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1  “The People Are Angry”

Public Opinion Inferences in
Broadcast and Print News

Kathleen Beckers

Public opinion is of great importance in democratic societies, as it is both
the input and the outcome of an informed citizenry (Burstein, 2003;
Dalton, 2013; Gunnell, 2011). The media play a significant role in inform-
ing both elites and citizens on public opinion. For most people, news
media are their main source of information to learn about what others in
their population think about issues (Gunther, 1998; Mutz, 1992; Zhou &
Moy, 2007). Journalists, on their part, need public opinion not only to
help people reflect on issues and interpret events but also to defend the
legitimacy of their reporting (Silverstone, 2013). Most studies analyzing
depictions of public opinion in the news focus on explicit displays such as
opinion polls or vox pops (interviews with ordinary people on the street)
(e.g., Daschmann, 2000; Hardmeier, 2008; Marsh, 1985; Moy & Rinke,
2012; Stromback, 2012; Welch, 2002). While these are evidently worthy
of study, public opinion can be represented in other, more implicit ways
as well. Instead of relying on polls and surveys, journalists and other news
sources can also refer to public opinion based on their own interpretation
of news events (Entman & Paletz, 1981; Gans, 1979; Lewis et al., 2005).
These more implicit referrals are called “inferences to public opinion.”
These inferences, whether made by journalists or other actors in the news,
are the most casual references to the public. Claims about public senti-
ment are often made without supporting evidence (e.g., “The people do
not agree with the policy”), and their source and reliability often remain
unclear, which means inferences are difficult for audiences to verify. They
create the impression of public opinion being unified and are by nature a
simplification of reality. Moreover, there are indications that journalists
rely on their own perceptions of what public opinion is when reporting
on a specific issue. One of the clearest examples of journalistic interpreta-
tions of events contradicting actual public opinion is King and Schudson’s
(1995) study of how President Reagan was systematically supported and
lauded by the media for his popularity with the public, although he con-
sistently received low approval scores in opinion polls. Entman and Paletz
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(1981) also found journalists to follow their own perceptions of events
to report on public opinion rather than relying on survey data. However,
although most journalists seem confident about their capacity to “read”
public opinion, several studies (Beckers et al., 2021; Jerre, 2013) found
that when compared to real public opinion data, journalists’ perceptions
of public opinion are biased.

Moreover, although public opinion inferences are off-the-cuff and often
made rather casually, they are found to be consequential in the news.
Previous research found them to influence people’s perceptions of public
opinion (Zillmann & Brosius, 2000), which, in turn, might also influence
people’s own opinions and judgments (Mutz, 1998). Thus, these seemingly
casual references to public opinion might not be so trivial as they seem at
first sight. In recent years, discussions on the role of the media in societal
trends such as the increasing polarization of the political landscape have
become more prominent (Levendusky & Malhotra, 2016). Most research
on claims made on behalf of the public therefore comes from populist
literature. Here, public opinion is seen as being a strategic tool that elites
(mostly politicians but also the media) use to their advantage (Beaud &
Kaufmann, 1999). Elite actors spice up their texts and speeches with ref-
erences to public opinion because popular legitimacy is crucial for the
spreading of ideas (Gusterson, 2017; Inglehart & Norris, 2017). There-
fore, one of the questions of this study is who refers to public opinion. Are
referrals to public opinion more and more part of a communication style
used by politicians, and are those quotes picked up by the media? Or, is it
mostly the journalists themselves who use public opinion to narrate their
news stories?

To analyze the presence and use of public opinion inferences in the news,
this study uses a systematic content analysis of Flemish print and broadcast
news. All news items from four media outlets in four constructed weeks
were coded, both in election and routine times. To the author’s knowledge,
this is the most systematic content analysis of the presence of inferences
in both print and broadcast news to date. In short, this study focuses on
where and when inferences to public opinion are used in the news, who
makes them, and which public is referred to.

Inferences to Public Opinion

Before conceptualizating inferences to public opinion as a mediated display
of public opinion, an elaboration of what “public opinion” means within
this journalistic context is needed. Many different conceptualizations of
public opinion exist within different contexts. This study looks at public
opinion as referred to by sources (e.g., journalists or politicians), and it
refers to a set of opinions that are shared by broader groups in society.
Public opinion thus becomes some sort of dichotomy between people in
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favor and against a specific topic. For every issue, a minority and majority
opinion can be determined, and the majority opinion could then be seen
as “the” public opinion. This is, of course, a simplified conceptualization
of a complex concept like public opinion, but it matches the way in which
the media and other scholars refer to it (Lewis et al., 2005). Talking about
public opinion, namely, always entails a simplification of a more complex
and nuanced reality.

Because media are citizens’ main source of information to learn about
what others in their population think or do, media representations of
public opinion might be consequential. In this regard, many studies have
already focused on the presence and/or influence of different types of pub-
lic opinion information in the news, with a large body of research exam-
ining polls (see Hardmeier 2008; Marsh 1985; Moy & Rinke 2012), vox
pops (e.g., Beckers et al., 2018; Kleemans et al., 2017), and protests (e.g.,
Giugni, 2004). However, not many studies have investigated these casual
inferences in the news as the central focus of a study. Research that did
examine them (as part of studies on other public opinion displays or types
of communication) used a diverse terminology to refer to them: “sub-
jective claims about public opinion” (Peter & Zerback, 2020), “general
news slant” (Zerback et al., 2015), “inferences to public opinion” (Lewis
et al., 2005), or “majority” or “populist” claims (e.g., Heinisch & Werner,
2019; Jagers & Walgrave, 2007). All concepts above refer to the same
type of unsubstantiated claims. This chapter follows the conceptualiza-
tion of “public opinion inferences” put forward by Lewis et al. (2005),
as it underscores how claims about public opinion can be based on the
judgment of the source (e.g., journalist or politician), which is not based
on objective evidence and therefore remains unclear whether the claim is
valid or not.

The most systematic study to date in this area is Lewis et al.’s (20035)
content analysis of US and UK print and broadcast media. The researcher
coded all public opinion references in the news from September to October
2001, including general inferences to public opinion. They found that
inferences to public opinion accounted for over half of all references to
public opinion in the UK (58%) and US (52.4%) television news, surpass-
ing coverage of polls. So, more often than trusting reliable poll results,
journalists make claims about public opinion based on their own interpre-
tation of what the public wants or thinks. The authors found inferences to
be used most frequently in hard news stories such as politics and the econ-
omy, which aligns with studies focusing on other public opinion displays
in the news (Beckers et al., 2018; Brettschneider, 2008). Peter and Zer-
back (2020) conducted a similar study on a sample of news items from the
public service (ARD) and commercial (RTL) broadcaster in Germany and
found more than half of all references to public opinion were subjective
claims about public opinion, while only 4% of public opinion cues were
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opinion polls or claims that were at least backed up by polling evidence.
Apart from the abovementioned studies, research on the frequency of pub-
lic opinion inferences is still rather scarce. To explore the use and scope
of public opinion inferences in Flemish news outlets in general, the first
research question asks:

RQ1. When and how often are inferences to public opinion used in
Flemish print and broadcast news?

The presence of public opinion portrayals in the media is expected to differ
during election times, with an increase in portrayals during election cam-
paigns. After all, the tide of public opinion becomes more crucial during
political elections, as it not only plays a role in media reporting about the
election outcome but also defines the outcome of elections. Most research
on public opinion portrayals in election times has focused on horse-race
coverage and thus on the presence of public opinion polls in media cover-
age (e.g., Bhatti & Pedersen 2016; Patterson 2016; Stromback 2012).

Brookes et al. (2004) did study the presence of public opinion inferences
in election news and found that they accounted for 42.8% of all public
opinion cues in television news during the 2001 UK election campaign.
Although they are still very prevalent, compared to the findings of Lewis
et al. (2005) in routine news, inferences seem to be slightly less common
in election news. This might be explained by the fact that during election
campaigns, other public opinion displays such as polls gain more attention
in news reporting, as was found in previous studies focusing on election
news (e.g., Searles et al., 2016). However, although this is—as far as we
know—the first study to directly compare election and non-election news,
based on previous research we expect that inferences will be less common
in election news, resulting in Hypothesis 1.

H1. Public opinion inferences are less common in election news com-
pared to non-election news.

Who Infers Public Opinion?

Many sources in the news can infer the opinion of the public; examples
include journalists within the news item itself, a politician who is quoted,
or a citizen interviewed on the street. In their study of references to public
opinion in the 2001 UK election coverage, Brookes et al. (2004) found
that 42% of the inferences were made directly by journalists, 36 % by jour-
nalists on behalf of politicians (“politician X thinks that the public ...”),
and 22 % were delivered by politicians themselves. Lewis et al. (20035) also
found that inferences to public opinion in routine television news were
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made predominantly by journalists (91.3%) and hardly ever by other
(quoted) actors, such as politicians and experts. One would expect then
that general inferences to public opinion will be most frequently made by
the journalists themselves (H2).

However, there are also reasons to expect that changes have occurred
recently in these casual references. Several studies have found, for instance,
a rise in the popularity of populist politicians, who are expected to make
inferences to “the people” and public opinion regularly as part of their
communication style (Gusterson, 2017; Inglehart & Norris, 2017). It goes
without saying that public opinion is of great importance for all politi-
cians. Across the political spectrum, politicians frequently refer to public
opinion to demonstrate their responsiveness to what citizens want and that
they are in touch with “the people” (Aalberg et al., 2010; Dalton, 2013).
In particular, politicians increasingly legitimize their decisions during elec-
tion periods by referring to public opinion (Bernhard et al., 2015; Schmidt,
2018). Thus, one can expect that during current election campaigns, it is
not just populist politicians who rely on a rhetoric rife with referrals to
public opinion but also all politicians will legitimize their policies more by
mentioning what “the people” want or think. After all, such communica-
tion strategies reach across restrictions of ideology or political orientation
(Strikovic et al., 2019).

However, one could also expect that journalists themselves feel a greater
need to legitimize themselves by relying on inferences to public sentiment
(Dalton, 2013; Silverstone, 2013). In other words, they would legitimize
their reporting by describing what “the people” want or by framing a news
item in terms of public opinion. In times when media are criticized for
being biased, journalists might more frequently feel the need to refer to
what they perceive to be public opinion (Beckers et al., 2021). Thus, infer-
ences should be made in the news mostly by journalists (H2), but in elec-
tion periods, politicians should resort to framing their claims and quotes
through the lens of what “the people” want (H3).

H2. Most general inferences to public opinion will be made by journalists.

H3. In election news, politicians will make more general inferences to
public opinion compared to routine news.

Who Is Inferred?

Where inferences are concerned, Lewis et al. (2005) make a distinction
between “specified” and “unspecified” inferences. The first category of
specified statements refers to inferences about public opinion in a defined
population (e.g., “the Belgians are disappointed”). With unspecified infer-
ences, however, the opinions referred to are rather vague, and no particular
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population is mentioned (e.g., “many people think that ...”; “some people
say ...”). The latter is a journalistic device that journalists use to narrate
and legitimize news stories based on their own interpretation of what the
public thinks on an issue. Statements such as “some people say” or “some
observers believe” imply that the universe of those who hold the position
is broader than just one person. Such rather vague unspecified inferences
are a display of popular support for a claim, and the extent of that support
is even more difficult for audiences to judge and/or verify. It is therefore
important to also include these in the current study.

As Lewis et al.’s study was based on data from 2001, looking at social
media was not relevant yet. However, in recent news reporting, there are
multiple reasons to expect that journalists will use social media to infer
public opinion. Several studies already have found that journalists use
social media to learn about public opinion (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2014;
Beckers & Harder, 2016; Lewis & Molyneux, 2018). Journalists would
regularly quote social media posts, identify trending topics, and report the
general sentiment based on social media (Anstead & O’Loughlin, 2014;
Jungherr et al., 2017). However, these studies focused only on the use of
social media searching specific keywords. It consequently remains unclear
how widespread this phenomenon is and how it relates to other references
to public opinion. Did “the people on social media” replace “the people”?

RQ2. Who is the public referred to in the inferences to public opinion?

Method

To gain a systematic insight into the use of public opinion inferences, I
conducted a manual content analysis of four constructed weeks of Flem-
ish print and broadcast news. Three weeks of news (Monday-Saturday,
there is no print/broadcast news on Sunday) were constructed from the
first half of 2018, which can be seen as a routine, non-election period;
in addition, one week (Monday-Saturday) was constructed from the last
month before the regional, federal, and European elections (May 2019)
in Flanders. Constructed weeks were used to prevent one big news event
from dominating a specific news week. They also prevent oversampling
specific weekdays, as this might also influence the data (e.g., more financial
news on Tuesdays, more culture on Wednesdays). Eighteen days of news
were coded during the routine news period (2018), resulting in 2,947 news
items. During the election period (2019), six days of news were coded,
resulting in 947 news items.

For print news, all news from the main sections of the newspapers were
coded, with hyperlocal news annexes and sports pages, advertisements, and
obituaries excluded. Regional news in the main section of the newspaper
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were included (this is identical across regions), but the hyperlocal pages
contain news at the level of specific communities (e.g., someone becomes
100 years old) and differ based on geographical location. A total of 1,434
news items were coded from the elite newspaper De Standaard, which
contained on average 68.48 news items per day (SD = 22.13); 1,486 news
items were coded from the popular newspaper Het Laatste Nieuws, with
on average 62.60 news items per day (SD = 16.71).

For television news, the entire 7 p.m. evening newscasts (excluding sports
news, characterized by a switch to a separate sports news anchor) from
the main commercial broadcaster and the public service broadcaster were
coded. These two newscasts are the only evening newscasts in Flanders. In
total, 365 news items were coded on the public service broadcaster Eén,
and 609 news items were coded on the commercial broadcaster VTM. On
average, more news items appeared per day on the commercial broadcaster
(M =27.88; SD = 3.72) than on the public service broadcaster (M = 19.96;
SD = 6.51).

To find the inferences to public opinion, coders read each news article
or watched entire newscasts and listed all statements invoking public opin-
ion. Public opinion inferences were described as “statements about public
opinion that are made without direct evidence. It concerns all references
to any form of public opinion, including those made by people who speak
in the news (e.g., experts or politicians).” This description was followed
by dozens of examples. If the item, for instance, referred to the results of
a poll (e.g., “two thirds of Belgians support the king”), it was not coded
as a general inference. The coders underwent several training sessions to
learn how to correctly identify the inferences. One news item could contain
more than one reference to public opinion. Reading and watching entire
newspapers or newscasts was absolutely crucial for the quality of the data.
Using keywords would not have enabled coders to find all inferences to
public opinion, as these inferences are often implicit, and exploring how
many different manners of referrals to public opinion occur is a main goal
of this undertaking. Every news item was coded for some basic variables
and more in depth when an inference to public opinion was present.

For all news items, the news topic was determined. For every item, up
to three topics in order of importance could be coded (i.e., the main theme
had to be put first). If other topics are touched upon in the news item, they
also could be included (e.g., a news item that not only focuses on immigra-
tion but is also related to crime). The codebook was based on the master
topics codebook of the Comparative Agendas Project (CAP; see https:/
www.comparativeagendas.net/belgium). In addition, coders had to indi-
cate whether the news item explicitly referred to the federal, regional, or
European elections of May 26, 2019. They also coded the media platform,
date, and title of all news items. Coding stopped here if no inference to
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public opinion was present. If one or more public opinion inferences were
present, each one was coded separately. For every inference, coders had to
indicate the source (e.g., journalist, politician, expert, or other) and, as a
control, note the name and function of the source. Lastly, coders coded the
population of the public opinion inference (i.e., who is the group of people
being referred to?). This was in open-ended form, as exploring the different
populations was one of the research goals.

Regarding the coding process, five individuals participated in an inten-
sive training program, after which they pilot-tested the codebook on 100
articles. Much attention was paid to the quality of the data. As we expected
challenges in identifying all implicit inferences, all news media were coded
twice. This was a time-consuming endeavor yet crucial for succeeding in
identifying all references. The second round of coding resulted in an accu-
racy of 87%. Intercoder reliability was calculated on 5% of the data and
reached Krippendorff’s alpha above 0.7 for all variables (0.83 for correctly
identifying public opinion inferences and 0.82 for identifying the issue).

Results

This study provides a systematic understanding of when and how infer-
ences to public opinion are made. First, considering the general presence
of inferences in the news, coders identified a total of 695 inferences to
public opinion in 3,894 news items. Of all news items, 12.7% contained
one or more inferences to public opinion. As can also be seen in Table 1.1,
the large majority of news items comprising an inference contained only
one, and the maximum of inferences was six. Large differences emerged
across media platforms: More news items on the public service broadcaster
contain one or more inferences (12.1%) compared to the commercial
broadcaster (5.75%), t(1,141) = 4.29, p < 0.001. For print news, the elite
newspaper contained more (19.2%) inferences than the popular newspa-
per (9.4%), #(3,283) = 9.97, p < 0.001.

How and when do inferences occur? That is, are they related to specific
topics? In Table 1.2, the share of news items containing one or more infer-
ences are displayed per news topic. Inferences to public opinion were rela-
tively most common in news on civil rights and liberties (e.g., gay rights,

Table 1.1 Number of inferences per news item

Number of inferences Number of %
news items

None 3,400 87.3

One 367 9.4

Two 77 2.0

Three or more 50 1.3
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Table 1.2 Share of news items containing one or more inferences per news topic

Topic N items with %
inference

Civil rights and liberties (N = 127) 32 25.2
Politics (N = 438) 104 23.7
Foreign affairs and development aid (N = 240) 46 19.2
Environment (N = 87) 15 17.2
Education (N = 96) 16 16.7
Labor (N = 105) 16 15.2
Sports and recreation (N = 132) 20 15.2
Religion (N = 20) 3 15.0
Macro-economics and taxes (N = 83) 12 14.5
Foreign trade (N = 35) 5 14.3
Immigration and integration (N = 103) 14 13.3
Scientific research and technology (N = 151) 20 13.2
Defense (N = 62) 8 12.9
Energy policy (N = 43) 5 11.6
Community development and housing (N = 39) 4 10.3
Art, culture, and entertainment (N = 527) 54 10.2
Health (N = 172) 17 9.9
Traffic and transport (N = 256) 22 8.6
Micro-economics and trade (N = 335) 27 8.1
Agriculture (N = 50) 4 8.0
Justice and crime (N = 457) 30 6.6
Social affairs (N = 72) 4 5.6
Fires and accidents (N = 45) 2 4.4
Weather and natural disasters (N = 52) 1 1.9
Other (N = 164) 13 7.9

women’s rights; “There has been a fuss about it [racist stereotypes in theme
park attraction] for years” [VTM, May 24, 2019]), and politics (e.g., the
functioning of the government, elections and government affairs; “Boris
[Johnson] is extremely popular with the ordinary people” (De Standaard,
May 14,2019). Foreign affairs, environment, and education also contained
many general inferences: “The Palestinians are furious” (De Standaard,
May 14, 2018). The inferences to public opinion thus seem to be made
mostly in traditionally “harder,” politicized news topics. “Softer” news
topics such as art, culture, and entertainment contained much less general
inferences to public opinion.

To study their occurrence more systematically, a logistic binary regres-
sion analysis was conducted where the presence of an inference (0 = no
inference; 1 = inference) served as the dependent variable. The results
can be found in Table 1.3. The analyses specifically distinguish between
election (i.e., the item specifically refers to the elections) and non-election
news across topics, as based on the literature (e.g., Brookes et al., 2004),
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electoral context might affect the presence of inferences. These data reveal
more inferences to public opinion in election compared to non-election
news. This seems logical as public opinion is a central concept in election
news, and elections revolve entirely around what citizens want. However,
there is also a significant difference for year: More inferences to public
opinion occurred in 2018 compared to the election year 2019. This find-
ing might indicate that inferences are made mostly in general, routine
times and are replaced by other public opinion displays such as polls that
are typically linked to election times, even when the news is not linked
directly to the elections (Brookes et al., 2004; Searles et al., 2016). Our first
hypothesis is thus only partly confirmed: There are indeed more inferences

Table 1.3 Logistic regression analysis with the presence of inferences as dependent

variable
B (S.E.) Exp(B)
Medium (print) (0.118) 2.334
Year (Election year 2019) (0.120) 0.587
Link to elections (0.180) 2.078
Topic (Politics = reference category)
Civil rights and liberties 0.119 (0.206) 1.126
Foreign affairs and development aid -0.174 (0.183) 0.841
Environment -0.294 (0.296) 0.745
Education -0.278 (0.262) 0.757
Labor -0.585*% (0.273) 0.557
Sports and recreation -0.5001 (0.258) 0.607
Churches and religion -10.026 (0.627) 0.358
Macro-economics and taxes -0.603% (0.298) 0.547
Foreign trade -0.171 (0.401) 0.843
Immigration and integration -0.4421 (0.254) 0.643
Scientific research, technology, and  -0.569*% (0.239) 0.566
communications
Defense (0.343) 0.724
Energy policy (0.456) 0.446
Community development and (0.543) 0.327
housing
Art, culture, and entertainment (0.170) 0.414
Health (0.281) 0.326
Traffic and transport (0.233) 0.326
Companies, banking, and domestic ~ -1.197*** (0.213) 0.302
trade
Agriculture -1.1667F (0.485) 0.311
Justice and crime -1.308%*** (0.2035) 0.270
Social affairs -1.584** (0.478) 0.205
Fires and accidents -0.979* (0.490) 0.376
Weather and natural disasters -2.574% (10.019) 0.076
Other -0.849%* (0.248) 0.428
Nagelkerke R2 0.093

Note: t p <0.10; * p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001.
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when news items explicitly refer to the elections, but their general presence
during the election campaign period decreases. Regarding media platform,
the data suggest that inferences are made more often in print news com-
pared to television news. For the analysis of issue topics, political news was
used as a reference category. The findings show that, when controlling for
medium and time, inferences are most prevalent in hardcore political news,
reflected by the mainly negative coefficients. For most issues, this difference
is significant. Some issues do not differ significantly from political news but
still have a negative value.

Who Infers Public Opinion?

Public opinion can be inferred by several actors, and which actor is the
source of the inference is consequential for its ideological meaning and
purpose. First, journalists themselves can be the source in a news item,
but experts, politicians, and other individuals can also refer to public sen-
timent in the news. In line with previous research (Brookes et al., 2004;
Lewis et al., 2005), the results (see Table 1.4) indicate that journalists
made more than 70% of inferences in the news. Politicians do not refer
as often to the public in the media (they constitute only 10% of all infer-
ences), or at least, those quotes do not make it to media coverage. This
figure is even lower than the 20% found in previous research (Lewis et al.,
2005). Experts and other actors (mostly citizens, businesspeople, and
celebrities) both make up around 10% of the inferences made in the news.
H2, which predicted that most general inferences to public opinion are
made by the journalists themselves, was confirmed. Some examples of
inferences made by journalists include the following: “Many people won-
der if there was no other option™ (Eén, June 21, 2018); “Working until
the age of 67¢ The Belgian will not have it” (Het Laatste Nieuws, June 12,
2018); “A fuss bas again arisen about a campaign letter” (De Standaard,
May 21, 2019); and “A lot of people consider statements like that to be
racist” (VI'M, January 15, 2018).

However, H3 predicted some differences for election news. Based on the
literature, even when politicians referring to public opinion in their quotes
might not be very common in the news in general, during election cam-
paigns they might rely on this type of communication more frequently,

Table 1.4 Sources of reference to public opinion

N %
Journalist 495 71.2
Politician 69 9.9
Expert 61 8.8
Other 70 10.1

Total 695 100.0
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Table 1.5 Sources of public opinion in election and non-election news

Non-election news Election news

N % N %
Journalist 453 75.1% 42 45.7
Politician 30 5.0 39 42.4%
Expert 52 8.6 10 10.9
Other 68 11.3% 1 1.4
Total 621 100.0 74 100.0

Note: *p < 0.05; significance level is indicated with the higher value across the two types of news.

as public support for their policies is crucial to getting re-elected. As
shown in Table 1.5, which presents the actors referring to public opin-
ion in election and non-election news, large differences between the two
types of news are present. If a news item is linked explicitly to the elec-
tions, the share of inferences to public opinion that are made by politi-
cians in their statements is more than eightfold compared to non-election
news. Thus, indeed, during election campaigns, politicians seem to feel
a greater need to legitimize their policies by referring to what the public
wants or thinks, or journalists consider it to be more newsworthy, in line
with H3. This might also explain the increase in public opinion inferences
in election news found in Table 1.3. Compared to older studies focus-
ing on politicians’ inferences to public opinion in election news, this is
more than twice the share (Brookes et al., 2004). Some examples of quotes
given by politicians: “Those who don’t have the same opinions as the left
would polarize. The people are tired of this” (Annick de Ridder, N-VA,
De Standaard, May 5, 2018); “The Fleming really likes the idea [new
recycling rules]” (Joke Schauvliege, CD&V, Het Laatste Nieuws, May 11,
2018); “Young people are fed up with the polarization” (Sammy Mahdi,
CD&V, De Standaard, May 14, 2018); “Many Flemish people today feel
that they want to delete our culture” (Bart De Wever, N-VA, Het Laatste
Nieuws, May 24, 2019).

Who Is Inferred?

For every inference to public opinion, coders examined whether they
referred to an entire (or broad or vague) population (e.g., “the Belgians,”
“everyone,” “the British,” “people”) or a subpopulation. A subpopulation
means that the group referred to has certain characteristics or functions
that are relevant in the context of the news issue (“students,” “parents,”
“adolescents,” “Muslims”) or are part of a specific town or area (“people
from Antwerp,” “inhabitants of Ghent”). Evidently, people belonging to
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a subpopulation also belong to the entire population but are referred to
within their specific function or location at the time of the news item. The
results indicate that the large majority of inferences refer to a broad or
vague population (73.9%). Only one out of four inferences (26.1%) refer
to a specified subgroup of the population.

The inferences referring to entire populations are of particular inter-
est for this study, so it is worth exploring more in depth how journal-
ists refer to “the” public opinion in the news. Four in ten (40.3%) of the
inferences referred to the domestic (Belgian) population, explicitly (“the
Belgians”) or implicitly (based on the context of the news item). Most of
the inferences related to the Belgian population were quite explicit: “The
Belgians,” “the Belgian population,” and “the Flemish” were the most
common referrals. A third (34.0%) of the inferences referred to a clearly
defined foreign population, which was mostly a generalizing reference to
all inhabitants of a country (e.g., “the British,” “the French people,” “the
Iranian population”).

Interestingly, for the remaining 25.7% of the referrals, the popula-
tion is unspecified. Here, the journalists make very broad claims about
public opinion that are not specified within a precise country or context
(“people,” “everyone,” “many”). These unspecified inferences carry no
requirements about presenting the exact source or nature of public opin-
ion. Most of the unspecified inferences are to “people” (34.8%) and “eve-
ryone” (13.6%), without referring to a specific population in the news
item, so it is not clear which exact group of people is referred to, and it
is also not specified within the context of a specific country (e.g., “More
and more people want to get rid of this [headscarf] ban™ [De Standaard,
May 11, 2018]). Other examples of groups referred to in unspecified ref-
erences were “citizens” (not of a specific country), “the public opinion,”
and “society.”

Lastly, the study investigated the role of social media in the represen-
tation of the public sentiment. That is, how often are people on social
media used as the population of public opinion inferences? It does not
seem that social media populations have replaced traditional populations:
Only 7.5% of all inferences referred to a population on social media.
Often these social media references create the impression that they meas-
ure a public sentiment broader than only the people present on these
social media. Based on statements like these, it is difficult for audiences
to get an idea of the size of the group referred to. Examples are as fol-
lows: “What has been the main focus on social media in recent weeks is
anger” (De Standaard, May 18, 2019); “The video was massively shared
on social media and caused a lot of fuss” (Het Laatste Nieuws, May 24,
2019); “That contrast unleashed a storm of protest on social media” (De
Standaard, January 15, 2018).

”»
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Conclusion

Inferences, which are the most casual references to public opinion in the
news, are frequently used in Flemish print and broadcast news. However,
some differences do appear based on media platform and time period. In
the elite newspaper and on the public service broadcaster, this study cap-
tured twice as many inferences to public opinion compared to the popular
newspaper and the commercial broadcaster. This might seem surprising,
as many previous studies found that citizen sources and human-interest
frames are used more often on the latter (Hendriks Vettehen et al., 2005;
Kleemans et al., 2017). However, this study not only examines whether
citizens are depicted as “passive” subjects of a news item but rather
approaches them as active participants in a democracy. The difference
between the media platforms could possibly be explained by the watchdog
role journalists play, whereby they assess what is happening in the world
and in public affairs based on what citizens think and want (Dahlgren &
Sparks, 1992; Schultz, 1998; Silverstone, 2013). It might be that the elite
newspaper and the public service broadcaster attach more importance to
this watchdog function. Public opinion inferences also are most prevalent
in highly politicized topics, which can also be linked to this explanation.

In general, journalists themselves are most likely to refer to public opin-
ion in the news. This is understandable, as public opinion inferences are
an easy way for journalists to simplify complex issues and indicate the
relevance of events. It is not feasible for journalists to provide a validated
and complete image of public opinion in every news item. This outcome is
in line with other studies looking at general inferences in the news (Lewis
et al., 2005). Compared to other public opinion displays such as polls and
vox pops, the inferences to public opinion are easy to make for journalists
and are a good way to help produce the narrative of their news stories.
Also, inferences provide the opportunity for journalists to back up their
news stories and legitimize their reporting, as they create the impression
that the news agenda is based on civic deliberation. Much research exists
concluding that journalists rely mostly on their own assumptions and
interpretations when reporting on public opinion (Beckers, 2017; Entman
& Paletz, 1981; King & Schudson, 1995; Matthews & Al Habsi, 2018).
Sumpter (2000) found journalists and editors to be confident that their
interests mirrored those of the man and woman in the street without being
tainted by private interests. However, research has shown that journalists
might hold misperceptions of the actual public sentiment (Beckers et al.,
2021; Jerre, 2013).

Another interesting finding is that, against what would be expected based
on populist literature (e.g. Dalton, 2013), quotes of politicians referring to
“the public” are not omnipresent in the news. The findings do highlight
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a significant increase in public opinion inferences made by politicians in
election news. Here, quotes of politicians containing references to pub-
lic opinion appear eight times as often compared to politicians’ quotes
in non-election news. This is in line with previous research, concluding
that more and more politicians turn to populist communication strategies
during election campaigns to legitimize their policies and find public sup-
port for their proposed ideas (Bernhard et al., 2015; Schmidt, 2018). It
might also be that politicians use references to public opinion all the time
but that they become more newsworthy in campaign news. Public opinion
becomes most visible and important in election times. Elections are one of
the most active manners in which citizens can express their opinions and
influence the government or policies. Indeed, there are more public opinion
inferences in election news, which might be explained by the finding that
politicians refer more to public opinion in their quotes during the elec-
tion campaign. However, the results of this study reveal more inferences
in general (non-election) news in routine year 2018 compared to election
year 2019. This seems contradictory, but during election campaigns, other
public opinion displays such as polls take the upper hand in news reporting
on all topics, as was found in previous studies focusing on election news
(Brookes et al., 2004; Searles et al., 2016).

As with any study, some limitations need to be addressed. First, only
one media system was studied—the Flemish one. However, the Flem-
ish case is an interesting one to investigate, as it has a strong public
service broadcaster and, in general, high-quality news media. This ena-
bled the comparison of different types of media outlets (e.g., commercial
broadcaster vs. public service broadcaster), which led to some interesting
differences. The results are mostly in line with other content analyses
conducted in other countries such as the US and the UK (Lewis et al.,
2005). As the last studies on the topic were conducted in the early 2000s,
others should study public opinion inferences in different media contexts.
Second, the study focused on traditional print and broadcast media and
not on online news. However, the main news websites in Flanders are
linked to their offline counterparts and, to a great degree, contain simi-
lar content. Future research should study inferences in online news, as
the presence of social media inferences might differ between online and
offline news.

Third, while explicit representations of public opinion such as polls and
protests are relatively easy to identify in the news, inferences to public
opinion pose a challenge as they are more implicit, which is probably one
of the reasons why they have not received much attention in academic
research up to now compared to their more explicit counterparts. To
identify all public opinion inferences, all coders were trained extensively,
and all news items were coded twice. Although time-consuming, this was
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crucial for the quality of the data collection. Doing so helps guarantee a
satisfactory level of accuracy.

This chapter presented the first systematic analysis of inferences to pub-
lic opinion in print and television news. The results indicate that inferences
about public opinion are frequently used in the news, particularly in elite
news media, where they may serve a watchdog function, showing that citi-
zens have a role in the news agenda. Inferences are predominantly made
by journalists and probably mostly serve to simplify complex public opin-
ion processes and legitimize news reporting. Unsurprisingly, in election
news, inferences are more common and made more often by politicians,
as showing that public support for their proposals and policies is crucial
during election campaigns. As media reporting of public opinion has been
found to influence citizens’ judgments, gaining a better understanding of
these seemingly trivial inferences might help solve a piece of the puzzle of
the role the media play in influencing democratic debates and the current
political landscape.
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