
Foreign Aid Through the Lens of 
Newsprint Media: 
A comparative analysis of Australia, New Zealand, 
United Kingdom and the USA 

Australasian Aid Conference 2017

Anthony Swan and Harriet Conron, Development Policy Centre, ANU



Introduction
• Foreign aid programs in many donor countries have gone through 

dramatic change in recent decades. 

• How can the average person in donor countries make sense of these 
changes? 

• It is important for donor governments to explain to the general public 
why these changes occur. However, effective communication is not easy.

• The way that the media talks about foreign aid matters. 
• How often are aid issues reported on?
• Does reporting on aid talk about why we give aid, aid effectiveness, and the need 

for aid in recipient countries. 

• Our focus is on shedding light on narratives on aid.
• Our ‘data’ are articles on aid in major newspapers.  

• To what extent do aid narratives help build or hinder support for aid?



Research questions

• What is the prevalence of articles on aid?

• What are the main issues or topics on aid that are reported on in 
newspaper articles?
• How important are particular topics? 

• How do topics of interest vary over time and across different newspaper types?

• How are topics related to each other?

• To what extent is there reporting on particular people of interest within key aid 
topics?

• How can aid narratives be strengthened to build and maintain support 
for aid?



We analyse nearly 40k ‘aid’ articles over 20 
years across four countries. 
• Articles on ‘aid’ are sourced from FACTIVA from 1996 to Dec 2016 

based on a search within major newspapers in Australia, UK, NZ, and 
US.

• Search terms include “foreign aid”, “overseas aid”, “international aid”, 
or “bilateral aid” etc. and must include the name of the home 
country. 
• Some differences in search terms across countries due to language use 

(particularly US – “foreign assistance”) 
• Duplicate articles removed

• A total of 38,461 articles:
• Australia 12,592; UK 17,019; NZ 2,186; US 6,664



We use machine-learning to discover what topics are 
being reported on in ‘aid’ articles, the importance of 
these topics, and how they are related to each other.

• The topic modelling method we use is the Structural Topic Model (STM). 

• The novelty of STM is the ability to discover topics and their relationship to 
article-level information (e.g. newspaper type, time, country). 

• STM approach:
• Model the data generating process for each newspaper article based on model 

parameters (topic likelihood, and word likelihood within topics) as a function of 
metadata.

• Given the observed data (i.e. articles) find the most likely values of the parameters.
• Any article can have a number of topics, and words can be spread over a number of 

topics. 
• Implemented in R statistical software (common words removed, words stemmed: 

e.g. ‘government’ stemmed to ‘govern’). 

• We estimate 100 topics for each country.



Results
Prevalence of ‘aid’ articles



Australian ‘aid’ articles: av. of 1.6 per 1000 articles 
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In contrast, the prevalence 
of Australian ‘defence’ 
articles is 24 times higher 
than ‘aid’ articles (av. of 
37.8 per 1000 articles).

But the Australian defence 
budget is only around 8 
times more than the 
Australian aid budget. 

Are ‘aid’ stories less news-
worthy?



Similar prevalence of ‘aid’ articles in AU, UK, 
US, but lower in NZ.
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Growth in UK ‘aid’ articles since 2007 mirrors growth in UK aid, and reflects 
a massive increase in tabloid articles on aid.



Results - Australia
Topic modelling



Our model discovers what aid topics are being 
reported on and the size of the topics.

Support for Aid Topic: most relevant articles 



The narrative on what the aid 
program is for and how it links to 
Australia’s broader foreign policy 
agenda suffers from a lack of 
coherence

Reporting on regional political and 
economic engagement is only weakly 
linked to reporting on why and how we 
give aid, and the need for aid. Reporting 
on disasters, disaster relief, gender, and 
refugees is talked about in isolation to 
broader aid issues. 

Reporting on aid cuts is talked about in 
relation to economic issues and politics 
rather than why we give aid, aid 
effectiveness, or the need for aid. 

Node size 
proportional 
to topic size

Connector width 
proportional to 
correlation 
between topics



Heat map - ‘Bishop’
High mentions in:
• Politics-Foreign
• Aid-Cuts
• Politics Federal
• Support for Aid
But not gender.

Heat map - ‘Abbott’
High mentions in:
• Aid-Cuts
• Politics-Foreign
• Politics Federal
• Budget-Deficit
• Refugee-detention

Heat map - ‘Carr’ 
High mentions in:
• Politics-Foreign
• Conflict-Gaza
• Politics-Federal
• Politics-UN

Heat map - ‘Rudd’
High mentions in:
• Politics-Foreign
• Politics Federal
• Politics-Aus
• Politics-Climate

We find low levels of reporting on ‘Carr’ and ‘Rudd’ in topics focused on justifying aid 
despite aid budget ramp-ups at the time. Reporting on ‘Bishop’ & ‘Abbott’ focused on 
‘Aid-Cuts’ and the budget but ‘Bishop’ is also prominent in ‘Support for Aid’.



We find low levels of reporting on “Support for 
Aid” during the Abbott era aid cuts. 

In contrast, we see relatively 
high reporting on “Support 
for Aid” during the Howard-
Downer era aid cuts.

Reporting on “Support for 
Aid” increased at the 
beginning of the aid budget 
ramp-up but falls away prior 
to the return of the Coalition 
government. 

Upper confidence interval

Lower confidence interval

Estimate (middle line)



Results – UK, US and NZ
Topic modelling



Reporting in the UK on “Aid-Waste”, 
“Corruption” and “Aid Budgets” are 
weakly linked to reporting on why the 
UK gives aid or how effective it is. 

Compared to Australia: 
• Reporting on key aid issues, such as aid 

targets & why and how aid is given, is 
more strongly linked to reporting on the 
need for aid, disaster relief, and the 
private sector. 

• Reporting on politics is also somewhat 
distant from reporting on aid targets and 
why aid is given. Perhaps this is an area 
where aid narratives can be 
strengthened? 



We find that aid narratives in the UK are 
fragmented across broadsheet and 
tabloid newspapers.

Compared to broadsheets, tabloids are 
more focused on “Aid-Waste”, “Aid 
Budgets”, corruption issues and general 
budget issues.  

Broadsheets are more focused on “Aid 
Targets”, topics around why aid is given, 
as well as business and conflict related 
issues .

Readers of tabloids in the UK are 
receiving a “one-sided” view on aid 
issues.



Reporting on “Aid-Waste” ramps-up in line with the 
aid budget and is largely driven by tabloid reporting



Aid narratives in the US appear to be 
more balanced compared to Australia.

We see reporting on levels of aid, why 
aid is given, and the need for aid being 
strongly linked to the rest of the map.

Compared to Australia there is less 
reporting on aid levels and domestic 
economic issues such as the budget 
deficit. 



Similar to the US, aid narratives in 
the NZ appear to be more balanced 
compared to Australia.

We see a cluster of reporting on “Support 
for Aid”,  “Aid Levels” , “Aid-Effectiveness / 
Fraud” topics. This cluster is closely linked 
to reporting on issues related to the 
economy and budget, MFAT related 
reforms, disaster response, and regional 
engagement. 

Perhaps the length of time from the 
integration of NZAid into MFAT has helped 
build a more coherent narrative on aid in 
terms of broader foreign policy objectives.  



Discussion and Conclusion
• Our analysis provides a long term (20 year) perspective on aid narratives. 

• For this reason, relatively recent influences on aid narratives are unlikely to 
dominate our findings. 

• It is clear that important stakeholders, such as Julie Bishop, are currently active in 
trying to change aid narratives. It will be interesting to repeat this analysis in a few 
years to see if she has made a difference.

• There is a difference between aid messaging and the way media reports 
on aid messaging. 
• Are donor governments and other stakeholders providing clear and coherent 

messaging on aid but media are not reporting on it? 
• Alternatively, could aid messaging by stakeholders be improved through better 

communication strategies? 

• There is a need for ‘champions’ of aid to step up and shine a light on 
certain aid issues (e.g. Bono & Geldof) and engage in aid debate. And 
don’t preach to the converted!


