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Objectives and Methods  
The UK Government’s Media Literacy Strategy aims to “bring coordination to the media 
literacy landscape and outlines a Media Literacy Framework of best practice principles to inform 
the content and delivery of media literacy education.” (UK Government ,2021).  This project 
was funded by the DCMS (now DSIT) Media Literacy Programme, with the following aims:  

• Provide the UK Government with a robust evaluation framework, 
aligned with a holistic theory of change for measuring the impact 
of media literacy projects;  

• Provide a review of recent, existing and current UK media literacy 
projects (supported by DCMS and other), using the evaluation 
framework and theory of change.  

• Deliver to the UK Government a fit-for-purpose, sustainable and 
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The Theory of Change that follows consists of 4 inter-related elements. 
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ACCESS 
Functioning civic societies require a diverse and pluralist media 
ecosystem and citizens being literate enough to make informed 
choices about what to access within the ecosystem, through digital 
connectivity, technological access and the skills to use the media and 
digital technology available to us.  

Access involves when, where and how we have access to media 
content, information and digital technology, and having the knowledge 
and awareness needed to use it in everyday life and for citizenship, 
education, work and health.   

AWARENESS 
Media literacy enables people to have a critical awareness of how 
media and information represent people, events, issues, and places. 

On a larger scale, media literacy helps us to understand how the media 
environment we are engaging with is constructed, for example in 
terms of how diverse it is, who owns or controls different media 
sources and how digital and social media is governed, designed and 
manipulated.  

Media literacy also involves critical awareness about the role of data 
and algorithms in everyday life and with regard to citizenship, 
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The theory of change can be used to evaluate any media literacy project, activity or 
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Projects 



Evaluating Media Literacy with a Theory of Change  
 
 
 

12 

Project Led By Primary Secondary Evidence 
Active Online 
Choices  

Behavioural 
Insights Team  

Access  Capability Tech expert 
interviews, workshops, 
randomised control 
trials. 

BBC Young 
Reporter 

BBC  Awareness Capability  Media artefacts 
Interactions with 
participants 
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Empower National Literacy 
Trust  

Awareness  Access Latent (Predictive, from 
previous projects)  

Extremism & ML  Shout Out UK Access Awareness Self-
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Social Switch 
Project 

Catch 22 / 
Redhead  

Capability  Access Manifest: pilot study 
outputs. Latent:
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Evidence: Funding and Scope 

Project Funding (where stated) Duration 
Active Online Choices   2018 – 2021 (3y) 
BBC Young Reporter  2018 – current (5y) - ongoing 
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Underpinning Research 
 

CEMP (the research team) co-produced the DCMS Media Literacy Mapping 
Exercise and Literature Review
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Evidence from a series of projects which generated the background 
research that informed this project is available on the CEMP website and 
open access in these publications:  

McDougall, J. and Rega, I. (2022). Beyond Solutionism: ‘Differently 
Motivating Media Literacy.’  Media and Communication. Vol. 10, Issue 4. 

Amr Aljouni, Ozden Bademci, Susan Hogan, Sara Marino, Julian 
McDougall, Isabella Rega, Sarah Skyrme & Nasir Uddin (2023) Digital arts 
– refugee engagement, Media Practice & Education. 

Our response to these needs in this project has been to develop a theory 
of change which goes beyond assessing levels of media literacy to measure 
sustainable, positive consequences of media literacy in different contexts, 
moving beyond solutionism:  

The more agentive uses of media literacy for positive change 
require more longitudinal evidence of media literacy in society 
beyond education, and also with a commitment to good 
consequences, as opposed to the gaining of competences which 
can be, and often are, 
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Methodology 

 

Our Theory of Change (ToC) for this project was refined from and 
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The Media and Information Literacy Alliance acted as critical friends 
for this project. In this capacity, MILA board members reviewed the pilot 
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I like the scope and am really pleased to see mental health projects in the list, 

From a citizenship (education) perspective, our work really does sit very well 
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consequences. Our assessment of the precise recommendations and ‘imagined 
futures’ being a strong example of projected consequences was endorsed.  
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AWARENESS  

Students can see how 
media texts use codes and 
conventions and how 
meaning is communicated. 
They are aware of 
producers’ intentions in 
communicating meaning 
and can deconstruct how 
producers position 
audiences, and that 
audiences can have 
oppositional readings to 
media products. By 
studying representation, 
they are aware of the 
stereotypes that are often 
reinforced in the media and 
can better understand the 
normative practices of the 
media 

They can potentially 
then recognise how 
media producers both 
online and otherwise 
construct realities and 
be more empowered 
to challenge media 
products in unhealthy 
media ecosystems. In 
their own media 
products (both on the 
course and in their 
personal lives e.g. 
short form video 
content) they can 
create more diverse 
representations 

Manifest – evident in 
students’ own media 
products produced 
on classroom e.g. 
representation of 
gender in the adverts 
they create for 
coursework   
 
Latent - 

*ET Q q 0%0
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CONSEQUENCES  

 Students recognise that 
they have a role to play in 
healthy media ecosystems. 
This tends to occur most 
when courses have a 
production component, as 
it is only when students 
need to make decisions 
about their own products 
that they can realise that 
they have agency to impact 
the media ecosystem e.g. 
decisions about 
representation and 
stereotypes in audio visual 
products  

This can lead to 
students critically 
evaluating each 
other’s work, and 
recognising 
misinformation / 
untrustworthy 
content in online 
contexts 
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Detailed Findings 
 

Data added to support findings.  

Examples added to support findings. 

 

What we evaluated  
We evaluate media literacy projects and activities in the UK over the last 
decade, with our focus mainly on the most recent work, including newly 
funded work in the UK Government Media Literacy Programme.  

Our sample represented the most common focus areas for media 
literacy projects in the UK:   

• Educational activities to develop critical thinking about media 
and information, which include both small scale pilot or 
expl
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What we found  
Across these areas, our review has found that media literacy in the UK 
has created the most evident change (43% of projects / activities) in 
people’s media awareness. This involves critical thinking, seeing 
connections between media, health, civic and educational 
engagements, economic opportunities and understanding the tools 
they need to access the full media ecosystem.  

Examples: BBC Young Reporter; Being Alone Together; Changing 
Conversations; Children’s Data & Privacy Online: Digital Exclusion and 
People with SMI; Empower; GCSE Media Studies; Me & My Big Data; Ofcom’s 
Media Literacy research; NewsWise: Oxfordshire Digital Inclusion Project; 
Parenting for a Digital Future; Refugee Journalism Project and The Third 
Space School Library.  

Projects and activities have also demonstrated the most potential (37% 
of projects / activities) to develop people’s media literacies into 
capabilities. There is the most potential, if projects have the longer 
term impacts they predict, but are not able to evidence within their time-
spans, these kinds of capabilities – people developing more active and 
resilient attitudes towards media, data and information, people feeling 
more motivated to make better and safer media access choices in the 
future and to be more mindful in their engagements with media and 
when sharing media and information with others.  

Examples: The Digital Citizen Project; Active Online Choices; Being Alone 
Together; Changing Conversations; Children’s Data & Privacy Online; 



Evaluating Media Literacy with a Theory of Change  
 
 
 

32 

The basis for potential for change, beyond the scope or duration of 
projects, is most commonly in the form of evidence-based 
recommendations for media literacy work in policy and practice, which, 
if actioned, will lead to change (presented by17% of projects / activities). 
Toolkits and resources produced for and during projects are also 
presented with change objectives, subject to their future use by target 
groups (presented by 10% of projects / activities).  Many projects 
present stated change intentions by participants, often in the form of 
direct quotations but also sometimes as quantitative survey response 
percentages (presented by 23% of projects / activities). These are latent 
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strong policy recommendations, without directly offering an 
intervention. Examples include Parenting for a Digital Future; Digital 
Exclusion and People with SMI; Me and My Big Data; Oxfordshire Digital 
Inclusion Project and Widening Digital Participation.  

 

What are the implications?  
One significant issue emerging from our review is over-claiming 
positive impacts from minimal evidence. In this sense a kind of 
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Recommendations 
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