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UNDERSTANDING DATA

UK media ownership
A new report shows that our media is dominated by a 
small number of giant corporations. Does that matter?
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The top three
In March 2019 the pressure group the Media Reform Group published 
a report called ‘Who owns the UK media?’ We might think that the 
proliferation of online media sources available to us today lessens the 
importance of traditional questions around media ownership, but the 
report contends that we can hardly claim to have a ‘free’ media when 
the nation’s social media platforms, TV channels, news outlets and 
search engines are largely owned by a handful of giant corporations.

Media ownership concentration has long concerned sociologists. The 
report shows, for example, that just three companies (News UK, DMG 
and Reach) dominate ownership of 83% of the national newspaper 
market in the UK (up from 71% in 2015). This market is shrinking in 
terms of print circulation but, assisted by their large online audiences, 
it remains crucial when it comes to agenda setting for the rest of the 
news media (see Table 1).

Table 1 Weekly combined market share of national newspaper 
circulation, by publisher (Nov 2018)

Publisher
Weekly 

circulation
Share of 

circulation
Cumulative 

share

News UK 
Newspapers Ltd

12,831,063 36.35% 36.35%

DMG Media Ltd 8,364,402 23.69% 60.04%

Reach Plc 8,186,260 23.19% 83.23%

Telegraph Media 
Group Ltd

2,438,411 6.91% 90.13%

Johnstone Press 
Plc

1,432,626 4.06% 94.19%

The Financial 
Times Ltd

1,063,176 3.01% 97.20%

Guardian News 
and Media Ltd

986,872 2.80% 100.00%

Total 35,302,810 100% n/a

Source: ABC

Audiences and power
When we combine print and online sources, the Sun and Daily Mail 
reach the largest number of people each day: over 7 million in the 
case of the Sun and almost 6.5 million for the Daily Mail (although 
the Sun figures cover 11 different sites, compared with the Daily 
Mail’s one) (see Figure 1). The Evening Standard and the Metro are 
both included in Figure 1. These are freesheets and the former is a 
London-based free newspaper.

You may consider here how the power of these newspapers and 
the scale of their public reach may help to shape political and social 
views in the UK. Though we must remember, of course, that all 
readers have access to other sources and also interpret the news and 
the editorial lines taken by the press. The readers may have different 
views to those promoted by proprietors and journalists.
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Figure 1 Daily newspaper market share combining online and 
printed publications (Dec 2018)

Television
What about the ownership and revenue of companies 
in the UK television market as accessed by the public? 
Here we need to examine the fortunes of the main Public 
Service Broadcasters (PSBs), plus Sky TV (as the main 
subscription platform with dedicated content provision), 
and BT (a telecommunications company that recently 
moved into subscription-based broadcasting). We also 
need to look at the telecommunications companies and 
the main providers of video-on-demand.

Table 2 shows the vast differences in revenue between 
telecommunications providers (below £5bn), content 
providers (ranging from £960 million for Channel Four to 
over £23 billion for BT, which merges subscription content 
with broadband, fixed-line and mobile services as well 
as IT services), and the digital platforms that provide 
subscription on demand (Netflix, Amazon Prime, YouTube 
Premium) and transactional on demand (Apple) content. 
In December 2018 the BBC and ITV combined had 54% 
of network TV viewing share, but these organisations 
lag well behind other providers in terms of revenue 
and resources.

Table 2 UK TV companies: content production, provision and on-demand 
services

Platform Parent company Location of owner Revenue

Content providers (PBS + subscription)

BT BT Group UK £23.75bn

Sky (inc. NowTV) Sky Limited UK £13.59bn

Channel 5 Viacom International USA £10.17bn

BBC BBC Group UK £5.06bn

ITV ITV Plc UK £3.13bn

Channel Four Channel Four 
Television

UK £0.96bn

Telecommunications

Virgin Media Liberty Global Plc USA £4.96bn

TalkTalk TalkTalk Group UK £1.66bn

Video on Demand (SVOD and TVOD)

iTunes (TVOD) Apple Inc USA £203.74bn

Amazon Prime Amazon Inc USA £178.65bn

YouTube (premium) Alphabet Inc USA £129.87bn

Netflix Netflix Inc USA £12.1bn

Source: Company accounts

John Williams is a managing editor of Sociology Review.

Is more regulation needed?
The Media Reform Group report concludes that media plurality is not 
a luxury in the digital age but an essential part of a media system not 
dominated by a small number of vested interests. Independent media 
are necessary to hold power to account and to serve audiences and the 
public, not just shareholders, owners or politicians. The authors call for 
a rebooted system of regulation to deal with the complexities of media 

ownership in the twenty-first century. This would involve top-down 
measures to check the dominance of individual or corporate interests 
as well as bottom-up measures to support genuinely independent and 
not-for-profit media on the ground. What do you think?

You can find the Media Reform Group report here:  
www.tinyurl.com/y6mfg9wk.


