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ABSTRACT  
Journalists’ perceptions of the public and their audience play a 
pivotal role in shaping their reporting, yet research shows that 
these perceptions often exhibit a right-wing bias. Surprisingly, 
little is known about the factors driving these misperceptions. 
Drawing on survey data from 2018 and 2022 among political 
journalists in Flanders (Belgium), this study reveals a notable shift: 
journalists are increasingly relying on social platforms to gauge 
public opinion. This shift carries significant consequences. The 
findings suggest that the more journalists prioritize social 
platforms as a source, the more right-wing they perceive their 
audiences to be – potentially distorting their understanding of 
the public’s ideology and influencing reporting in unintended ways.
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Understanding public sentiment – what citizens care about, what their policy positions 
are, and so on – is important for journalists, in particular political journalists. Political jour
nalists sit right at the crossroads of politics and public opinion. Knowledge about public 
opinion helps them accurately report on citizens’ positions on societal issues, ensuring 
that the public’s voice and concerns are reflected in news coverage (Gans 2011). From 
previous research, we know that journalists, both consciously and unconsciously, rely 
on their own ideas or “gut feeling” about public opinion when deciding on which 
events to cover and which issues to deal with, but also when deciding on the framing 
of their coverage (Beckers et al. 2021; Gans 2011). Despite its importance, the literature 
remains relatively unclear about how these perceptions are formed, particularly regarding 
the sources journalists rely on to shape their understanding of the public’s needs and con
cerns in the current digital media environment. This paper seeks to address this gap by 
investigating which public opinion sources political journalists (hereafter referred to 
simply as “journalists”1) prioritize.

Besides the direct impact of journalists’ public opinion perceptions on their reporting, 
these perceptions may also shape their understanding of their own audience. If journalists 
believe certain opinions or ideologies dominate public sentiment, this belief creates the 
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framework within which all other perceptions, including their understanding of their own 
audience, are formed. These resulting audience perceptions also significantly shape jour
nalists’ reporting, motivating them to tailor content to the imagined (political) prefer
ences and expectations of their audience, while steering clear of content that 
contradicts them (Coddington, Lewis, and Belair-Gagnon 2021; Robinson 2019). As a 
result, it is expected that the information shaping these audience perceptions will signifi
cantly influence journalists’ coverage. This influence is probably even more pronounced in 
today’s competitive media environment, where mounting commercial demands place 
increasing pressure on journalists to cater to their audiences (Costera Meijer 2020).

Importantly, previous studies that examined journalists’ perceptions of the public and 
their audience show that these perceptions are not entirely accurate, not to say system
atically biased. Journalists’ views of the(ir) public’s policy preferences are biased in the 
sense that they seem to think that they are more conservative and right-leaning than 
they are in reality (Beckers et al. 2021; Hopmann and Schuck 2023). Given that journalists’ 
interpretations of public opinion influence their coverage, this could lead to slanted or 
unbalanced news coverage, emphasizing conservative narratives or excluding certain per
spectives (e.g., Cushion and Thomas 2018). This, in turn, could negatively affect citizens’ 
trust in the media, as some groups might feel their views are underrepresented in the 
news. Additionally, it can also paint a false or inaccurate picture of the public’s percep
tions of the majority opinion, and in that way also construct public opinion (Mutz and 
Soss 1997).

One key driver of journalists’ (biased) perceptions may lie in the sources they consult to 
inform themselves about public preferences. After all, journalists rely on the information 
of others to produce news stories. Hence, the selection of sources is an important element 
of the journalistic profession (Berkowitz 2019). Biased perceptions may be the result of the 
sources journalists rely on to gain an understanding of their audience’s opinions. As such, 
it is important to gain insights into which sources journalists use to gauge public opinion, 
and how this source use is related to their audience perceptions.

Though some scholars have examined the sources journalists use in general (Hertzum 
2022) or studied how public opinion is represented in news (e.g., Beckers 2020; Lewis 
2005; McGregor 2019), little is known about the sources journalists prefer to use to get 
a grip on citizens’ opinions. Moreover, most of the studies that do directly tackle the ques
tion of which public opinion sources journalists deem valuable, tend to zoom in on one 
public opinion source (e.g., Beckers 2017 on “vox-pops”). One important exception is the 
seminal work of Herbst (1998), which looks at the public opinion sources elites, like poli
ticians and journalists, find most valuable to learn about public opinion. However, her 
study focused solely on the United States and might therefore not be applicable 
beyond its (liberal) media system with high degrees of commercialization. Furthermore, 
the advent of digital platforms has potentially altered journalists’ reliance on different 
public opinion sources. It has become, for instance, increasingly easy to gain access to 
the opinions of citizens via social platforms (Poljak and Russell 2025). While these plat
forms seem to be a valuable and rapid thermometer of public opinion (Lee et al. 2014), 
it has also been argued that more extreme viewpoints are overrepresented on them, 
while moderate views are silenced or pushed into the background (Tucker et al. 2018).

Therefore, in this study, we examine how political journalists rank different public 
opinion sources, and whether their source preference is related to the perceptions they 
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have of their audience’s ideology. Based on online surveys conducted in 2018 and 2022 
with political journalists in Belgium (Flanders), this study finds that the more journalists 
prioritize social platforms as a source, the more right-wing they perceive their audiences 
to be. We discuss the implications of these findings in the concluding section of this study.

Journalists’ Sources of Public Opinion Information

Journalists rely on information-seeking to create news, drawing from a variety of sources 
(Hertzum 2022). Ample research has already examined the sources journalists use to 
inform their coverage in general, rather than their understanding of public opinion 
specifically (Hertzum 2022). This strand of work has found that journalists prefer some 
sources over others, often based on quality and availability concerns. First, in today’s 
media environment where news departments have significantly decreased in size, jour
nalists tend to seek sources that are credible and current (e.g., van der Meer et al. 
2017). Consequently, some scholars argue that journalists increasingly rely on pro
fessional sources such as politicians and interest groups when creating news (e.g., 
Davis 2009). Second, to address the increasing time pressures journalists face, they 
tend to rely on sources that are readily available and that respond quickly (e.g., Ivask et 
al. 2017). While professional sources can meet this need, the advent of social platforms 
has made ordinary citizens more accessible to news organizations, providing journalists 
with timely perspectives.

The type of sources journalists rely on depends not only on their informational prefer
ences but also on what the journalists want to report. In political journalism, one of the 
key areas journalists must cover is public opinion. While understanding public opinion 
is an essential skill for political journalists in democratic societies, it remains a challenging 
task. This is due to the contested nature of the concept itself; debates frequently arise 
about whether a singular, cohesive “public opinion” truly exists within a society (e.g., 
Bourdieu 1979; Rauchfleisch 2017). Despite these conceptual challenges, journalists 
must find ways to understand and report on public opinion. To do so, public opinion 
signals must be “measured” or “interpreted” in one way or another (Glynn et al. 2015; 
Lewis 2005). In this context, it can be expected that the sources journalists use to gain 
an understanding of public opinion are quite important.

Whereas several studies have focused on how journalists represent public opinion in 
their coverage (Beckers 2020; McGregor 2019), less research focuses on the processes 
that precede this representation, particularly which sources journalists use to inform 
themselves about public opinion. The few studies that have been conducted identify a 
variety of potentially influential sources (Herbst 1998): opinion polls; direct contact with 
a variety of actors (i.e., politicians, journalists, friends, and citizens); interest groups and 
social movements; other traditional media; and various online metrics (i.e., social plat
forms and web analytics).

Opinion Polls

When considering public opinion, most people think of opinion polls. Polls serve as crucial 
sources of information, particularly in political news coverage, aligning closely with jour
nalists’ goal of representing the majority opinion on various issues (Beckers 2019). As 
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such, they are extensively utilized in political and election coverage, and their presence 
has been found to increase over time (Aalberg, Strömbäck, and de Vreese 2012; Brettsch
neider 2008; Cushion and Thomas 2018).

Polls can be conducted in-house or by third parties, each with its own advantages. 
Third-party polls provide a constant stream of polling information that is inexpensive 
and resource-efficient (Searles, Ginn, and Nickens 2016). In contrast, in-house polling 
grants news organizations complete control and exclusive news that might be picked 
up by other media (Petersson 2006).

Research shows that journalists generally hold positive attitudes toward polling data, 
expressing confidence in their merit (Wichmann and Brettschneider 2009). However, jour
nalists also maintain a certain level of criticism. Besides being expensive (when conducted 
in-house) and occasionally challenging to interpret, journalists express reservations about 
both the public’s ability to provide accurate responses to polling questions and the poten
tial for politicians to manipulate them (Herbst 1998). Moreover, in recent years, opinion 
polls have faced significant criticism for their inability to accurately predict political out
comes, including several elections and the 2016 Brexit referendum (Skibba 2016). Due to 
these shortcomings, journalists may have become more cautious in relying on polls to 
understand public opinion.

Direct Contact

While polls provide journalists with systematic scientific methods to represent public 
opinion, research has suggested that journalists tend to rely more on the conversations 
they have with various sources instead (Herbst 1998; Lewis and Wahl-Jorgensen 2005). 
In her seminal work on the relationship between elites and public opinion, Herbst 
(1998) concludes that, particularly in political news reporting, direct contact with 
various societal actors is influential.

Among these direct contacts, journalists have been shown to rely on anecdotal evi
dence gained through conversations with fellow journalists (Lewis and Wahl-Jorgensen 
2005), friends, and neighbors to inform themselves about the state of public opinion 
(Herbst 1998). In addition, journalists claim to value direct contact with politicians and 
their administrations. Political actors are often seen by journalists as authoritative barom
eters of public sentiment because of their close connection to and dependence on their 
constituents (Brown 2011). Apart from their perceived credibility, journalists value poli
ticians because of their accessibility, especially in high-stakes situations or crises 
(Ahmed 2023).

In addition, journalists can also use conversations with ordinary people to gauge public 
opinion. According to some studies, journalists believe these interactions can help them 
understand which issues the public considers important and how they feel about these 
topics (Herbst 1998). This is also reflected in the abundant and growing use of vox pop 
interviews in news coverage, which are generally short interviews with ordinary people 
(Kleemans, Schaap, and Hermans 2017). However, Beckers (2018) finds that journalists 
dislike conducting vox pops and do not perceive them as a good representation of 
public opinion. Consequently, journalists may see direct contact with citizens as an unre
liable source of information for understanding the general public’s sentiments, which 
might cause them to rely on such sources more sparingly.
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Interest Groups and Social Movements

In addition to direct contact with various individual actors, journalists may also rely on 
interest groups and social movements as potential sources of public opinion. These 
groups are interesting to journalists, as they act on behalf of their constituents’ interests 
and provide more aggregate information about these people’s opinions and desires 
(Schlozman 2012). Interest groups thus become a primary source of information for jour
nalists seeking to understand the significance and public reception of an issue among 
affected constituencies. As such, the endorsement of policy actions by interest groups 
and social movements serves as a significant cue for journalists who have limited infor
mation. Hence, they potentially provide a better-organized source of public opinion infor
mation compared to individual contact with citizens. At the same time, though, research 
has shown that journalists tend to distrust this group of actors, considering them to be 
biased (Herbst 1998; Jha 2008). As such, journalists may rely less on them or use them 
merely as a supplementary piece of information when forming their idea of public opinion.

Other Traditional Media

Another way for journalists to inform themselves about public opinion is by relying on 
other traditional media outlets, such as newspapers, TV, and radio news. Herbst (1998, 
98) concluded that journalists “watch each other closely”. Similarly, other studies have 
shown that journalists sometimes look to other media channels for cues on how public 
sentiment is trending (e.g., Dearing and Rogers 1996). This phenomenon, referred to as 
intermedia agenda-setting (e.g., Vliegenthart and Walgrave 2008), results from media 
outlets aiming to cater their content to what is of interest to their audience. By monitoring 
other media, journalists can gauge which topics and issues are gaining traction and adapt 
their content accordingly. This signaling function is further amplified because traditional 
media channels feature segments containing audience interactions, which might be 
viewed by journalists as proxies for wider popular sentiment. Beyond this signaling func
tion, relying on other media outlets has the added advantage that the sources in these 
stories are presumably vetted, lending them a level of credibility (e.g., Garbett et al. 
2014). In addition, it cuts down the time investment necessary in this phase of the 
news production cycle, which is especially important in today’s fast-paced media climate.

Social Platforms and Metrics

Finally, how journalists learn and represent public opinion has arguably changed in today’s 
hybrid media system. Online discourses, social platforms, and an abundance of audience 
metrics available to journalists daily have disrupted traditional practices. This data meets 
today’s news media needs by providing a non-stop, easily accessible stream of information. 
Consequently, research has found that these channels increasingly serve as news sources for 
journalists (Broersma and Graham 2013; Weaver and Willnat 2016). Moreover, it has been 
shown that journalists often use social platforms such as Twitter to represent public 
opinion (Beckers and Harder 2016; McGregor 2019; Paulussen and Harder 2014). In inter
views, journalists have mentioned that “what’s happening on Twitter” is a standard question 
in their editorial meetings (Beckers 2018). Furthermore, there is increasing evidence that jour
nalists utilize data analysis, such as audience metrics, to understand audience preferences. 
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Based on interviews with journalists, Lamot and Paulussen (2020) show that audience ana
lytics influence journalists’ perceptions of public opinion. Some journalists even consider 
audience analytics a more reliable reflection of audience interests and opinions than social 
platforms, as the former actively tracks audience behavior and engagement, while the 
latter primarily consists of self-expressed opinions from a minority of individuals.

Yet, insight into how journalists value these different sources and how this source use 
might have shifted in recent years remains unexplored. The only study that provided 
insights on this topic (i.e., Herbst 1998) relies solely on US data and predates the 
advent of digital platforms, which might have significantly altered journalists’ public 
opinion diet. In our study, we compare two time periods: 2018 versus 2022. These 
periods were chosen because research indicates that the COVID-19 pandemic, which 
emerged between them, accelerated the digital transformation of journalism and inten
sified ongoing changes, including the decline of print media, economic pressures, restruc
turing of newsrooms, shifting audience expectations, and competition from alternative 
media outlets (Quandt and Wahl-Jorgensen 2022). At the same time, the pandemic 
amplified certain voices that were not necessarily representative, potentially making jour
nalists more wary of such sources and more likely to turn to credible alternatives (i.e., 
structured or aggregated sources) instead. Consequently, these developments have 
potentially reshaped which sources journalists attend to when seeking to understand 
public sentiment. As such, we pose the following research questions: 

RQ1. How do journalists evaluate the usefulness of different public opinion sources?

RQ2: How does the ranking of sources that journalists use to inform themselves about public 
opinion differ between 2018 and 2022?

The Effect of Journalists’ Source Use on Their Audience Perceptions

Journalists’ views on public opinion shape their news coverage (Beckers et al. 2021; Gans 
2011). Furthermore, such views about public opinion spill over to how journalists conceive 
of their audience. Herbst (1998, 103) found indications that journalists saw their audience as 
synonymous to “the public”. Building on this finding, we argue that because the sources 
journalists rely on to assess public opinion contribute to the information environment in 
which they operate, these sources are likely to influence how they perceive their audience 
as well. While recent scholarship emphasizes the complex origins of journalists’ mental 
models of their audience – which are shaped by a variety of factors including professional 
norms, editorial policies, and personal experiences – this literature also acknowledges the 
importance of sources as key inputs (Coddington, Lewis, and Belair-Gagnon 2021; Nelson 
2021). Public opinion sources are particularly relevant in this regard, as they signal what the 
public thinks, making them especially likely to shape journalists’ perceptions of their audi
ence on key political indicators such as their political ideology. Examining variation in jour
nalists’ reliance on different public opinion sources therefore allows us to explore how 
these inputs affect their audience perceptions, complementing the broader understanding 
of how imagined audiences are established.

We know from prior research that journalists systematically estimate and report on 
public opinion and their audience’s opinion as more to the right than it actually is 
(Beckers et al. 2021; Hopmann and Schuck 2023). These perceptions may be partly due 
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to journalists relying on non-representative sources. While some sources, such as opinion 
polls and web analytics, typically present a more balanced, comprehensive view of popular 
sentiment, other sources may be disproportionately influenced by certain ideological 
voices and highlight certain viewpoints over others. In fact, the main explanation of the 
overestimation of the existence of right-wing opinions in society amongst journalists 
that has been suggested by scholars and journalists alike is that right-wing conservative 
groups and voters take on a more active role in society than liberal, left-wing groups 
(e.g., Hacker and Pierson 2005; Skocpol and Hertel-Fernandez 2016). Given that right- 
wing citizens are generally more vocal about their preferences, this may lead journalists 
who value direct contact with citizens to perceive their audience as more right-wing 
than journalists who do not often interact with citizens to get a grasp of their opinions.

Interestingly, this process may be amplified by social platforms, as journalists’ inter
actions and encounters online are dominated by citizens with a right-wing political back
ground (e.g., Beckers et al. 2021; Hopmann and Schuck 2023; Mellon and Prosser 2017). 
Furthermore, given the existing right-wing bias among journalists (Beckers et al. 2021), 
we may expect journalists who rely more on these sources to gauge public sentiment 
to further perpetuate such perceptions.

While reliance on direct interactions with various actors and social platforms may lead 
to more right-wing perceptions, research shows that journalists themselves tend to be 
situated on the left side of the political spectrum (e.g., Patterson and Donsbagh 1996; 
Raeymaeckers 2013). Studies in sociology and psychology suggest that people often sur
round themselves with like-minded people, a phenomenon referred to as homophily 
(Lazarsfeld et al. 1954). Consequently, journalists’ networks likely lean more left, 
because of which relying on these networks could result in more left-wing perspectives. 
In addition, research in political science has shown that interest groups and social move
ments tend to lobby “legislative friends” (e.g., Baumgartner and Leech 1996), meaning 
that these groups are inclined to collaborate with parties that share the same ideological 
preferences. Hence, since journalists tend to have a center-left profile, there may be more 
contact between journalists and left-leaning interest groups.

Building on these insights, there are indications that the sources journalists rely on to 
assess public opinion can influence how they perceive their audience’s political leanings. 
Since journalists often view their audience as representative of “the public”, the sources 
they consult – be they opinion polls, social platforms, interpersonal interactions, or 
contact with specific interest groups – may shape their understanding of public sentiment 
and, in turn, their reporting. This leads to the following research question: 

RQ3: How is the evaluation of public opinion sources connected to journalists’ perceptions of 
the ideology of their audience?

Methods

This study is fielded in Flanders, the Dutch-speaking region of Belgium, which is con
sidered to have a democratic corporatist media system (Hallin and Mancini 2004), charac
terized by significant state support. This results in relatively low commercial pressures and 
a focus on professionalization characterized by objectivity, neutrality, and quality journal
ism. Hence, the Flemish media system differs from other democratic corporatist media 
systems in that the legacy media today have neither a clear ideological leaning nor are 
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they owned by political parties (but note that the written press has a history of political 
parallelism). In a more recent classification of 30 media systems, Humprecht et al. (2022) 
classify the Belgian (Flemish) system as “hybrid”, with relatively high state support and 
relatively low political parallelism. In that sense, it shares similarities with the media 
systems of, for instance, Austria, Germany, or Portugal.

We conducted two online surveys with Dutch-speaking political journalists in Belgium in 
2018 and 2022. We focus on political journalists as their engagement with public opinion is 
integral in their work: they constantly have to gauge and interpret the sentiments and ideol
ogies of the public. Furthermore, since we aim to understand how source use relates to ideo
logical biases, we deem it crucial to focus on journalists that try to make sense of what the 
public thinks about political matters. Drawing on the official database of the Flemish Associ
ation of Journalists (VVJ) which includes the names, contact details, and specializations of 
over 6000 journalists, we contacted journalists who indicated that they cover politics, 
either for print, audiovisual, or online media, for production houses or press agencies, or 
as editors. Most journalists in the database work for mainstream national media.

This study is part of a larger project researching political journalists in Flanders once 
every four years. In the framework of this project, 296 journalists were contacted via 
email and asked to complete an online survey in June 2018. Those who did not 
respond to the email were contacted by phone. In total, 168 political journalists com
pleted the survey, which makes for a response rate of 57 percent. A similar procedure 
was followed in May 2022, although the list of contact details was expanded through 
an online search. This time, 383 journalists were asked to participate over email. Again, 
two reminder emails were sent, and ultimately journalists who did not react to these 
emails were contacted via phone (in these calls, 68 individuals indicated that they did 
not work, or no longer worked, as a journalist). This time around, 148 journalists com
pleted the survey, which results in a response rate of 47 percent.

Both in 2018 and 2022, the sample of participating political journalists appears to 
closely resemble the population of journalists, matching the predominantly male, 
middle-aged, and left-leaning profile found in other studies on Belgian journalists (Van 
Leuven 2019). Specifically, in 2018, 78% of the journalists were male, with an average 
age of 42.4 years (SD = 11.48), and they had an average of 17.8 years of experience (SD  
= 10.04). In 2022, 78% of the participating journalists were male. They had an average 
age of 45.9 years (SD = 12.32) and an average of 19.85 years of experience as journalists 
(SD = 10.86). Furthermore, on an 11-point political left-right scale (0 = left;5 = center;10 =  
right), the journalists in our sample score 4.07 (SD = 1.61), meaning that they are slightly 
left-of-center in their political leaning. Lastly, we also asked journalists how many of the 
last ten news items they worked on dealt with political parties or politicians and found 
this score to be 5.63 (SD = 3.11) in 2018 and 5.4 (SD = 3.00) in 2022.

In the surveys in 2018 and 2022, political journalists were asked the following identical 
question: “There are many sources of information that can be useful to inform yourself as 
a journalist about what the general public thinks about political and societal issues. Below 
we list a number of such potential sources. Can you rank these sources based on their use
fulness for informing yourself about what the general public wants? First, make a rough 
distinction between important and less important sources of information by putting them 
in two blocks of five sources each. Second, rank the sources of information within each of 
these two blocks from the most important (1) to the least important (5) source”. The list 
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included the following sources: contact with acquaintances (friends, family, …), opinion polls 
by my own news medium, opinion polls by other organizations, posts and messages on 
social platforms, other traditional media (TV, radio, newspapers, …), information from 
social movements and interest groups, web analytics (such as Google Analytics or Chart
beat), direct contact with other journalists, direct contact with politicians, and direct 
contact with ordinary citizens. Note that this list was largely drawn from Herbst’s (1998) 
seminal work and updated with more recent sources identified in the literature (e.g., 
Hertzum 2022). To the best of our knowledge, it therefore encompasses all sources that 
have been identified by prior research as potential public opinion sources for journalists.

To answer RQ1, we descriptively examine the usefulness journalists assign to each of 
the listed sources in the 2018 and 2022 surveys. For this purpose, we created a new vari
able for each source, with its value corresponding to the rank given by the journalist to 
that specific source. To allow for a more straightforward interpretation of the results, 
we then recoded these variables so that higher values indicate a higher perceived useful
ness. In addition, we use linear regression analysis on the data from 2022 to examine 
whether some journalists consider certain public opinion sources more useful than 
other journalists. Concretely, we look at journalists’ ideological self-placement, gender, 
seniority, and focus on politics as predictors of the importance they attribute to 
different sources. Separate regressions are conducted for each public opinion source. 
To address RQ2, we compare the rankings of each individual public opinion source 
between the 2018 and 2022 survey waves using independent-samples t-tests.

Next, to answer RQ3, we investigate how political journalists’ source use relates to their 
perception of their public’s ideological placement. These perceptions are captured with 
the following question: “Please indicate where you would place the average reader/lis
tener/viewer of your medium on a scale from left to right.” Note that this question on audi
ence perceptions was only included in the 2022 survey, limiting our analysis to that wave of 
data. In total, 140 political journalists responded to this question (M = 5.71,SD = 1.6; see 
Appendix I for more details). Concretely, to tackle RQ3, we run linear regressions predicting 
journalists’ perceptions of their audience’s ideological position on a classic left-right scale. 
We include the different sources as main independent variables and control for journalists’ 
ideology, gender, seniority, and the frequency with which they cover politics.

Results

First, we want to explore which sources journalists value most to learn about public 
opinion (RQ1). Figure 1 shows the perceived utility of ten public opinion sources accord
ing to political journalists. In both survey waves, political journalists consider traditional 
media – the work of their fellow journalists – as a key public opinion source and the 
same goes for direct contact with ordinary citizens, social media posts, and information 
from social movements and interest groups. At the same time, public opinion polls, 
direct contact with journalists, and especially web analytics are considered somewhat 
less useful by political journalists for learning about public opinion.

Overall, there is quite some fluctuation in the perceived usefulness of different sources 
according to journalists between 2018 and 2022. When it comes to messages on social 
platforms, direct contact with politicians, direct contact with ordinary citizens, other tra
ditional media, and opinion polls, we observe some interesting variations between the 
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two survey waves. Appendix II reports on the t-tests that were performed on the source 
rankings between both waves. In particular, we find that traditional media has become an 
even more important source of public opinion (ranked first in 2022, M = 7.6,SD = 2.3; 
ranked second in 2018, M = 6.9,SD = 2.5; t(294) = −2.4,p < 0.05), while opinion polls from 
others have dropped in perceived usefulness (ranked ninth in 2022, M = 3.9,SD = 2.4; 
ranked eighth in 2018, M = 4.9,SD = 2.6; t(294) = 3.3,p < 0.01). Furthermore, posts on 
social platforms have become a more important public opinion source (ranked second 
in 2022, M = 7.0,SD = 2.3; ranked fourth in 2018, M = 6.1,SD = 2.6; t(294) = −3.5,p < 0.001) 
and the same goes for direct contact with politicians (ranked fourth in 2022, M = 6.3, 
SD = 3.0; ranked sixth in 2018, M = 5.6,SD = 3.0; t(294) = −1.9,p < 0.05). Interestingly, 
while journalists assign higher utility to posts on social platforms and contact with poli
tician in 2022 compared to 2018, there is a decline in the perceived usefulness of 
direct contact with citizens. While journalists considered such engagements as the top 
source of public opinion in 2018 (M = 7.0,SD = 2.7), such interactions rank only fifth 
among the ten listed sources in 2022 (M = 6.2,SD = 2.7); t(294) = 2.3,p < 0.05. It seems 
that in recent years, direct contact with citizens has, to some extent, been replaced by 
posts on social platforms as a public opinion source for journalists. This is not surprising, 
given that social platforms have become increasingly important in the newsroom 
(Broersma and Graham 2013; Weaver and Willnat 2016), potentially influenced by the sig
nificant changes in news production and sourcing processes brought about and acceler
ated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Perreault and Perreault 2021).

Visualizing journalists’ average ranking of sources hides considerable variation in the 
sources individual journalists value. Therefore, we conducted linear regression analyses 
to examine how journalists’ background characteristics relate to the perceived usefulness 
of various sources (in 2022). The results are visualized in Table 1. The more left-wing 

Figure 1. Average ranking of public opinion sources by political journalists (higher score means higher 
perceived usefulness).
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Table 1. Linear regression predicting the perceived usefulness of different public opinion sources (ranking, 2022 data).
Traditional media Citizens Social platforms Social movements Politicians Own polls Other polls Analytics Journalists Acquaintances

Ideology (rightwingness) −.19(.13) −.06(.16) .24(.13)+ −.27(.14)* .13(.15) .04(.14) −.02(.14) .09(.11) −.33(.13)* .37(.16)*
Seniority .03(.02) −.01(.02) −.02(.02) .04(.02)* .04(.02) .01(.02) −.03(.02) −.01(.02) .00(.02) −.05(.02)*
Gender (women) .39(.48) −.08(.58) .23(.48) −.06(.51) −.80(.58) .67(.54) −.36(.51) −.16(.42) −.64(.50) .81(.59)
Political coverage −.00(.07) −.11(.08) −.07(.07) .03(.07) .35(.08)*** −.06(.07) −.02(.07) −.08(.06) .05(.07) −.09(.08)
Constant 7.69(.83)*** 7.29(1.0)*** 6.76(.82)*** 6.6(.87)*** 3.4(.99)** 4.34(.92)*** 4.77(.88)*** 3.53(.72)*** 5.35(.86)*** 5.26(1.01)***
N (journalists) 139 139 139 139 139 139 139 139 139 139
R2 5% 2% 6% 9% 19% 2% 2% 2% 7% 14%

***p < .001;**p < .01;*p < .05;+p < .1
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journalists are, the more they value information from other journalists (β = −0.33,p = .016) 
as well as from social movements and interest groups (β = −0.27,p = .045). Vice versa, we 
find that the more right-wing journalists are, the more they value contact with acquain
tances (β = 0.37,p = .018). We also find suggestive evidence that they place greater impor
tance on posts and messages on social platforms (β = 0.24,p = .065) to learn about public 
opinion. Moreover, seniority appears to influence the use of so-called “elite sources”. 
Whereas journalists with less seniority tend to favor contact with acquaintances to a 
greater extent (β = −0.05,p = .026), more senior journalists are more likely to value con
nections with social movements and interest groups (β = 0.04,p = .04), likely because 
they have established relationships with these actors over the course of their careers. 
Unsurprisingly, the more frequently journalists write about politics, the more they value 
direct contact with politicians as a useful source of information (β = 0.35,p < .001), prob
ably because they interact with them more often.

Next, we examine whether the perceived usefulness of different public opinion sources 
influences how political journalists perceive their audience’s ideological positioning 
(RQ3). Table 2 presents the results of various regression analyses predicting journalists’ 
perceptions of their audience’s ideological position on a classic left-right scale. Since 
we find that journalists’ ideology influences their source use (Table 1), we always run 
two models: one without controlling for their ideology and one with it. This approach 
allows us to explore whether the observed effects remain once journalists’ ideology is 
accounted for, or whether part of the effect is possibly mediated by their own ideological 
position.

When included, we find that journalists’ own ideology consistently and significantly 
predicts their audience perceptions: the more right-leaning journalists are themselves, 
the more right-leaning they perceive their audience, and vice versa. Regarding their 
source use, we find that whether journalists value direct contact with citizens, politicians, 
and acquaintances as public opinion sources seems unrelated to their audience percep
tions, and the same goes for polling information and traditional media coverage. Further
more, while we do see that journalists valuing social movements and other journalists as 
public opinion sources tend to perceive their audience as more left-wing, the effect seems 
driven by journalists’ own ideological position.

In contrast, we do find suggestive evidence for the effect of social platforms and ana
lytics. Journalists who place greater value on social platforms (β = 0.10; p = .08) and ana
lytics (β = 0.11; p = .08) as sources of public opinion perceive their audience as more right- 
wing compared to colleagues who view these sources as less important. This effect 
emerges in addition to journalists’ own ideological position, which is a strong predictor 
of their perceptions of their audience’s ideology (model including social platforms β =  
0.38; p < .001; model including analytics β = 0.40;p < .001). While journalists systematically 
rank analytics as least important (average rank = 7 out of 10) – suggesting they have 
minimal influence on their overall perceptions – social platforms are increasingly 
ranked among the most important sources (average rank = 3.3 out of 10). As such, this 
(growing) reliance on social platforms may at least partially explain the right-wing bias 
in journalists’ audience perceptions found among journalists in Belgium specifically 
(Beckers et al. 2021) as well as in other contexts (e.g., Hopmann and Schuck 2023 for 
German journalists).

JOURNALISM STUDIES 531



Table 2. Linear regression predicting journalists’ perceptions of the ideology of their audience (part 2)
Journalists’ perceptions of the ideology of their audience (left-right scale)

Own polls (ranking) -.02(.05) -.03(.05)
Other polls (ranking) -.07(.06) .08(.05)
Analytics (ranking) .13(.07)+ .11(.06)+
Journalists (ranking) -.11(.06)+ -.06(.05)
Acquaintances (ranking) -.01(.05) -.06(.05)

Journalist’ ideology (rightwingness) .41(.08)*** .41(.08)*** .40(.08)*** .39(.08)*** .43(.08)***
Gender (women) .30(.34) .40(.31) .31(.33) .41(.31) .31(.33) .40(.31) .22(.33) .34(.31) .29(.34) .43(.31)
Seniority -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(.01) .01(.01)
Political coverage .07(.05) .06(.04) .07(.05) .06(.04) .08(.05)+ .07(.04) .08(.05)+ .06(.04) .07(.05) .05(.04)
Constant 5.57(.45)*** 3.60(.58)*** 5.14(.46)*** 3.12(.59)*** 4.92(.46)*** 3.09(.57)*** 5.85(.43)*** 3.80(.60)*** 5.55(.51)*** 3.82(.58)***

N (journalists) 139 138 139 138 139 138 139 138 139 138
R² 3% 18% 3% 19% 5% 19% 5% 18% 2% 19%

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05; +p < .1

Table 2. Linear regression predicting journalists’ perceptions of the ideology of their audience (part 1).
Journalists’ perceptions of the ideology of their audience (left-right scale)

Social platforms (ranking) .14(.06)* .10(.06) +
Citizens (ranking) -.05(.05) -.05(.05)
Politicians (ranking) .06(.05) .04(.05)
Traditional media (ranking) -.02(.06) .01(.06)
Social movements (ranking) -.11(.06)* -.07(.05)

Journalist’ ideology (rightwingness) .38(.08)*** .40(.08)*** .40(.08)*** .41(.08)*** .39(.08)***
Gender (women) .26(.33) .36(.31) .28(.33) .37(.31) .33(.34) .41(.31) .29(.34) .37(.31) .28(.33) .38(.31)
Seniority -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(01) .01(01) -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.01(.01) .01(.01) -.00(.01) .01(.01)
Political coverage .08(.05)+ .07(.04) .07(.05) .06(.04) .05(.05) .05(.05) .07(.05) .06(.04) .07(.05) .06(.04)
Constant 4.36(.59)*** 2.82(.65)*** 5.83(.51)*** 3.82(.63)*** 5.23(.42)*** 3.36(.56)*** 5.6(.55)*** 3.4(.69)*** 6.05(.47)*** 3.95(.64)***

N (journalists) 139 138 139 138 139 138 139 138 139 138
R² 6% 19% 3% 18% 3% 18% 2% 17% 5% 18%

***p < .001; **p < .01; *p < .05; +p < .1
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Discussion and Conclusion

While crucial to the foundations of democracy, public opinion remains a malleable 
concept (Herbst 1998). It is, after all, a socially constructed portrayal of the public, 
shaped by the methods and data from which it originates. Nevertheless, political journal
ists must grasp public opinion in one way or another to understand which issues matter in 
society, hold politicians accountable, and reflect these opinions in their coverage (Gans 
2011). This influence is particularly significant in today’s competitive media landscape, 
where journalists are under heightened pressure to meet the expectations of the 
public and their audience amid growing commercial demands (Costera Meijer 2020).

Considering the digitalization of the media environment, this study aimed to reconsi
der and extend the more traditional accounts (notably Herbst 1998) of which sources jour
nalists find most useful to gauge public opinion. Furthermore, since the literature has 
consistently found a right-wing bias in journalists’ audience perceptions (Beckers et al. 
2021; Hopmann and Schuck 2023), we investigated whether their source use could be 
related to this phenomenon. To that end, we fielded online surveys with political journal
ists in Flanders (Belgium) in 2018 and 2022.

Our results show that traditional media, messages on social platforms, and information 
from social movements and interest groups are among the most useful sources for journalists 
to gauge public opinion. First, somewhat surprisingly, we find that relying on other traditional 
media is top-ranked by journalists in both 2018 and 2022. In line with the finding that other 
news media are often used as sources of information for journalists in general (Hertzum 2022), 
we find that journalists also place trust in their colleagues when it comes to understanding 
public opinion. This seems particularly true for more leftist journalists.

Second, social platforms emerged as the next most important source to learn about 
citizens’ opinions, with their perceived usefulness increasing between 2018 and 2022. 
Whereas this shift may partly reflect the COVID-19 pandemic, during which direct 
contact was severely limited and online presence increased, it seems that social platforms 
have become an important source for journalists regardless. Previous research has shown 
that social platforms are a key news source for journalists in general (Broersma and 
Graham 2013; Weaver and Willnat 2016), and our study adds to these findings by 
showing that journalists – especially those with more right-wing views – also use it to 
grasp public opinion. The commercial and time pressure that journalists increasingly 
face may provide an important reason why journalists turn to social platforms because 
it provides easy and quick access to the voices of many, at any time of day.

Importantly, even though social platforms are often seen as tools to reach a more 
diverse group of sources, reality is quite different. Social platforms mostly seem to repro
duce traditional sourcing patterns by facilitating access to elite sources rather than 
putting journalists in touch with ordinary citizens (Deavours, Heath, and Broussard 
2024). Combined with our finding that journalists seem to rely (increasingly) less on 
direct contact with ordinary citizens, this may indicate that non-elite sources are being 
substituted with elite sources, further amplifying the latter’s disproportionately large 
influence on journalists. This could marginalize certain societal (minority) groups as 
their visibility and ability to influence media coverage diminishes further. In doing so, 
this dynamic could reinforce existing power structures and constrain the influence of 
non-elite voices on public opinion, given that traditional media continue to play a 
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central role in shaping societal perspectives on news and current affairs (Gans 2011; Shoe
maker & Reese, 2013). Overall, our findings illustrate how modern news sourcing practices 
could perpetuate inequalities in whose voices are (not) heard.

Third, aggregate public opinion data from interest groups and social movements is con
sistently viewed as a relatively useful source for gauging public opinion, ranking third in both 
2018 and 2022. We find that this is particularly the case for more leftist journalists.

Whereas traditional media, social platforms, interest groups and social movements are 
consistently ranked at the top of the list, direct contact with various actors ranks further 
down, toward the middle, or even the bottom. Furthermore, while contact with poli
ticians, acquaintances, and journalists remained relatively steady in its perceived useful
ness between the waves, direct contact with citizens saw a significant decline from 
2018 to 2022. This may be partly explained by the COVID-19 pandemic, which likely 
shifted some of the information seeking online. This seems to contrast with the 
findings of Herbst in 1998, who found that “public opinion as conversation” (102) 
played an important role in journalists learning about popular sentiment.

Interestingly, we find that journalists rank web analytics and the use of opinion polls 
quite low. A previous interview study by Lamot and Paulussen (2020) showed that jour
nalists perceived audience analytics to provide a reliable reflection of public interest. 
However, both in 2018 and 2022, web analytics were ranked the lowest in terms of use
fulness for reading public opinion. Furthermore, while previous research indicated that 
journalists hold positive attitudes towards polling results (Wichmann and Brettschneider 
2009), we find that they do not deem them very useful. This could be due to increased 
caution regarding the quality of opinion polls following recent instances where polls 
were inaccurate (e.g., Zhou et al. 2021), and the relative rarity of polls outside election 
periods (Beckers 2020).

Taken together, we find journalists (increasingly) rely on readily available sources, such 
as posts on social platforms and other traditional news outlets while downsizing their 
reliance on sources that typically require more effort, such as direct citizen contact, or 
sources that are not as readily available, such as opinion polls. This is notable given the 
Flemish media context in which this study was conducted, characterized by compara
tively low commercial pressures and low levels of political parallelism, where journalists 
operate in an environment conducive to professionalization emphasizing objectivity, neu
trality and quality. As such, we might expect these results to apply – even more strongly – 
in contexts characterized by higher commercial pressures.

Importantly, these aggregate patterns in terms of source usefulness hide considerable 
variation between journalists, particularly along ideological lines. The more right-leaning 
a journalist deems themselves to be, the less value they seem to place on the more tra
ditional mediated public opinion sources, such as other journalists, social movements and 
interest groups. Instead, these journalists rely more on their own networks, with social 
platforms and personal connections playing a greater role. Since different source types 
likely provide different public opinion information, these ideological differences in sour
cing practices may translate into different insights and, ultimately, differences in report
ing. With journalists across countries and media contexts consistently showcasing a 
similar distribution in their ideological profile (Beckers et al. 2021; Van Dalen 2012), our 
findings likely travel beyond the Flemish context, affecting journalists sourcing practices 
more broadly.
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Furthermore, our results highlight the importance of source use in shaping audience 
perceptions and may help explain why journalists tend to believe their audience is 
more conservative than it actually is (e.g., Hopmann and Schuck 2023). More specifically, 
we find that journalists who rank social platforms higher view their audience as more 
right-wing. It has been argued that on social platforms people who hold conservative 
viewpoints are better organized and more vocal (Broockman and Skovron 2018). Since 
negativity and drama are more likely to go viral (Poljak 2025; Schöne et al. 2023), individ
uals holding more extreme positions are especially likely to receive attention and be 
capable of influencing public opinion online. This is important as prior research has 
shown that journalists’ perceptions resonate in their work, and as such shape public 
opinion (Beckers et al. 2021; Gans 2011). More specifically, if a journalist perceives their 
audience to be largely (un)supportive of a certain policy measure, this perceived senti
ment is likely to somehow be reflected in their reporting on the issue (e.g., whether 
and how it is covered). Hence, if journalists were to rely on sources that give a biased, 
non-representative image of the public, and by extension their audience, this might 
bias their perceptions and, as a result, could lead to biases in their reporting. With a 
right-wing bias in audience perceptions being documented across political contexts, jour
nalists’ source use may be a contributing factor, especially given the cross-national dom
inance of right-wing voices across social platforms (González-Bailón et al. 2022; Mellon 
and Prosser 2017). This is especially concerning in a time when changes in sourcing prac
tices – toward potentially more biased sources – could (further) skew journalists’ under
standing of their audiences and, eventually, their reporting.

In addition, we also found that journalists’ own ideology is related to their perceptions 
of their audience; if journalists are more right-wing, they expect their public to be more 
right-wing as well. This is in line with recent research among politicians, which shows that 
they project their preferences onto citizens, believing that their own preferences are 
shared by the public (Sevenans et al. 2023). This finding combined with the fact that jour
nalists tend to rely on traditional media in gauging public opinion is perhaps not so 
hopeful for how public opinion is represented in political news coverage. Journalists 
relying on other media might result in a sort of self-confirming cycle where they test 
their own intuition about public opinion with their peers, who potentially share the 
same biases. Social platforms likely amplify this.

Our study does not come without limitations. First, our cross-sectional design did not 
allow us to investigate the causality of our findings. While we expect that source use 
shapes journalists’ assessment of their public’s opinion, their general idea of the attitudes, 
beliefs, and views of the majority of the people may also be a driver for them to use 
certain sources. Nonetheless, we believe there is an interesting relationship between 
source use and audience perceptions that warrants further attention.

Next, we examined whether the types of sources journalists use to gauge public 
opinion are related to their perceptions of the audience, based on the idea that these per
ceptions may be influenced by their broader understanding of public opinion. As prior 
research has shown, journalists often hold similar misperceptions about their audience 
and the general public (Beckers et al. 2021; Hopmann and Schuck 2023), suggesting 
that the root of these misperceptions may stem from the same underlying factors. There
fore, biased audience perceptions may not be an isolated phenomenon but part of a 
broader pattern in how journalists form their understanding of public opinion. The 
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same biases in the sources that shape journalists’ views of the public’s ideological lean
ings likely contribute to their misjudgments about their audience, making it important 
to explore how these are connected. Yet, looking at public opinion sources likely 
doesn’t offer a complete picture of where the biases in audience perceptions stem 
from. These sources are only one of many factors shaping journalists’ imagined audiences 
(Coddington, Lewis, and Belair-Gagnon 2021; Nelson 2021). While our study provides 
insights into this broader relationship, future research could benefit from a more detailed 
exploration of the specific impact of public opinion source use on both public opinion 
assessments and audience perceptions, as well as an examination of how audience 
sources influence perceptions within this group.

A third limitation of our study is that we asked journalists to rank the sources based on 
perceived usefulness rather than how frequently they use them. While ranking gives a 
good indication of which sources journalists find more or less important, it may also 
invite them to give socially desirable answers, even though the survey was anonymous. 
By combining rankings and frequencies, we could examine whether their perceptions 
of usefulness align with their actual behavior. For instance, journalists may consider audi
ence metrics less useful for learning about the opinions of their audience, but end up 
relying on them anyway because they provide an easy way to gauge public opinion. 
Hence, we invite future studies to consider actual source use and their relationship to 
public opinion perceptions.

Finally, in this study we focused exclusively on political journalists. Although we antici
pate similar patterns in source use among journalists more broadly, studies also indicate 
that political journalists have distinct role conceptions and ethical considerations (Väliver
ronen 2018). This underscores the need to extend future research to a wider range of 
journalists.

Nonetheless, this study offers valuable insight into the (evolving) practices political 
journalists use to gauge public opinion in a rapidly changing media landscape. Moreover, 
by linking evidence on the sources journalists rely on to grasp public opinion with their 
perceptions of their audience’s opinion, this study sheds light on the underlying drivers of 
journalists’ (biased) audience perceptions – perceptions that, as we know, have significant 
consequences for journalistic reporting.

Note

1. This study relies on surveys with political journalists. For the sake of brevity, we will talk about 
“journalists” rather than “political journalists” in the paper.
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