‘Hospitals continue to struggle’, implying all of 

them, despite evidence in the report that many other areas do very well. 

Reporting Scotland notably make much of narrow comparisons with England and suggest 

Scottish hospitals are ‘finding it hard to keep pace with England.’ The figures are 86% for 

Scotland and 88% for England. 

This immature, underdeveloped grasp of statistical significance staggers. Given the 

enormous complexity and the necessary margins for error, this difference of 2% is of no 

significance whatsoever in terms of comparing two systems. To think that it means anything 

at all about relative performance of the hospitals in two countries is mathematically 

ignorant. To report it straight-faced is either just that, or in the light of BBC’s staffing which 

must include at least one statistician, likely to propagandise thousands of viewers. 
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Further, the comparison of Scotland, with a neighbour 11 times larger, in the size of its 

population, and massively varied in its demography is deeply flawed as a methodology. One 

of the UK member countries, Wales, has a population roughly half that of Scotland but it is 

much, much closer than that of England. Industrial decline and associated areas of poverty 

are a bigger part of the overall picture than in England, in both countries. Political control by 

the Labour Party for decades is another common factor. 

While areas within England may be more like Scotland, in terms of economy, health and 

politics, England overall has a more affluent and healthy population. Accepting this, how do 

waiting times in Labour-controlled and only slightly more affluent and healthy Wales 

compare with Scotland? Wales doesn’t do weekly figures yet but we do have the January 

2015 report. 

Here is the league table for A&E – Patients treated in 4 hours or less: 

England     88% 

Scotland    86% 

Wales         81% 

Headline: ‘Scotland’s hospitals continue to do better than those in Wales.’ 

‘Unjustified and unjustifiable and it would be a betrayal of our members.’ 

British Transport Police Chief in December 2014  

On March 10th, another minor story is used by Reporting Scotland to try and keep the 

narrative of Scottish Government failures alive. Tonight, it’s the actual transfer of the tiny 

Scottish branch of the British Transport Police force (200 staff) into Police Scotland. 

This was a Smith Commission recommendation so agreed by all parties. Reporting 

Scotland offered no evidence of problems, on the night. There were no tearful transport 

police officers nor the voices of members of the public opposed to the move. We got from 

the British Transport Police boss, last December, the quote above. Again there was no 

explanation of why this would be. Are they to be paid less? Will they have to wear horribly 

Scottish uniforms? Will they have to learn Scottish accents? Tom Harris MP (Labour but not 

described as such) spoke against supposed SNP arrogance and centralisation as if the latter 
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was a bad thing, always. That these police officers are actually centralised in the UK at 

present and that transfer to Scottish control is decentralisation, seemed to escape him.  

‘Nearly two thirds of Scots believe immigration should be reduced with women 

and older people feeling most strongly.’ 

According to a poll commissioned by the BBC, Scots are almost as negative about 

immigration as the population in the rest of Britain. Why did the BBC do the research? It’s 

because immigration ‘will be a big issue in the election’? Says who?  Well, no one other than 

the BBC and UKIP.  

There are many unanswered questions here. It is not the BBC’s role to create the news as 

this does. Undertaking and reporting this research is irresponsible in the sense it may serve 

to increase hostility to or acts of violence against Scotland’s minority groups.  

Is it possible, the research was commissioned, with public funds, to help maintain the 

strategy which seeks to weaken the SNP? The SNP is known for more explicit openness to 

immigration. To fabricate an issue with this in mind, if true, represent propagandising of the 

most disgraceful form. 

‘Balancing the books. Scotland’s public finances have improved but remain 

worse than the UK average.’ 

‘Focusing on the figures.  The state of Scotland’s finances has improved but still 

lags behind the rest of the UK.’ 

Not so easy this time to tell which headline, from 11th March, on the deficit is from STV and 

which is from BBC Reporting Scotland? The first is STV News and it is correct thus better. See 

it? Correctly, STV say it’s worse than the UK average and by implication not the worst in the 

UK. RS say it lags behind the rest of the UK and by clear insinuation, the worst in the UK. 
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When is research independent? The case of the Royal College of Nursing on March 

12th 2015 

The Royal College of Nursing report (RCN, 2015), Reporting Scotland, 12th April, on the care 

of older people in hospitals, is presented as if it were independent, definitive and 

comprehensive. The RCN is a professional association akin to a trades union. Correctly it sets 

out to protect its members. Naturally, it will never be satisfied with resources, pay or 

accommodation nor should it be. 

However, the RCN is absolutely not an independent or a necessarily skilled research body. 

The report is missing key details of methodology – validity, reliability, sampling rationale and 

so on. Crucially we are not told how the sample was collected and so cannot be sure of the 

extent to which it accurately represents the overall population. The Healthcare 

Improvement Scotland inspection reports upon which the RCN survey is based uses criteria 

only developed only in the last three years. To expect to measure change accurately in 

complex contexts such as healthcare in a hospital after such a short period of time is surely 

misguided. 

One has to ask the obvious question as to why changes in healthcare, for older people in 

hospitals, over a longer period, particularly under different political administrations, were 

not measured? This might have allowed more meaningful analysis of change. 

Second, Reporting Scotland goes on to use a single case-study, exploit the personal and 

emotional factors therein and attempt to use this rather limited evidence as somehow 

valuable in a wider debate. This is done twice in the report including a cheap attempt to 

squeeze a tear at the end. We hear from this ‘campaigner for better elderly care’, 

definitively, ‘My father’s not an isolated case’ but then less certain, ‘My worry is that it’s not 

limited to that hospital’. She clearly has no substantive evidence and the use of this by RS is 

little more than decorative. This report should stick to the facts. STV missed this key 

research report.  
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‘For years public services have been under pressure through tight budgets 

but is immigration making this pressure worse?’ Reporting Scotland, March 

12th 2015 

If you’re a member of UKIP or some white supremacist group, or even if you’re a decent 

soul who only hears that kind of thinking in the street, you don’t hear it on TV News do you? 

Wait, BBC Scotland has just put the idea into heads and onto the table for discussion.  

BBC reports again on its own survey into Immigration in Scotland, carried out by YouGov at 

the licence fee payer’s expense and without any evidence of demand for it. It is the 

programme’s job to reflect politics – not to try and direct them. The headline is disturbing. 

Right at the end of this report the BBC tells us: ‘The BMA says it is unaware of any pressures 

on mainstream NHS services which it could link to immigration.’ This is the accurate and 

responsible headline. Why is it languishing here at the end of the report? There is no 

reputable evidence from an independent body of any kind demonstrating negative effects 

on services due to immigration. Indeed, the opposite is true. A study by Sky TV suggests 

‘Immigration has saved the Health Service’ (http://news.sky.com/story/1155532/nhs-has-

immigration-saved-the-health-service).  

The reporter then wanders around three sites in Glasgow to find only evidence of lovely, 

poor schoolchildren and a perfect teacher who are just getting on with it and smiling as they 

go. It costs £3million extra for teachers in Glasgow. So what? Think of the sheer joy to be 

had from that investment compared with the transient ego-tripping of the Commonwealth 

Games and its oh-so narrow range of benefits for the majority in the City. It £575m budget 

could have wiped poverty from the face of the city. 

Then the cameras find a pile of bin bags in a basement courtyard. The interviewee is careful 

to blame the landlords but the ‘dirty immigrants’ stereotype is sensed briefly. Finally we 

meet another of the city’s real heroes working to improve the tragic health levels of Roma 

who live in Glasgow. He’s not worrying about pressures on the system. Like the Annette 

Street Primary teacher, just getting on with the task in hand. STV miss the immigration story 

too.  

http://news.sky.com/story/1155532/nhs-has-immigration-saved-the-health-service
http://news.sky.com/story/1155532/nhs-has-immigration-saved-the-health-service
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‘This escalating problem could impact on care.’ STV, 13th March, 2015 

 

‘The BMA has warned that the situation threatens patient care.’ Reporting Scotland, 

13th March 2015 

Propagandisers, operating with a conscious strategy or, at times, subconsciously, cannot 

conceal their predispositions, their purpose. Like water on stone, even the smallest nudge 

toward negativity will contribute over time. You see above, STV are uncertain but draw our 

attention as they should. Reporting Scotland is more certain because it’s what they want, 

consciously or subconsciously, at least at senior staffing level, the BMA to have said. 

Further, are these research findings of a formal, reliable, nature or just impressionistic ad 

hoc surveying by partisan ‘researchers’? No formal research report is published on the 

reliable British Medical Journal research journal site. The BMA doesn’t seem to have a 

research section at all and a search of their site reveals nothing. The BMA press release 

(March 13th 2015) does indicate there was a 61% response rate but gives no other details 

that we might use to judge its quality. Of those practices who responded, 17% had at least 

one vacancy. Using the BMA’s press release figures, we get this: 

 

GP practices in Scotland            988 

Responses                                    463 

Actual response rate                       463/988*100 = 47% NOT 61% 

Respondents with at least 1 unfilled vacancy     17% of 463 = 79 practices or 1 in 6 

Or if non-respondents had no vacancies                79/988 = 8% or 1 in 12 practices 

Is this a crisis or is anything at all a crisis in NHS Scotland for RS? It’s not real research by any 

means. A trades union asks its members if they’re understaffed. Less than half reply. In the 

absence of contrary evidence, the other half can only be implied to be saying they’re not 

understaffed. Only 1 in 6 of the actual respondents agrees they’re understaffed. Thus only 1 

in 12, of all the practices in Scotland, can be confidently assumed to be saying they’re 

understaffed. 
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It might be more but if they won’t tell the BMA, the BMA should not be guessing to support 

their initial hypothesis that all of their colleagues are badly understaffed. Worst of all, the 

research team can’t even do their sums properly. Why didn’t Reporting Scotland spot the 

most obvious error in the response rate? It’s their job to provide information we can trust 

when the source might be partisan.  

‘MSPs have clashed on the budget at First Minister’s Question Time after claims 

that revised oil figures would leave a black hole in an independent Scotland’s 

finances.’ Reporting Scotland, 20th March, 2015 

So, reduced income from oil would produce a black hole in an otherwise functioning 

economy? Later in the piece the declining oil figures ‘blew a hole in the Scottish economy’. 

Can you blow a black hole? Wouldn’t it suck the blower in?  

Here’s what NASA say: ‘A black hole is a place in space where gravity pulls so much that 

even light cannot get out. The gravity is so strong because matter has been squeezed into a 

tiny space.’ The BBC reported elsewhere that oil accounts for 10% to 20% of Scottish 

national income. If it all disappeared, we might only have 80% to 90% of the economy left. 

So a hole, quite a big hole, but is it a black hole? Further, the above only works if we think 

the rest of the economy is healthy enough to be damaged by this black hole. What if the 

wider UK economy (National debt is £1.56 trillion and counting!) itself is the black hole? 

What’s the clearest evidence this is propaganda with a single purpose to scare voters back 

to obedience (UK Labour) and not news we really need to hear?  STV News reported in 

simpler terms that oil predictions were down ‘sharply’ and sourced the Office for Budget 

Responsibility as if it were independent and not, as we know, an adjunct of the Treasury, 

therefore politically aligned to the UK Government. STV did not, however, sense the black 

hole, nor for that matter the sucking void or the gaping maw. 

‘Scottish controversial methadone programme is out of control according to a 

drugs expert. No one knows how long each addict is using it and what the overall 

treatment strategy is. There are 22,000 addicts costing tens of millions of 

pounds a year’. Reporting Scotland, March 24th 2015 
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Did anyone, other than a Reporting Scotland reporter, actually say these words in the 

report? No. 

The methadone story isn’t really a story; like earlier examples such as the GP shortage it 

relies on flawed arithmetic. There isn’t even a flawed research report here, just the 

impressions of two supposed experts, so it’s not actually hard, reliable, evidence of 

anything. One of Reporting Scotland’s experts admits his evidence is ‘anecdotal’.  

We saw only one addict who shared his concerns that it was the ‘most addicted he’d ever 

been, daily, constant, pharmaceutical, unadulterated substance… so I was very aware it was 

the biggest habit I’d had as far as being hooked on drugs.’ Isn’t that awful? Well no, if it 

stopped him dying from adulterated drugs or committing crimes because he desperately 

needed a fix because it wasn’t ‘daily’ and ‘constant’. Isn’t that the whole idea, to keep him 

safe and reduce crime? To make it bad news is propaganda. 

Reporting Scotland said it costs ‘tens of millions of pounds a year?’ It’s actually £22.8 

million. So it is ‘tens of millions’, strictly. They weren’t lying, but I expected a bit more – £60 

million maybe? £17.85 million of this goes to the pharmacies and presumably the drug 

companies, creating jobs? One expert says ‘less than half are on it for a long time’. He offers 

no supporting figures. 

The other expert says ‘we have a methadone programme which remains of gargantuan 

proportions… It’s like an ocean liner, it just trundles (sic) on’.  In the context of a population 

of more than 5m, can around 10,000 on a single medication really be ‘gargantuan’? Here’s 

the scale and cost of alcohol abuse in Scotland:  

In 2003, an estimated 42,780 patients attended a GP in Scotland with an alcohol-related 

problem. 

In 2004-05, there were 40,448 discharges from acute general-hospitals with an alcohol-

related diagnosis. This discharge rate has increased by 17% since 2001. 

Every year, dealing with the effects of alcohol on our health is estimated to cost the NHS 

£110.5m. This does not include the work of the emergency services. 

Source: Scottish Executive: http://www.abbeycarefoundation.com/alcohol-the-facts/ 

http://www.abbeycarefoundation.com/alcohol-the-facts/
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Here’s the scale of anti-depressant use in Scotland alone - one in seven Scots are now taking 

anti-depressants, official figures show - totalling 483,431 women and 234,899 men and 

representing 14% of the population. Source NHS: http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-

19717592 

Now those are worthy of an ocean liner metaphor. 

The same expert points out that the ‘government’ (presumably Scottish) haven’t managed 

to stop it. There has been a 19% drop in the last three years but this is clearly not enough 

for good news to be broadcast. 

The BBC had stated ‘the programme is out of control’, but neither contributor actually says 

this. In the absence of a source, Reporting Scotland made it up. Why would they do that? 

Could it be the same reason they don’t mention the steadily improving waiting times for 

A&E at 6.30? 

Here’s the data: 

Date:                

Week Ending 

National (32 

Core Sites) 

Total Attendances 

at Emergency 

Departments 

Patients waiting 

over 4 Hours in 

A&E 

% of 

Patients 

seen within 

4 Hours 

22/02/2015 Scotland 25,554 3,547 86.1% 

01/03/2015 Scotland 25,448 3,334 86.9% 

08/03/2015 Scotland 24,715 2,450 90.1% 

15/03/2015 Scotland 25,302 1,967 92.2% 

http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/03/6676/downloads#res473683 

 Reporting Scotland might have had this headline, before the methadone story: ‘Scotland’s 

A&E centres improve waiting times for the fourth week running. 92.2% are seen within 4 

hours. In several regions it’s 100%.’ RS actually reported: 

 ‘The number of people waiting for long periods in Scottish A&E departments 

has gone down. The latest weekly waiting times suggest 92% are now being 

treated within four hours compared with 90% last week. The figures are still 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-19717592
http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-19717592
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2015/03/6676/downloads#res473683
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short of the government’s target for 95% of people to be treated and discharged 

within 4 hours.’ 

Look again at the figures. The improvement is not due to falling numbers attending A&E so 

it’s a real improvement worthy of credit. It’s a reduction of nearly 50% waiting over four 

hours. The percentage improvement obscures this achievement. 

On the same day, ‘Full Fiscal Autonomy’ becomes a new interest for Reporting Scotland and 

the Unionist parties, as the Smith Commission recommendations are teased out. 

 ‘The Nationalists, as we heard, say those powers would give a boost to the 

Scottish economy BUT [snapped] their opponents claim scrapping Scotland’s 

current funding system would mean spending cuts or tax rises of billions of 

pounds each year.’ Reporting Scotland, April 1st 2015 

Look at the language. It’s those ‘nationalists’ not the usual ‘SNP’. It’s ‘scrapping’ not 

changing or replacing and billions of pounds and not an actual figure from any independent 

expert?  This is where Prof McKay comes in to disappoint with a restrained performance and 

the mild suggestion of the need for a transition to full autonomy. Back to the screen now for 

a resounding display of words in big red block capitals – SCRAPPED, FUNDING GAP! It could 

hardly be less subtle. 

‘Torbay’s Triumph’, Reporting Scotland, April 1st 2015 

‘Torbay’s Triumph’ is joined up health-care (enabling old folk to be moved from care homes 

back into the community) being copied by Scotland after 10 years of success in Torbay. 

Reporting Scotland do have ‘Torbay’s Triumph’ at the top of the screen throughout. Fawlty 

Towers references flood the brain of a certain age.  

A quick search reveals that not all in Torbay is triumphant: ‘Mental Health Services in South 

Devon are in crisis nine months after the closure of Torquay’s mental health unit’ (Herald 

Express, 28.3.13) and ‘Dementia patients moved on as fee crisis closes Torquay care home’ 

(Western Morning News, 16.2.13). Then, in ‘Care Home Residents in Devon, Plymouth and 
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Torbay: Health Needs Assessment: April 2014’ (Public Health Devon, 2014) we find ‘patients 

in the community (having ‘joined up care’) were experiencing recurrences of infection which 

can lead to re-admission’ (p40). Shouldn’t Reporting Scotland’s researcher team have been 

put onto this kind of background checking before Eleanor Bradford broadcast such an 

idealistic report? Was there some reason why it was better to maintain the myth of 

problems in the SNHS and superiority of the increasingly privatised, ‘choice-offering’, English 

NHS? 

Note that part of the rationale for ‘joined up care in the community’ as opposed to care 

homes, is the reduced risk of cross-infection away from the care homes. The cause of 

infection, of course, is poor care home hygiene and not being in a care home, per se, if it is 

clean. So, could the level of cleaning and the contracting-out of cleaning services be a factor 

in this? This possibility is not in Eleanor Bradford’s ‘Torbay Triumph’ Report. 

Torbay’s health care has problems. No doubt there are successes too but it is wrong for a 

Scottish news broadcaster to repeatedly present health-care initiatives from England as 

somehow a lesson for the Scottish NHS when there are widespread concerns about the 

more privatised NHS in England and, by contrast, some very good news stories in Scotland.  

‘Presenter Sally Magnusson: Now the Labour Party has been going pretty strong 

on that issue (Full Fiscal Autonomy) now, hasn’t it? 

Reporter Brian Taylor on Labour: They have Sally. Now to be fair, they’ve been 

going on this for weeks, ever since the Institute for Fiscal Studies published new 

figures suggesting that the deficit in Scotland, for next year, were Scotland in 

charge of Scottish taxation and spending, would be some 7.6 billion pounds. The 

IFS say that in terms of a share of the economy that’s twice the percentage of the 

deficit that there would be in the UK as a whole.’ Reporting Scotland, April 9th 

2015 

The narrative is maintained, on April 9th, as Reporting Scotland move from raising anxiety on 

the NHS to the Scottish Economy. The use of language is particularly interesting and perhaps 

revealing here. Brian continues: 
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Now, Labour has been commenting on this. Ed Miliband is up in Scotland 

tomorrow. He will go very hard on this indeed and they believe he will drill 

down into estimating what this could mean in terms of lost spending on nurses, 

teachers and the like and Labour says they’ve been energised in their campaign 

by Nicola Sturgeon’s statement in the BBC Debate suggesting that her party 

would vote in the House of Commons and seek to bring about full fiscal 

autonomy and Labour says that would be ruinous for the Scottish economy. 

Brian goes on to say: 

‘They say that if you take a single year it can be misleading. If you take a longer 

period, Scotland’s fiscal position, Scotland’s tax and spending position has 

frequently been better than England, than the UK as a whole. Naturally, that’s 

when you include oil. They say that going forward, Scotland’s onshore economy 

looks strong, sufficiently strong and robust, they say, to mitigate any problems in 

the North Sea oil industry and they also say that Labour are scare-mongering 

with regard to the impact on Scotland. They say that all nations are maintaining a 

deficit and they believe that Scotland could grow the economy with the powers 

available from full fiscal autonomy, from being in charge of all taxes and 

spending. Scotland could grow the economy, they say, and grow their way out of 

any challenges.’ 

While I went on to analysis the second piece of text on the SNP, ‘Tim’ responded to the 

original blogged version of both with these insights: 

‘If you look through the first piece of text, the actors are always clearly 

identified [unlike the SNP who are ‘they’]. Where pronouns are used they have 

been referenced by a proper noun in the phrase or sentence before to identify 

them: 

Labour has been going pretty hard 

Labour has been commenting 

Ed Miliband is up in Scotland tomorrow. He will go very hard 



Propaganda or Professionalism?  24 | P a g e  
 

Labour says they’ve been energised 

Labour says that would be ruinous for the Scottish economy 

Now look at the text referencing the SNP point of view. 

No mention of any concrete actors. Not Stewart Hosie or Nicola Sturgeon or 

even the collective (but concrete) “the SNP”. Just a huge amorphous mass of 

the unidentifiable, the frightening, the “other” – the “theys” 

It’s not conscious. But reading that text I know immediately with which of the 

two points of view the speakers identify.’ 

I’d add, now, the manner in which Brian Taylor has attributed active, driving behaviour to 

Labour. 

OK, let’s not get carried away. Three ‘say’s, in the Labour part, and six ‘they say’s in the 

same-sized SNP part means…..something? Now the sentences are not all the same.  In 

some, ‘they say’ is just an indicator of source but in others it’s a reminder for the viewer 

that they should remember and be wary of the subjectivity of the information. This is only 

true in the last one of the three ‘say’s in the Labour section but in all six of the ‘say’s in the 

SNP section above. Then there is the business of the the ‘they’s instead of proper nouns. 

Consciously or unconsciously, Brian Taylor seems to reveal here, a clear predisposition to 

other the SNP and to communicate to the viewer a note of caution with regard to the claims 

of the SNP but does not do so regarding the Labour Party in Scotland. The absence of ‘say’s 

in the middle of the Labour section and the cluster in the middle of the SNP section mark 

the former as somehow authoritative and the latter as subjective. Propaganda. 

‘Ed Miliband says the SNP’s plans would leave a black hole in the Scottish 

budget.’ Reporting Scotland, April 10th 2015 

In April, ‘black hole’ was to become the favourite metaphor. Sally Magnusson, Reporting 

Scotland presenter, repeats it minutes later then Ed Miliband says it a second time. He does 

say black hole again so that’s three black holes and then, worse still, we get ‘pensioners 

would lose out’ and, from Labour Leader Jim Murphy, ‘pensions would fall by £940 per 
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year’. The No Campaign leader Blair McDougall was quite open about the effectiveness of 

the same kind of ‘scare-a-pensioner’ strategy. 

Black holes are devastating, obliterating, sucking voids, technically speaking. You can’t have 

a disaster comparable to what a real black hole does to its surroundings, in an economy 

without the whole thing disappearing.  

STV tell the same story in similar way with similar emphasis. Ed Miliband mentions the black 

hole again. How many times does an STV reporter use the term? Not once.  

‘Labour leader, Jim Murphy, pressed Nicola Sturgeon on full fiscal Autonomy, 

saying it would create a multi-billion hole’ Reporting Scotland April 12th, 2015. 

Only two days after the repeated threats of black holes in the Scottish economy, we have 

the new threat of a ‘multi-billion pounds hole’. Later, ‘Labour says full fiscal autonomy 

would leave a black hole of 7.6 billion pounds in the nations finances.’ 

Two things occur. Is 7.6 billion ‘multi-billion’ in scale? Wouldn’t multi-billion be more like 

100 billlion? What about the UK national debt currently at £1.56 000 000 000 and counting? 

Is that the size of ‘black hole’ in finances? Look back to the 10th April, above where there’s 

more on black holes and how big they are. The Scottish GDP without oil and gas is £135 

billion or with oil and gas, £150 billion 

(http://www.gov.scot/Topics/Statistics/Browse/Economy). So, 7.6 billion as a percentage, is 

5.6% or 5.1%  of the whole economy – a black hole, a multi-billion pound hole? 

STV cover the debate in similar way but their reporters make no mention of holes of any 

kind. 

‘The leader of the Scottish Labour Party will not be in charge of the UK budget. 

The leader of our country, Prime Minister Ed Miliband, will be in charge of the 

UK budget and has just answered the question…there will be a need for further 

consolidation and cuts.’ Labour Shadow Treasury Minister, Chuka Umunna on 

Reporting Scotland, 13th April 2015  
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Here is the only example of a Reporting Scotland broadcast leading off with criticism of 

Labour in Scotland Leader, Jim Murphy. Reporting Scotland’s attack abilities have been 

assessed several times before in this paper. Their defensive abilities have not been on 

show until this episode. 

It looks a very clear put-down of particular force.  How does Reporting Scotland’s Brian 

Taylor read it? He says: ‘I think it’s a presentational problem in the contrast with north and 

south of the border.’ If they were saying the same thing differently, it might be a 

presentational problem but when they’re saying the direct opposite of each other, at least 

one politician is lying to the electorate. For RS to present this policy contradiction as a 

contrast and Murphy’s lying to the electorate as only a presentational problem is dishonest. 

This is classic propaganda of the kind that can work – subtle, sly, momentary, over so 

quickly, only the already sceptical are likely to be alert to it. Now contrast this with STV 

reporting the same story the following day. 

‘Back-pedalling Jim Murphy…..under fire as opponents accuse him of dishonesty 

over Labour’s spending plans….less than honest…..slapped down….pulled back’ 

STV News at 6, 14th April 2014 

These are words reminiscent of Reporting Scotland’s approach to SNP First Minister in 

the Referendum Campaign of 2014. All of these comments had been made and it is 

difficult to see them as other than how STV describe them.  

On STV, we see again the video recording of Chuka Umunna, on behalf of Shadow 

Chancellor Balls, telling us who is in charge and that it’s not the Scottish Labour Leader. On 

second viewing, I can’t help but detect a kind of superior tone in his voice. Then we get the 

voice of Balls himself, on radio, repeating the determination to cut, whatever Jim might 

think. Then an STV reporter (not clear whom) interviews Jim Murphy. She interrupts him 8 

times in the space of only 8 or so sentences. On the 14th, Reporting Scotland did not cover 

the story. 

‘80% of GPs is suffering stress.’ BMA Press Release on both STV and BBC 
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Both programmes discuss a BMA report on GP shortages and for RS it’s another SNHS crisis 

under SNP rule. The BMA study had responses from 15 560 GPs. It was a 45% response, they 

said. So, for example if 80% of 45% are reporting stress we would be able to say 36% not 

80% of all UK GPs have reported stress.  

However, logically, we can only assume the 55% who did not reply did not feel stressed. 

Maybe they did, but it would be a most unreliable assumption to say otherwise as a 

researcher.  

The BMA sent the postal survey form to 34 773 members and the electronic version to 31 

310 members, 66 083 in total.  15 560 GPs responded so the response rate was only 23.5% 

not 45%. The survey went to 66 083. The Royal College of GPs give this figure for their 

membership: More than 50 000 at: http://www.rcgp.org.uk/membership/subscriptions-

information/why-should-i-be-an-rcgp-member.aspx so that’s 15 560 out of 50 000 or a 31% 

response rate 

Keeping the above in mind here’s the report summarising on stress amongst GPs: ‘The 

majority of GPs responding (68% out of 31% of all GPs) state that they experience a 

significant but manageable amount of work-related stress. A further 16% (out of 31% of all 

GPs) reported experiencing a significant and unmanageable amount of work-related stress.’ 

16% of 31% is around 5% of all doctors reporting really feeling stressed and not the 80% 

reported on Scottish news. 

The above figures are the UK-wide top-line figures.  In figure 2.5.2 on page 14 of the full 

report, the above 16% of really stressed GPs is the UK average. In the English Midlands, it is 

19% and in Scotland? Completely missed or ignored by RS, it’s the lowest in the UK at 11%. 

All the other English regions are at least at 16%. So the Scottish calculation could be 11% of 

31% or 3.4% of all Scottish GPs reported being significantly stressed. 

Even more interesting, on workload (p13), we see between 37% and 40% of English GPs 

reporting an ‘unmanageable’ workload. The Scottish figure is 25%, not good I know, but still 

better especially if you remember that this is only 25% of 31% or at best 8% of all Scottish 

GPs. Is this really another crisis in Scotland’s NHS? How about these headlines: 

http://www.rcgp.org.uk/membership/subscriptions-information/why-should-i-be-an-rcgp-member.aspx
http://www.rcgp.org.uk/membership/subscriptions-information/why-should-i-be-an-rcgp-member.aspx
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‘Scottish GPs the least stressed in the UK’ or ‘Less than 4% of Scottish GPs report being 

significantly stressed.’ 

For comparison, a study by the Educational Institute of Scotland, in 2014, of Scottish 

schoolteachers’ workload and stress levels found only 3% ‘satisfied’ with workload and 23% 

‘not at all satisfied’. On stress, 45% were stressed ‘all the time’ and only 5% were never 

stressed. 

The BMA is a trades union charged with the protection of its members. It’s not any more to 

be trusted than Unison or the EIS. Most important at this time, Reporting Scotland, in 

particular, seems to have been picking up partisan research in an attempt to undermine the 

SG/SNP. 

At this point, the survey continued but the broadcast reporting, especially by Reporting 

Scotland, changed to be much less open to suggestions of imbalance or bias. The pre-

election or ‘purdah’ period began on 30th March and may explain the changes which 

followed although with some delay. The continuation of reports like those above and after 

30th March is not explained by the purdah rule unless the broadcasters felt it was not a 

precise starting point but a signal to begin to change. Consequently this survey finishes on 

14th April 2015. 

Conclusions 

The verdict is simple. STV News have performed professionally throughout the period 

surveyed. This approval applies, of course, only to their coverage of Scottish politics. Labour 

supporters might criticise what did at times seem to be gleeful announcements of ‘carnage’ 

ahead of them in the election judging by opinion polls. 

BBC Reporting Scotland’s performance has been similar to that in the approaches to the 

Scottish Referendum – biased, irresponsible and, in the end, counter-productive judging by 

the opinion polls. The repetitive use of exaggeration, the frequent adoption of tabloid 

headlines to unsettle older voters, the use of either flawed or misunderstood research 

reports to misinform voters and, worst of all, the potential exacerbation of ethnic tensions 



Propaganda or Professionalism?  29 | P a g e  
 

via taxpayer funded research aimed at promoting unionism, suggest an organisation beyond 

simple dysfunctionality and, at certain levels, mephitic. 
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Appendix 1: Dates of broadcast items used as evidence in this report. 

Code     RS    STV 

January 2015: 

Crises for SG    11, 15, 18, 25    

Misuse of evidence   11, 15, 18, 25   15 

February 2015:   

Crises for SG    2, 15, 16, 17, 21, 24,     

Misuse of evidence   2, 4, 11, 15,16, 17, 21, 24 11, 15, 16 

March 2015: 

Crises for SG    1, 2, 2, 3, 4, 10, 11, 12, 13, 3, 26 

     20, 24, 26 

Misuse of evidence   1, 2, 3, 4, 10, 11, 12, 13, 20 3, 26 

     24, 26 

April 2015: 

Crises for SG    1, 1, 4, 6, 9, 10, 12, 15, 22 5, 6 

     23 

Misuse of evidence   1, 4, 7, 8, 9, 12, 14, 15, 19 5, 15, 23 

     22, 23 

6th January 2015 to 26th April 2015 


