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1

Introduction 

Whose News?

Most television news programs are designed to satisfy the 
perceived appetites of our audiences. That may be not only 
acceptable but unavoidable in entertainment; in news, how-
ever, it is the journalists who should be telling their viewers 
what is important, not the other way around.
—Ted Koppel, January 29, 2006

After leaving the daily grind of the ABC News Division, veteran anchor 
Ted Koppel tried his hand as a columnist for the New York Times. Prior 
to his retirement in late 2005, Koppel had spent decades in the news busi-
ness; he covered numerous heads of state, natural disasters, major wars, 
and momentous elections. Rather than focus on the substance of any of 
these major stories in his first column, Koppel chose instead to discuss a 
problem he felt could negatively affect election outcomes, public policy, 
and democratic procedures. In short, Koppel discussed a problem he felt 
could damage the very fabric of American democracy. This problem is 
the amount of audience influence over American news programming.  

Koppel contended that news firms no longer provide the most impor-
tant and consequential stories to audiences, an approach sometimes 
called “traditional journalism.” Instead, outlets fill precious space with 
news designed to appease the audience’s demands. This leaves audiences 
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without the information necessary to properly function in a democracy. 
Instead, Koppel argued, news producers have been too willing to abdicate 
their independent judgment and, as a substitute, adjust news content in 
response to ratings, audience demographics, and public opinion polls. He 
claimed that news firms chase audiences and profits at the expense of the 
public good. In other words, news outlets provide the news people want
to know, at the expense of the news people need to know. 

Koppel is not alone in these concerns; in fact, many in the news 
industry agree with his chilling assessment. For example, veteran CBS 
anchor Dan Rather commented, in typical Dan Rather fashion, “If we 
[try] to figure out what it is the audience wants and then try to deliver 
it to them, we’re lost souls on the ghost ship forever.” These concerns 
should not be dismissed as mere complaints by jilted practitioners who 
desire more power to exercise their own judgment.  Unbiased experts 
outside of the newsroom have gathered mountainous evidence lending 
support to Koppel’s assessments.   

For decades, scholars have lamented the effect of money on the news. 
In explaining citizens’ unsophisticated political views and scant knowl-
edge of politics, preeminent media scholar Robert Entman (1989a:17) 
points to economic markets as the source: “The problem begins in the 
economic market, where news organizations compete for the audiences 
and advertising revenues necessary to maintain profitability and stay in 
business. The nature of both demand and supply  .  .  . diminishes the 
press’s autonomy.” Noted media economics scholar James Hamilton 
(2005:351) points to the structure of incentives and the way they influ-
ence newsroom decision making:  

Although journalists may not explicitly consider economics as they consider 
the day’s events, the stories, reporters, firms, and media that ultimately sur-
vive in the marketplace depend on economic factors. The decisions of pro-
ducers and editors are driven by supply and demand: Who cares about a par-
ticular piece of information? What is an audience willing to pay for the news, 
or what are advertisers willing to pay for the attention of readers, listeners, or 
viewers? How many consumers share particular interests in a topic?   
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This is not to say that journalists, editors, and producers make every
news decision with money, profitability, and audience share in mind. But, 
many news decisions are made for purely economic reasons. And, in order 
for news content to be influenced by economic concerns, those economic 
considerations need never be consciously on the minds of newspeople. As 
media economist John McManus (1995:309) puts it, decisions to report 
certain stories are “rarely made by consciously thinking through the com-
ponents of business and journalism standards. . . . Reporters and editors 
may feel free to report the news as they see fit. But their freedom may seem 
larger than it is.” News routines and organizational norms are shaped by 
powerful economic incentives, but newspeople may never know it.

Whether the influence of economic incentives over news content is 
conscious or unconscious, McManus (1992:789–90) argues that it leads 
to poorer-quality news:

Adding viewers who possess the characteristics that advertisers value 
increases the station’s revenues. The result is an economic pressure to 
attract as many viewers as possible. . . .  National advertisers are paying, 
not for news quality, but for audience “quality” and quantity. All else held 
equal, advertisers can be expected to support the program generating the 
largest audience likely to purchase the products offered. . . . If the premium 
newscast drew no more of the “right kind” of viewers than a run-of-the-
mill newscast, the station would not earn as great a profit as it might have 
with a less expensive production. Further, if the premium newscast were 
like the journalistically acclaimed MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, it might 
attract a smaller audience than competitors. The loyalty of that small view-
ership and the esteem with which journalists held the station might be 
admirable, but not bankable. . . . In television, and only to a slightly lesser 
degree in newspapers, advertising’s “subsidy” makes a definition of quality 
based on popularity more profitable than one based on less widely shared 
professional or craft standards.

While there is broad agreement that the structure of economic incen-
tives frustrates good journalism, many questions still remain. How much 
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do economic incentives affect news content? Where can we see evidence 
of economics impacting substantive news content? What impact does a 
profit-driven news media have on society, and how can we correct the 
problems it creates? Journalists, such as Koppel and Rather, express great 
disdain for market-driven news decisions, but it is not clear that their 
reporting has been any more resistant to the influence of economics 
than that of any other journalist. Economic influence may be so strong 
that most people probably cannot even imagine a news environment not 
designed around the appeasement of audience demands.    

It is this problem, the influence news markets have on news content, 
that The People’s News: Media, Politics, and the Demands of Capitalism 
is about. There is no doubt that systemic economic forces, such as the 
need to sell advertising space and manage expenditures, determine 
the actions of news firms. But, the idea that economics determines the 
actual content of news reporting is more controversial. Unfortunately, 
despite the fact that journalists and scholars have recited concerns about 
the influence of economics over news reporting for decades, scholars 
have only recently taken a widespread interest in empirically testing the 
impact of supply and demand on news content. This has led to three 
problems in our understandings of news media.  First, the actual effect 
of economic markets on news content remains elusive due to a lack of 
testing and specification. Second, the forces that drive news reporting 
continue to be debated by scholars. Third, the impact news outlets exert 
over audiences may be overestimated in relation to the impact that audi-
ences have over news reporting.

The People’s News seeks to fill these gaps in our understanding by 
detailing just how much of an impact market demands have on the news 
Americans consume. The People’s News not only identifies the specific 
market demands that affect substantive news content but also provides 
a detailed account of the extent to which some of these demands affect 
news coverage. Along the way, The People’s News explores the political 
ramifications of a market-driven news environment and provides insight 
into a series of long-standing debates that have puzzled researchers. For 
example, what makes a story “newsworthy”? What are the sources of 
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news? How much do the media affect the audience’s political opinions 
and behaviors? The People’s News attempts to enlighten these debates 
with empirical evidence that will not only illuminate the way media 
scholars think about the construction of day-to-day news content but 
also refocus the public debate about the United States’ vastly segmented 
contemporary news environment.     

The remainder of this chapter introduces the major debates and con-
cepts that subsequent chapters address in more detail. I begin with a 
discussion of how economic markets affect news outlets. A robust 
understanding of the way economic forces shape news content is vitally 
important given the crucial role news is expected to play in democratic 
society.  Why do economics influence news content? How do economic 
concerns manifest in day-to-day reporting? What is the extent of this 
influence? 

I then introduce the impact news has on democratic society. How 
does the news contribute to citizen knowledge, encourage good citizen-
ship, and drive public opinion and public policy? How can the news 
media positively affect society, and can we see evidence of these positive 
effects? Unfortunately, the compiled evidence will suggest that while the 
news can exhibit strong and positive impacts on democratic society, it 
falls drastically short in the United States.  

This chapter then introduces the three major theoretical paradigms 
that scholars have proffered to explain news content. The first, tradi-
tional journalism, argues that journalists should encourage and nurture 
good citizenship, most prominently by providing the information citi-
zens need to effectively participate in democratic governance.  I argue 
that American news outlets should follow traditional journalistic stan-
dards; however, the evidence presented will suggest that they do not. The 
second major theoretical paradigm to explain news content, supply-side,
argues that those supplying the news, in or above the newsroom, choose 
what news to report and how to report it with little deference given to 
the demands of audiences. The third paradigm explaining news content 
focuses on the influence of economics over news. Demand-side points 
of view argue the opposite of supply-side models—that audiences, or 
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those who consume the news product, drive news content. Much like 
producers of other products, news firms must produce a product that 
meets consumer demands. If news firms do not, their product will lose 
audience size, revenue, and viability. In discussing demand-side models, 
I discuss three different types of demands that news outlets may seek 
to meet: those for entertainment, those for information, and those for 
gratification. In introducing these demands, I provide examples of how 
news outlets may alter substantive news content to meet those different 
demands. This discussion is followed by the plan of the book, which 
delineates how each remaining chapter will demonstrate the influence 
of market demands on news content. To begin, I now examine the eco-
nomic system that news firms operate within and explain how under-
standing the incentives of that system is vastly important to understand-
ing the American news media. 

Markets and the Media

In the United States, firms operate within a capitalist economic system and 
therefore must provide products appealing to a sizable number of consum-
ers in order to incur a profit. Firms that fail to incur profits go out of busi-
ness. Given that they operate in the same incentive structure, news firms 
are no different from the farmer’s market on the side of the road or the 
international conglomerate selling software products worldwide. Just like 
those other companies, news firms must produce a product that people 
will consume at a price maximizing profits. Media scholars do concede 
that the economics of news is slightly different than that of many other 
products: news firms often earn revenue not by charging the end news con-
sumer but instead by selling other companies access to those consumers 
through advertising space (Picard 2002). As McManus (1992:788) asserts, 
“Most commodities are simpler. . . . [Y]ou fork over the money directly. 
For news production it is more complicated. Most of the cost of creating 
both newspapers and newscasts is paid by a third party, advertisers.”

In order to attract revenue from the sale of advertising space, news 
firms must maintain sizable audiences. If news firms do not attract a 
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sizable audience with their product, their employees will lose their jobs, 
the company will be reorganized, and it will eventually go “belly-up.” 
Simply put, news firms must provide a product people want to consume. 
So, despite the differences in who provides the actual income, news 
firms are little different from the farmer’s market selling cucumbers to 
passersby or the conglomerate selling computer operating systems to 
other large conglomerates—all must provide products that people will 
willingly choose to consume in the face of alternatives. 

To name but a few examples, the New York Times saw revenues of 
$2.4 billion and the news division at CBS brought in $424 million in 
revenue in 2010.1 Given the financial stakes involved for news produc-
ers, it is little surprise that economic forces have often been indicted as 
the cause of what many consider to be low-quality news content. Thus, 
economic theories of news have been prominent in scholarly discus-
sions (McChesney 1997; McManus 1994; Lacy 1992; Entman and Wild-
man 1992; Hamilton 2005). Perhaps the most important empirical study 
examining the role of markets in news is Hamilton’s All the News That’s 
Fit to Sell: How the Market Transforms Information into News (2004).
This work provides perhaps the most exhaustive account of the way 
market demands drive news production. But while some scholars have 
invested effort in looking at markets to explain the news, economic the-
ories have not gained universal acceptance. Some continue to believe 
that economic concerns are kept out of the newsroom and beyond the 
concern of those choosing and crafting stories for dissemination (see 
discussion in Fengler and Russ-Mohl 2008).  

To bolster economic arguments, scholars in recent years have 
employed vast amounts of empirical data as well as sophisticated meth-
ods of analysis to estimate the effects of audience demands on news con-
tent (Powers 2001; Althaus et al. 2009; Dunaway 2008; Arnold 2004; 
Hamilton 2004; Zaller 1998; McDonald and Lin 2004; Dunaway 2012). 
These studies have provided direct evidence showing that the con-
tent and quality of news are greatly affected by audience demands. To 
name but one example, in a cross-sectional examination of U.S. news-
papers, Gentzkow and Shapiro (2010) found that consumers’ partisan 
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preferences drive newspaper demand, and that that demand accounts 
for 20 percent of the observed variation in newspaper reporting. In 
other terms, political preferences translate into news preferences, and 
news preferences translate into actual news content.

Despite the emergence of new systematic evidence, most popular 
discussion of news economics skips over the impact of economics on 
news content. Instead, much of the discussion about media econom-
ics, especially in the last three decades, has focused on attempts by firm 
management to adapt to newer modes of delivering content and collect-
ing advertising revenue. For example, much has recently been made of 
news outlets downsizing payrolls and closing foreign bureaus (e.g. Enda 
2011). The corporatization (and near-monopolization) of the media has 
been a topic of frequent discussion as well (e.g. Pérez-Peña 2008). These 
changes have been met with much dismay, particularly by journalists 
who have faced dwindling job opportunities in recent years. But, the 
downsizing and adaptation present only a symptom of the much larger 
economic forces affecting news content long prior to recent decades.    

As the earlier quotations from media scholars Hamilton and McManus 
suggest, economic models of news content are very much structural argu-
ments. Much like actors in Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution, or Adam 
Smith’s “invisible hand,” actors in the media need not be consciously aware 
of their incentive structure. They are simply punished if they fail to follow 
it. News firms that fail to attract audiences get restructured or go out of 
business, and journalists who displease editors, owners, and advertisers 
get fired (McManus 1995:309). Consider the recent restructuring at News-
week. After seventy-nine years, the once-lauded news magazine is ceasing 
its print operations following years of dwindling sales. 

Furthermore, actors need not ever admit to following their incentive 
structures even if they are consciously aware of it. This is why journal-
ists, editors, producers, and owners rarely suggest that their product 
is intended to draw in audiences. Such an admission would be akin to 
a member of Congress claiming to have taken a vote on legislation in 
order to get reelected, rather than to make good public policy. Just as 
individual members of Congress always claim to act in the best interest 
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of the people (even though many studies suggest that legislators are 
insincere and self-interested), news firms claim to abide by traditional 
journalistic standards that preclude the influence of money on report-
ing. Because newspeople rarely admit in public that economic concerns 
affect their reporting, smoking-gun confessions directly linking eco-
nomic motives and subsequent news content will be rare.     

A great deal of research shows that journalists respond to audience 
demands when constructing substantive news content. Polls of network 
television news correspondents indicate that almost a third feel directly 
pressured to report certain stories over others due to owners’ or adver-
tisers’ financial concerns (Price 2003). And beyond direct pressure, 
competition for scarce jobs naturally leads journalists to favor profit-
ability over “journalistic value.” For example, journalists at online news 
outlets are judged by the number of clicks their articles receive. This sets 
up very clear incentive structures for journalists.   

Given the incentives, there is little surprise that surveys have long 
shown that, as opposed to stories addressing pressing policy concerns, 
journalists define “news” as stories that “attract and hold the audience’s 
interest” (Atkin and Gaudino 1984; Burgoon et al. 1982). Surveys also 
show that journalists value market demand in constructing news con-
tent: for example, half of journalists believe that public opinion polls are 
important to judging newsworthiness (Weaver 2005). It is safe to con-
clude that economic concerns bleed into journalists’ news judgments.

In addition to journalists’ incentives and inclinations to follow audi-
ence demands in reporting the news, it is important to note that news 
outlets are well suited to follow those demands as well. Not only do jour-
nalists believe it is important to meet audience demands, but they also 
have the necessary information to do so. Firms employ vast amounts of 
market research to determine what content best appeals to what audi-
ences (McChesney 1997:23). Firms obtain sophisticated data detailing 
the demographics, opinions, and behaviors of their audiences, and they 
closely follow their market share (Ferguson 2004). Firms know who is 
watching, listening, reading, and clicking—they can make informed 
plans for catering to audiences based on hard data.
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In addition to the availability of hard data, journalists, producers, and 
editors have first-hand knowledge of their audiences’ likes, wants, and 
desires. Journalists are public figures—they are out and about, and they 
interact regularly with the audiences that they seek to satisfy. Journal-
ists tend to have large Rolodexes, and talk to people at all levels of their 
communities. In short, newspeople are imbedded in audiences they seek 
to satisfy. Even before sophisticated methods of measurement became 
available, news firms had the ability to estimate audiences’ demands. 

Compiled studies indicate that, much like other businesses operating 
in capitalist systems, news outlets have the motive and means to temper 
their product to appeal to as wide an audience as possible. For most 
businesses, this would be great, and many may be tempted to view this 
as such. For example, a portion of Adam Smith’s (1904) argument in 
favor of free markets states that when actors are allowed to act in their 
self-interest and freely follow the forces of supply and demand, they will 
achieve not only their private good but also a good for society. This is the 
case because firms would compete to provide the most desired product, 
and therefore consumers would be more likely to get the product they 
most want. In this logic, news that meets market demands should best 
serve the public. This is often referred to as the “invisible hand.” 

Unlike other businesses, however, news firms are granted unique 
constitutional protections that other types of businesses are not granted 
(Sanford and Kirtley 2005). News firms face relatively few rules or 
restrictions in constructing the news. Consider, for instance, the medi-
cal industry, which must conform to stringent government regulations. 
Not anyone can work as a doctor; doctors must get an approved educa-
tion and receive the proper licensure and certifications. Medicines must 
be tested and approved by the Food and Drug Administration before 
they can reach the market. Patients cannot purchase any medicines they 
choose; medicines can only be prescribed by government-licensed med-
ical professionals under government guidelines. The American govern-
ment can regulate almost anything it wants.  

In contrast, anyone can be a journalist, properly educated or not. No 
licensure, certification, or particular education is required. News is not 
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tested, inspected, or certified by any government agency before firms 
provide it directly to the public. And, consumers can consume any news 
they want, any way they choose. Not only does the government not 
enact the same standards on news as on other products, but the Consti-
tution specifically bars the government from doing so (Martin 2001).2

Why is the news so privileged in comparison to other industries? 
There are two main reasons. First, the constitutional framers viewed 
freedom of speech and of the press as a fundamental right, and did not 
want an overbearing government to curtail those rights. Second, the 
framers knew that a free and independent press is absolutely necessary 
in a participatory democracy. In exchange for constitutional protections, 
news firms therefore have a unique set of responsibilities in democratic 
society that other producers do not. These responsibilities include pro-
viding the information necessary to promote enlightened citizenship 
(Entman 1989a; Graber 1986). 

Democracy therefore requires news outlets to exercise independent 
judgment when picking and choosing which information deserves men-
tion and which does not (Entman 2005). This first requires that citizens 
have available news sources independent from the government so that 
politicians and officials can be both held accountable and kept limited 
in their power. But second, this also requires that citizens have available 
news sources free from their own demands. This is so that citizens are 
exposed to the news they need to know, whether they want to know it or 
not.

While laudable, keeping consumer demands out of news puts the 
demands of democratic society in direct conflict with the demands of 
capitalist society. Media economist Robert Picard (2005:338) refers to 
this as “a paradox, because it is recognized that commercially funded 
media require financial resources and strength to sustain and nurture 
their activities, but they cannot fully pursue their economic self-interests 
without harming optimal public service.” News firms are therefore left 
potentially having to choose between providing two types of coverage: 
coverage that brings in audiences and revenue but contributes little to 
enlightened citizenship, and coverage that serves the greater public good 
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but does not draw in audiences large enough to ensure profitability or 
even viability.3 The requirements of democracy may be losing this con-
flict to the demands placed on news firms by capitalism.   

The paradox news firms face between acting in their economic self-
interest and acting for the public good provides a backdrop of market fail-
ure. A market failure occurs when the free market operates inefficiently 
or does not produce the optimal societal outcome. Many argue that the 
American news media fail to achieve optimal outcomes because the news 
media do not provide the information necessary for citizens to practice 
sophisticated citizenship and accordingly do a disservice to democratic 
society. By leaving citizens uninformed and starving on a low-information 
diet, the coverage that currently substitutes for high-quality news may dis-
suade citizens from participating, or may lead them to participate in ways 
counter to their interests. In this sense, the market failure is that audiences 
receive low-quality information and then act on it.

Despite the evidence of economic incentives invading news decisions, 
low-quality news dominating the news space, and citizens generally 
being uninformed, it has been nonetheless difficult to get broad agree-
ment on the argument that markets drive news coverage and quality. 
Those on the ideological economic Right, because they do not want to 
admit that what best serves the market does not best serve society, argue 
that a market failure is not occurring in the news media since the pub-
lic gets exactly what it wishes. Media scholar Robert Entman (1989a:17) 
elucidates this logic: 

Because most members of the public know and care relatively little about 
government, they neither seek nor understand high-quality political 
reporting and analysis. With limited demand for first-rate journalism, 
most news organizations cannot afford to supply it, and because they do 
not supply it, most Americans have no practical source of the informa-
tion necessary to become politically sophisticated.

In short, if people demand low-quality news, that is exactly what 
they will receive under current arrangements—whether it serves the 
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demands of democracy or not. As a consequence, this initial market 
failure may lead to a second form of market failure: negative externali-
ties on third parties. In democracies, we all have to live with decisions 
made by majorities of our fellow citizens. If people only have access to 
low-quality or, even worse, incorrect information, then the decisions 
those people subsequently make for all of society will probably be as 
poor as their information environment. Everyone suffers.

A story about market failure could be written about many industries, 
and whether or not one buys the idea that poor news quality can be cat-
egorized as a market failure, the difference here is that the failures of the 
American news media carry intrinsic political implications. Low-quality 
news provides a low-quality information environment for democratic 
decision making. Therefore, the impact of markets on news content is as 
much a story of political failure as it is of economic failure.  

Citizens must self-rule in democratic societies. They must choose 
between different leaders and opposing policy alternatives. The news 
media should impact citizens’ opinions and behaviors by providing the 
necessary information to make choices in their best interest. But, as 
Koppel warned in his inaugural column, when outlets construct content 
that sacrifices the interests of the public to serve their own economic 
interests, they leave citizens without the information necessary to make 
knowledgeable decisions. Thus, the economic forces affecting the news 
media can have far-reaching political consequences for the whole of 
society. I now demonstrate how news media can impact citizens’ knowl-
edge, participation, and opinions, as well as public policy. The following 
discussion will show that the news media sacrifice their full potential to 
positively impact society in exchange for meeting market demands.  

News Impact

Researchers have spent nearly a century investigating the impact of news 
media on mass political opinion and behavior as well as on public offi-
cials and policy. Do the news media shape audience opinions? Can the 
news affect political behaviors, such as the choices to vote and whom 
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to vote for? What effects does the news have on election outcomes and 
subsequent public policy? These lines of inquiry, usually referred to as 
media effects research, have contributed greatly to our understanding of 
the media. 

In chapter 2, I will discuss in greater detail the development of media 
effects research, but for now, readers should note that while there con-
tinues to be rigorous debate about the power of the media to affect atti-
tudes, behavior, and policy, many credible studies indicate the impact 
of news to be immense and far-reaching. Therefore, understanding the 
origins of the actual content that potentially influences people and pol-
icy is very important. In this section, I briefly discuss how news affects 
citizens’ knowledge, democratic citizenship, and public policy. In doing 
this, I will explain how economic incentives mediate the potentially large 
positive effects that news outlets could have on democratic governance.    

Learning

Given that democracy calls upon citizens to make far-ranging decisions 
that potentially affect everyone, an electorate with a robust understand-
ing of current political, economic, and societal conditions is highly 
desirable. Some argue that citizens must have a requisite amount of 
knowledge to make informed and rational decisions—the alternative is 
likely to be poor decision making (e.g. Caplan 2008). Imagine living in a 
country where millions of ignorant and uninformed people were going 
to make choices that directly impacted your life. Such an arrangement 
would probably leave you feeling as though you were in a rather precari-
ous situation.

On the other hand, others argue that the public, ignorant of current 
affairs or not, thinks and acts rationally in the aggregate (Page and Sha-
piro 1992). This argument assumes that ignorance is randomly distrib-
uted in varying directions, so that the ignorant and uninformed masses 
will cancel each other out in the aggregate. It is left to a small group of 
informed citizens to make the “right” choices for everyone. This does not 
necessarily sound like a bad arrangement, except that unfortunately, this 
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is not the case: errors in thought, often stemming from a lack of authori-
tative information, are often biased in one direction or another. This 
bias in the masses is often far too large for a small group of informed 
citizens to overcome (Caplan 2008), and thus the electorate may make 
public policy decisions out of ignorance (Althaus 2003). Democratic 
society therefore requires an informed electorate to make sound policy 
decisions. 

How can we know if citizens “know enough” to effectively partici-
pate in democratic governance? According to media scholar Thomas 
Patterson, one test of an informed citizen is to measure “the amount 
of current-affairs information in that citizen’s head” (2005:191). Given 
the necessity of providing information, the job of providing that infor-
mation (by default) falls to the media. As Patterson argues, “No other 
source can routinely provide it” (2005:191). Given the expectation that 
the news media will provide relevant current-affairs information, two 
questions arise: (1) Can information in the news media impact citizen 
knowledge? and (2) How much information do outlets transmit? 

To answer the first question, scholars have for years tested the effect of 
news exposure on citizens’ factual political knowledge. In short, Ameri-
can citizens generally appear to be uninformed. When asked even basic 
surveillance questions about politics (Schudson 1998:70; Graber 1994), 
or questions about specific policies (Gilens 2001), they are unable to pro-
vide correct answers. Recall the popular “Jay-Walking” segment on The 
Tonight Show with Jay Leno: Leno’s producers hit the street and ask peo-
ple basic questions about American history and politics. Hilarity ensues 
because the interviewees can’t answer even basic questions. Despite the 
laughter, the segment offers a sad commentary on the state of affairs. On 
the brighter side, scholars have repeatedly shown that exposure to news 
sources can increase citizen knowledge (Tan 1980; Tichenor et al. 1970; 
Conway et al. 1981; Barabas and Jerit 2009; Jerit et al. 2006; Weaver 1996; 
Eveland et al. 2005), and perhaps alleviate the ignorance highlighted by 
Leno.

In addition, different mediums of news (print, televised, internet) 
produce different levels and types of learning (Chaffee and Frank 1996; 
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Garramone and Atkin 1986; Wade and Schramm 1969; Vincent and Basil 
1997; Baum 2003; Eveland et al. 2004). For example, Eveland, Marton, 
and Seo (2004) find that the readers of internet news stories do not learn 
as much factual information as consumers of other sources of news, but 
instead, they are able to gain denser and more interconnected knowledge 
structures due to the hyperlinked information in online news stories. Per-
haps most importantly, recent studies show that information-rich news 
environments lead to more learning than information-poor news envi-
ronments (Jerit et al. 2006; Prior 2005). For example, Barabas and Jerit 
(2009) show that the volume, breadth, and prominence of policy-specific 
news coverage increase the public’s knowledge of the topics covered. In 
all, the evidence shows that the news media can induce learning, and 
when news provides higher-quality information, more learning occurs. 

People can learn, and learning depends on the media environment. So, 
how much information do news outlets actually transmit? According to 
the compiled evidence, the answer to this question unfortunately appears 
less positive. For years, researchers have found that most news content 
generally lacks relevant policy-oriented information (Belt and Just 2008). 
Instead, popular outlets fill space with entertaining, but policy-devoid, 
information (Grabe et al. 2001). This type of information is sometimes 
referred to as “soft” or “human-interest” (Prior 2005). “Hard” traditional 
news programs may sacrifice meaningful news for softer stories, while 
newer news programming has been developed to report mostly “softer” 
stories. In either case, news firms provide poor-quality news in exchange 
for audience size. Although this style of reporting draws audiences in, 
this type of coverage generally lacks the information needed for consum-
ers to practice informed citizenship (Rosenstiel et al. 2007).4

Even leading up to major elections (precisely when citizens have 
immediate need for relevant information), news outlets concentrate 
on daily poll results, candidate miscues, contrived scandals, and other 
information quite disconnected from policy relevance (Patterson 1994). 
During campaigns, this type of entertaining (though policy-devoid) cov-
erage is referred to as “horse-race” or “game-schema” coverage. Think, 
for instance, of the difference between a story providing a candidate’s 
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standing in the latest daily tracking poll versus a story about that candi-
date’s suitability for office. Because citizens appear to desire policy-devoid 
coverage (Baum 2003), audience demand is often cited as the cause of the 
low quality. For example, when given a choice, people tend to choose the 
nonsubstantive news over the more substantive (Iyengar et al. 2004). 

The basic argument is that news firms attempt to cast as wide a net 
as possible with their product by “dumbing it down,” or providing only 
the most provocative style of coverage; this strategy is seen by some as 
chasing the lowest common denominator (Entman 1989a:17). “Dumbed 
down” stories even take up precious news space on traditional news 
outlets like NBC Nightly News: “Fair to say it was only a matter of time 
before someone would think of hitting the TV ‘paws’ button in a whole 
new way. Yes, a cable channel for dogs is finally here!”
 (Holt, NBC [6:30] p.m., April 28, 2012).

Audiences interested in receiving more sophisticated information 
continue to consume the low-quality news because they have few other 
places to go, or they may find some pertinent information after wading 
through the “softer” noninformative news (Giles 2003:218). But, many 
assume that the nonsubstantive coverage provided is the most important 
and highest-quality news possible, and never know to search for bet-
ter. The desire to attract large audiences drives outlets to forgo valuable 
policy information. This, in turn, leaves the electorate too ignorant to 
effectively participate.  

The news media can influence learning, and potentially improve 
democratic decision making. However, the news media do not reach 
their potential, and instead leave many starving on a low-information 
diet. To continue the discussion of how the news impacts society, the 
next section examines how the news media contribute to democratic 
citizenship. 

Encouraging Democratic Citizenship 

Besides transmitting relevant information, the news can also encour-
age quality citizenship. A quality citizen participates regularly, consumes 
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relevant information for decision making, and actively supports the 
democratic system. News can play a powerful role in socializing citizens 
into the democratic system by transmitting norms of behavior, promot-
ing positive attitudes toward the system, and encouraging participation. 

Media socialization begins at or before adolescence. Studies show that 
exposure to news during childhood can pique political interest, increase 
social capital, and prime future political discussion and participation 
(Atkin and Gantz 1978; Garramone and Atkin 1986; Romer et al. 2009). 
As citizens enter into adulthood, media use can lead to “better under-
standing of the political world and may provide a stronger cognitive 
base for political participation” (Sotirovic and McLeod 2001:273). News 
usage may even facilitate forms of participation, including interpersonal 
discussion, speaking out, and voting (McLeod et al. 1999; Newton 1999). 

News outlets generally do a good job of promoting participation and 
engagement by labeling upcoming elections as “important” and voter 
participation as “mattering.” During the primary season of 2011–2012, 
the broadcast and cable news networks referenced elections as the “most 
important” 136 times. In the three months running up to presidential 
elections, they did this 297 times in 2008 and 203 times in 2004.5 The 
media appear to label every upcoming national election as “the most 
important in our lifetime,” and while this may or may not be true, this 
type of encouragement is good because it probably fuels engagement 
in the system and active participation. We would not want news that 
actively discouraged engagement and participation by ignoring, under-
playing, or deeming irrelevant important political decisions.      

Despite the positive impact that news coverage could (and should) 
have on quality citizenship, it still has yet to reach its potential. To name 
the most prominent facet of news inhibiting good citizenship, news con-
tent provides a predominantly negative view of society in general, and of 
politics more specifically (Patterson 1996). News outlets rarely highlight 
the “good”; instead, violence, scandal, criminal activity, and other nega-
tive stories dominate headlines (Grabe et al. 2001; Lichter and Noyes 
1996; Sabato et al. 2000; Farnsworth and Lichter 2010). Researchers 
have long noted that negativity prevails in the news, even when reality 
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paints a more positive picture. A study in the 1990s of both national and 
local news showed that in terms of both the number of stories and the 
amount of time devoted to them, more than half of the news depicted 
violence, conflict, and suffering; these stories were further emphasized 
by appearing earlier in the broadcasts (Johnson 1996). And, the language 
journalists use in reporting paints a negative picture of the world as well. 
In 2011, the cable and broadcast news networks used the words “shock-
ing,” “disturbing,” and “frightening” in 944 news segments.6 For exam-
ple, political conflict, which in the United States usually involves little 
more than lukewarm civil disagreement between politicians, are often 
referenced by reporters as overtly violent acts when they are nothing of 
the sort. Let me demonstrate with but three examples from the nightly 
network news programs (italics added): 

And it’s not every day the President of the United States launches a rocket 
at the Supreme Court. But it happened today, setting the stage for a kind 
of battle of the titans over health care and that history making decision 
before the court right now. ABC’s Jake Tapper gives us the blow by blow.
(Sawyer, ABC [6:30] p.m., April 2, 2012)

[His rivals] are going to do everything they can over the next ten days 
to slow down [Romney’s] momentum, keeping him from steamrolling
his way to the nomination. They`re unleashing a series of brutal attacks
against him here in South Carolina where presidential politics can be like 
a knife fight. (Crawford, CBS [6:30] p.m., January 11, 2012)

While the rest of the nation watches, Washington has blown up into a 
caustic partisan fight and a showdown is coming over the power of the 
American president.  .  .  .  This contempt vote comes after the Obama 
White House, for the first time, invoked executive privilege. Charges of 
stonewalling and cover-ups are flying, the kind of stuff we first learned 
during the Watergate era. And for those not following the complexities of 
all of it, it just looks like more of our broken politics and vicious fights now 
out in the open. (Williams, NBC [6:30] p.m., June 20, 2012)
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Not only do news outlets portray events in a negative light, but they 
often sacrifice the truth to do so. High-profile examples of firms report-
ing gloom and doom in the face of truth are legion (Heath 1996). For 
example, in the 1970s, even though the world’s supply and quality of 
arable land, natural resources, food, and energy had been increasing for 
decades due to heightened efficiency, false bad news about population 
growth, natural resources, and the environment was published widely—
and in the face of overwhelming amounts of contradictory evidence 
(Simon 1980). 

To name but another example, in the 1990s it became conventional 
wisdom that parents spent 40 percent less time with their children than 
they had thirty years earlier. This statistic was cited more than fifty times 
by news organizations. Unfortunately, there was no evidence whatsoever 
to support any such decline in parent-child interaction (Whitman 1996). 

Whether reporting false information or simply highlighting negativ-
ity, overtly negative news keeps the media from maximizing the posi-
tive effects it could have on sophisticated citizenship. Negative news 
can instill anxiety and sadness and create for some the impression that 
“the entire world is falling apart” (Lewis 1994:157; Johnston and Davey 
1997). Scholars have argued that media negativity can create a “mean 
world effect” in which people overestimate crime rates, underestimate 
the benevolence of others, and as a consequence withdraw from social 
activities (Putnam 1995). 

The mean world effect spills over into politics. The perverse view 
of reality created by negative coverage leads to feelings of inefficacy, 
cynicism, “malaise,” and distrust (Cappella and Jamieson 1996; Val-
entino et al. 2001; Forgette and Morris 2006; Robinson 1976; Mutz 
and Reeves 2005; Patterson 1994; Bennett 1997). These feelings may 
then lead to skewed public priorities: for example, increased spend-
ing on criminal punishment and the increasing severity of criminal 
sentences are more correlated with crime coverage than with actual 
rates of crime (which have been historically decreasing) (Gilliam et 
al. 1996). The negative coverage may also result in muted political 
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participation and substandard citizenship (Fallows 1997). People may 
choose to sit it out, rather than get involved in a chaotic and danger-
ous world.  

What drives the overabundance of negative and cynical news cover-
age? Scholars often cite market demands: citizens simply prefer negative 
news. Studies of news going as far back as the 1940s show that citizens 
prefer negative headlines and, because of this, negative headlines sell 
better than positive ones (Allport and Milton 1943; Winship and Gordon 
1943; Meffert et al. 2006). However, despite audiences’ apparent desire 
for it, there exists a glaring irony: negativity is one of the leading com-
plaints citizens continually make about the news (e.g. Haskins 1981).  

This irony appears to be the product of evolutionary psychology: 
audiences may use the news as a way of surveying threats in the environ-
ment (Shoemaker 1996). Thus, when audiences view news that induces 
fear or anger, they pay closer attention (Newhagen 1998). This response 
may be unconscious, and audiences may not even know they are doing 
it. The logic is evolutionary: for example, if audiences see news about a 
rape in the parking lot, they know to avoid the parking lot (or to at least 
carry pepper spray). This unconscious desire to survey threats, perhaps 
to protect ourselves and our families, is not necessarily bad, but it does 
create a market demand. Problems arise because modern society has 
made it easier to appease this surveillance function with threats that are 
neither proximate nor probable, and news firms have been all too will-
ing to capitalize upon such threats anyway. The real-world effect is that, 
because of the overly pronounced negative news coverage, audiences 
overestimate threats, and, as a result, withdraw from the social activities 
that lead to enlightened citizenship (Putnam 1995; Romer et al. 2003). 
By meeting these subconscious demands for negative information, news 
firms do democratic society a disservice by creating a negative external-
ity (Hamilton 1998). Negative news may actually create a more negative 
world. 

In examining the impact of news, I have so far discussed news influ-
ence over the amount of knowledge in citizens’ heads, and the impact of 
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news coverage on democratic citizenship. I now discuss the impact that 
news coverage has on mass political opinions and subsequent public 
policy.  

Influencing Public Opinion and Policy

The effect of news coverage on political opinions and behaviors has been 
widely studied for nearly a century, and the variety of identified effects 
is wide-ranging. The study of media effects has faced, and continues to 
face, several impediments, the foremost being that it is difficult to link 
mass opinions and behaviors to singular causes such as the media. But 
with this said, it is widely acknowledged that the news media exert sig-
nificant influence over citizens. Because the people rule in democracies, 
news outlets can therefore indirectly impact public policy and election 
outcomes. The news influences opinions, those opinions are translated 
into mass political behavior, and policy changes as a result. In addition, 
the news can also directly affect leaders and policy. The news can high-
light certain topics, and leaders will subsequently address those topics 
with new policy initiatives. I now discuss two broad powers news outlets 
possess: (1) the ability to focus both citizens’ and governmental agendas 
and (2) the ability to directly affect political opinions and behaviors.      

Perhaps the most widely accepted effect of the news is its ability to 
set the issue agenda (or priorities) for both the public and the govern-
ment (McCombs 2004). According to agenda-setting theory, the media 
report issues, and then the audience adjusts its ranking of issue salience 
to accord with the media’s agenda. Put another way, the media have the 
ability to tell audiences what issues are important and in need of atten-
tion (and consequently, which are not). For example, if news outlets 
repeatedly highlighted stories about the economy, citizens would believe 
that the economy is highly important and in need of attention. If outlets 
stopped reporting about the economy, citizens would no longer believe 
it was quite so significant. By modifying the public’s issue concerns, the 
media can consequently affect the way citizens evaluate leaders and can-
didates: studies show that citizens judge leaders according to the issues 
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salient in the media (Iyengar et al. 1982). So, if outlets highlighted eco-
nomic stories and citizens subsequently viewed the economy as highly 
important, citizens would begin to judge leaders on the basis of their 
economic performance. Through this process, termed “priming,” the 
news media can impact evaluations of political leaders and potentially 
affect election outcomes. Chapter 2 will explore these effects more fully.
 Beyond indirect influence over political outcomes, the news media 
can also directly impact the actions of leaders and institutions. Research 
shows that the news can set the issue priorities not only for government 
actors at all levels but in the private sector as well (Walgrave and Van 
Aelst 2006; Erfle et al. 1990). The news can drive congressional policy: 
studies show that news attention can alter congressional attitudes and, 
in turn, affect major policies, including spending policies (Cook and 
Skogan 1991; Trumbo 1995; Baumgartner et al. 1997a). News attention 
can also spur government attention to long-ignored social problems; for 
instance, news stories about the issue of child abuse brought about leg-
islation from both Congress and several state legislatures (Nelson 1984). 
Even the presidency, a position designed for the exertion of indepen-
dent leadership, follows, rather than leads, the news in many instances 
(Edwards and Wood 1999). For example, studies show that the State of 
the Union address, a speech supposedly used to push the president’s 
agenda, often follows the issue agenda of previous news coverage (Wanta 
et al. 1989). 
 Beyond setting agendas, the news can also affect what citizens think.
The news can directly affect citizens’ opinions about leaders and foreign 
and domestic policy (Jordan and Page 1992; Bartels 1993; Entman 1989b). 
And, beyond simply affecting isolated attitudes, the news can lead to 
change in broad-based belief systems (Zaller 1991). The ability of the news 
media to affect attitudes can then impact election outcomes and public 
policy. For example, social scientist Tim Groseclose (2011) estimates that 
the news media have turned an America that would vote like a solid red 
state sans media intervention into an America that votes more “purple.” 

The tone of coverage during campaigns can lead to noticeable 
changes in attitudes towards candidates: positive coverage leads to 
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higher favorability while more negative coverage leads to lower favor-
ability (Druckman and Parkin 2004; Barker and Lawrence 2005; Joslyn 
and Ceccoli 1996). Beyond direct effects over candidate evaluations, the 
news can indirectly affect voter turnout and choice (Lott 2004; Della 
Vigna and Kaplan 2007; Gerber et al. 2006; Sheilds et al. 1995). For 
example, the media can affect the way citizens view objective condi-
tions.  During the presidential election campaign of 1992, the news por-
trayed the economy as much worse than any objective measure of eco-
nomic performance would have suggested (Goidel and Langley 1995). 
The media’s negative portrayal of the economy (independent of actual 
conditions) led citizens to evaluate the economy more negatively  (Heth-
erington 1996). These negative evaluations, in turn, led Americans to 
vote against President George H. W. Bush on Election Day, and elect Bill 
Clinton instead. 

To be clear, the exact effect of the news media over public opinions is 
hotly contested, and subsequent chapters will suggest that those effects, 
in some circumstances, have been overestimated. But given the evidence, 
journalists do have great power in society: the news can, in many ways, 
affect the course of history. As long-time journalism scholar Maxwell 
McCombs argues, this power creates “a situation that confronts jour-
nalists with a strong ethical responsibility” (2004:20). With this ethical 
responsibility, one would hope that the media would follow traditional 
journalistic standards. This involves (1) presenting information in a way 
that does not attempt to exert undue influence for the purpose of affect-
ing political outcomes; and (2) using independent judgment to decide 
which information to report and how to report it rather than abdicating 
news decisions to other interests. (I will discuss traditional journalism 
in more detail in the following sections.) 

Unfortunately, the available evidence suggests that news outlets have 
abdicated their independent judgment in favor of following audience 
demands. This has led to a perversion of the media’s agenda-setting 
power so that news firms design content to draw in audiences, and this 
news, which is otherwise unimportant, becomes an issue priority for 
audiences. To provide but one example, in November 2011, the CBS 



Introduction >> 25

show 60 Minutes reported a story summarizing the recent book Throw 
Them All Out by Peter Schweizer. The story, like the book, argued that 
congresspeople enter Congress with modest wealth, but because of their 
access to information about the stock prospects of particular companies, 
leave rich. Public opinion polls at the time showed that Congress had 
historically low approval ratings of about 10 percent. As a result, a news 
story depicting Congress as a bunch of corrupt hucksters fit in well with 
contemporary public sentiment. Of course, the evidence of corruption, 
both in the book and in the news report, was based on little more than 
anecdote. The report went viral on the internet and received sustained 
coverage in most major news sources—after all, the public loves tales of 
scandal and skullduggery. 

Responding to nothing other than the intense coverage (this had 
not been an issue prior to the 60 Minutes story), on March 15 Congress 
passed federal legislation, the STOCK Act, which prohibited inside trad-
ing by congresspeople, and President Obama signed the bill into law 
April 4, 2012. The bill did little more than make illegal a practice that 
was already illegal. But even more ironically, at the time there was very 
little evidence to suggest that members of Congress had used insider 
knowledge, or had benefited from their positions in any way. In fact, the 
best evidence available suggested that congresspeople’s portfolios under-
perform the market, and by significant margins (Eggers and Hainmuller 
2011). But stopping the “corruption” became a congressional priority 
anyway, because 60 Minutes had a financial incentive to pander to view-
ers with shoddy information.   
 Beyond chasing audience opinions, economists have long shown that 
by “slanting news,” outlets can incur profits by appealing to one seg-
ment of the audience (Baron 2006; Mullainathen and Shleifer 2005). 
To name but one example, in a study of local newspapers, Pollock et al. 
(2006a) found that coverage of gay rights varied according to the politi-
cal predispositions of the intended local audiences. Conservative popu-
lations received conservatively tilted news about gay rights while liberal 
audiences received liberally tilted news addressing gay rights. Despite 
the ethical responsibility that comes with the ability to influence the 
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opinions and behaviors of citizens and leaders, outlets appear to abdi-
cate their independence in exchange for what their audiences demand.

Having examined the impact of news, the discussion now turns to 
examine three major theoretical paradigms explaining news content. 
Where does news come from? What drives conceptions of newsworthi-
ness? The following sections will suggest answers to these questions.   

The Nature of News

Thus far, I have argued that the news can impact how well people fulfill 
their duties as citizens. The news can inform the masses, encourage trust 
in the democratic system, and shape citizens’ political opinions and behav-
iors. The news can also affect the way leaders think and act on important 
policy questions. The news is powerful. But, in exchange for this unregu-
lated power, media outlets have certain responsibilities. I have presented 
evidence thus far suggesting that economic incentives have led news out-
lets to shirk those responsibilities. The influence of economics has led 
news to negatively impact citizens’ willingness and ability to competently 
participate in this country. Thus, this book is couched in concerns about 
the media’s role in fostering and encouraging democratic governance. 

In order to demonstrate more fully the negative impact of markets on 
news content, we must explore the vigorous debate about the nature of 
news. This debate centers on three general models explaining the sources 
of news content: traditional journalism, supply-side, and demand-side. 
Models of traditional journalism argue that news should come from 
independent journalistic judgment. Supply-side models argue that news 
content is determined by those supplying the news. Demand-side mod-
els argue that audience demand determines news content. I detail these 
three models below. 

Traditional Journalism

There are many definitions of traditional democratic journalism; some 
of these stem from news outlets and from journalists’ professional 



Introduction >> 27

associations. Other definitions stem from scholars who have devoted 
many volumes to the topic. One professional organization, the Society 
of Professional Journalists, provides a list of “ethics” that focuses on 
reporting truth, minimizing harm to sources and subjects, acting inde-
pendently, and being accountable (Journalists 1996). Political commu-
nication scholar Robert Entman (Entman 2005:54) provides five “Key 
Journalistic Standards”: accuracy, balance, checks on pure profit-maxi-
mization, democratic accountability, and editorial separation. 

Other scholars focus not on mechanical procedures but on the goals 
pursued by news organizations. Doris Graber (1986), for example, pro-
vides five functions of news media, taking a slightly different vantage 
point than Entman: reflecting diversity of opinion, informing citizens 
with needed information, communicating with government officials on 
behalf of citizens, expressing unpopular minority views, and detecting 
abuses of power. Regardless of how various scholars and organizations 
define “traditional journalism,” these definitions typically distill down to 
three general facets: (1) providing necessary information, (2) encourag-
ing democratic participation, and (3) setting agendas and shaping opin-
ions. For purposes of space, I will keep the following discussion of these 
three aspects of traditional journalism brief.   

First, journalists should provide the information necessary for con-
sumers to practice advanced citizenship. In liberal democracies, citizens 
are asked to self-govern. This requires that citizens choose between 
opposing candidates and varying policies. News sources should lead 
citizens to understand competing alternatives. What are the candidates’ 
espoused policies? How will these be implemented? What will be the 
short- and long-term effects? Without robust sources of current infor-
mation, citizens would be making significant and far-reaching choices 
without the information necessary to make those choices (Entman 
1989a:17; Graber 1986). 

As part of providing the necessary information, journalists should also 
act as a “watchdog.” As Graber (1986:258) puts it, the press should act as 
“the citizens’ eyes and ears to detect and report corruption, abuses of 
power, and other misconduct by government officials.” In this, the news 
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encourages the powerful to act in the public interest by exposing (or 
threatening to expose) bad behavior to the public (Bennett and Serrin 
2005). The press need not ever report corruption if none exists; simply 
the threat of exposure should be enough to encourage honest dealings. 

Second, news should encourage democratic participation and transfer 
political norms.  The news, by its very nature, should introduce transpar-
ency into the system (Francke 1995). This then should instill in the masses 
feelings of trust, inclusion, and efficacy. This may involve reaching out to 
marginalized groups, giving voice to all sides of the debate, and encourag-
ing audiences to engage in the system (Graber 1986). Traditional journal-
ism should also directly encourage participation, socialize audiences into 
democratic norms of behavior, and transfer political culture to viewers.  

Third, news should set agendas and shape opinions. The news should 
bring to attention problems that need resolution, and explicate the 
potential solutions for those problems. This is a grave responsibility that 
requires that journalists provide information independently and in an 
unbiased manner. In pluralistic democracies, competing interests (inter-
est groups, businesses, political parties, movements, etc.) attempt to shape 
public policy by influencing the media and public opinion in a way that 
favors their preferred outcome. An independent source of news would 
not act as a shill for any interest, but rather would critically evaluate the 
claims and proposed policies of all, without favor (e.g. Collins 2001). In 
addition, and just as important, journalists will not shape the news to 
favor the preexisting biases of their audiences. Journalists should provide 
the needed news, not the gratifying news. Thus, journalists should exer-
cise their own judgment in choosing (1) the stories that warrant reporting 
and (2) how to report those stories. This would allow citizens to evaluate 
proposed policies with a robust supply of unbiased information.  

Supply-Side Models

Supply-side (or top-down) models argue that, as in traditional journal-
istic models, news suppliers should decide the content of news indepen-
dently. But unlike in traditional journalism, in the supply-side model, 
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the welfare of democracy is of little concern. Supply-side models argue 
that forces above the audience, perhaps in the newsroom, perhaps 
above the newsroom, dictate news without much thought given to the 
audience’s preferences or needs. Scholars have argued that a variety of 
supply-side actors exert control over the news; these include economic 
elites, government leaders, news firm owners, and journalists. I briefly 
describe the most popular of these arguments and then demonstrate the 
limits of the supply-side paradigm.      

To begin, the Propaganda Model proposed by Edward Herman and 
Noam Chomsky (Herman and Chomsky 1988; Chomsky 1989) argues 
that capitalist elites, in a conspiratorial plot, control news content. In this 
model, news outlets portray the political and economic status quo in an 
overly positive light while criticizing alternative forms of government 
and economic distribution. This is done to keep capitalist elites in power 
by maintaining public support for the current economic system. A slight 
variation of this model, discussed by Ben Bagdikian (2004), similarly 
argues that media corporations in the United States act as a cartel with 
the intention of manufacturing in the populace right-wing values that 
favor the economic status quo. 

A similar model proposed by George Gonzalez (Gonzalez 2005a, 
2005b) is that owners of news outlets, in conjunction with other eco-
nomic elites, will work to pursue economic development initiatives 
driven mainly by elites. News programs, therefore, following the wishes 
of their ownership and management, will attempt to gain favor for pre-
ferred policies.        

Lance Bennett’s indexing model presents a similar conception of top-
down control, except in this case, the government, rather than economic 
elites, controls most news content (Bennett 2009). Bennett argues that 
(1) government sources dominate reporting to the exclusion of alterna-
tive voices and (2) news firms rely on “official” accounts of events from 
government officials to the exclusion of other accounts. Thus, the agenda 
of government officials, rather than journalists or advocacy groups, 
directs the flow of information, thereby limiting the range of alterna-
tives presented to the public.    
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Another supply-side model involves the biases housed within news 
organizations. According to this model, journalists and/or news own-
ers allow their ideological biases to color the reporting (Larcinese et al. 
2007; Groseclose 2011). This may happen unwittingly or more purpo-
sively. Thus, the impact on reporting can be more subtle (e.g. Grose-
close and Milyo 2005; Puglisi 2011) or more pronounced if it is intended 
as advocacy for a policy, candidate, or party (e.g. Goldberg 2009). For 
example, in a study of local newspapers, Puglisi and Snyder (2008) find 
that Democratic-leaning newspapers give more coverage to scandals 
involving Republican politicians than scandals involving Democratic 
politicians, while Republican-leaning newspapers do the opposite. But, 
whether one believes that newspeople transmit a liberal or conservative 
bias, the argument assumes that these preferences are transmitted with-
out much concern for the tastes of the audience.   

In recent decades, studies have shown that newspeople vote over-
whelmingly Democratic and tend to support liberal causes by wide 
margins (Lichter et al. 1986). For example, a survey of journalists in 
2005 showed that they voted for Democrat John Kerry over Republican 
George W. Bush two to one, they identify as Democrat over Republican 
three to one, and they identify as liberal over conservative three to one.7

In contrast, the public voted for Bush over Kerry, and identifies as Repub-
lican and conservative roughly equally to Democratic and liberal. Given 
this, most popular arguments suggest a liberal bias on the part of most of 
the mainstream media (e.g. Goldberg 2002). As long-time journalist and 
media critic Bernard Goldberg (2009:4) argued about the 2008 election, 

Sure, mainstream journalists always root for the Democrat. But this time 
it was different. This time journalists were not satisfied merely being 
partisan witnesses to history. This time they wanted to be real players 
and help determine the outcome. This time they were on a mission—a 
noble, historic mission, as far as they were concerned. In fact, I could not 
remember a time when so many supposedly objective reporters had acted 
so blatantly as full-fledged advocates for one side—and without even a 
hint of embarrassment. 
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Other academic studies dismiss claims of liberal bias in the news 
because the content does not suggest it (e.g. Covert and Wasburn 2007). 
Others dismiss claims of liberal bias, arguing that to claim that journal-
ists’ preferences affect news content is akin to saying that the cook’s pref-
erences at McDonald’s affect the menu. Such arguments do not dispute 
the existence of bias in the news, only its course and ideological direction. 
Because journalists are dependent upon owners and managers for their 
jobs, journalists are compelled to report stories that favor their bosses’ 
supposedly economic elitist and conservative point of view (Chomsky 
2006; Herman and Chomsky 1988). As leftist media critic Eric Alterman 
(2003) titles chapter 2 of What Liberal Media? The Truth about Bias and 
the News, “You’re Only as Liberal as the Man Who Owns You.” 
 But, while there do exist several studies on the topic, news bias has 
not been a major research trajectory for social scientists. This is shock-
ing given popular concerns about it. This may be a problem of vantage 
point: academics are as liberal as, if not more liberal than, journalists. 
Academics would therefore not view liberally tilted news as tilted at all. 
Therefore, the notion of liberal media bias has not been given the atten-
tion in academia that many might think it warrants. 

Scholars have presented evidence favoring these aforementioned 
top-down models; content analyses of news demonstrate that at times 
journalists favor our system of economics over others, focus on govern-
ment accounts of events, and exhibit various forms of ideological bias. 
However, the evidence is often weak, or at best anecdotal. And more 
importantly, the majority of these studies do not account for the role of 
markets in shaping content. For example, as McManus (1995:332) argues, 
“While certain elites—major investors and the managers who put their 
wishes into practice—may exercise significant control over news con-
tent, they must appeal to a mass audience and often appear to do so by 
showing other parts of the establishment in a negative light.” In other 
words, while supply-side models predict that news reports will always 
present leaders, corporations, and the system in a positive light, this is 
not the case. Outlets often report very negative stories about our institu-
tions and leaders, economic, political, and otherwise. So, not only does 
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the content often not match the predictions of elite-driven models, but 
the causal arrows are incorrectly specified: owners show negative por-
trayals of the system precisely because they are dependent on audiences. 
In other words, firm owners do not control the masses.   

Also, the studies providing support for these models generally lack 
clear causal attribution. There is little evidence directly attributing news 
coverage to capitalist elites, government officials, or journalists and 
owners. News content can come about for a variety of reasons, and those 
arguing in favor of supply-side models have yet to demonstrate that a 
supply-side actor causes that content, except in limited subject areas or 
specific outlets (e.g. Puglisi and Snyder 2008; Chomsky 1999).  

In short, supply-side models fail to explain the content of news 
because they are disconnected from the realities of markets. Economic 
elites, government officials, and newspeople can exhibit only so much 
control over news content before audiences turn away. Imagine an out-
let that produces news content to advocate a particular point of view at 
the expense of consumer tastes. Audiences would stop consuming news 
from that outlet and choose instead to receive their news from another 
source (or perhaps choose to stop receiving news altogether). Unless this 
outlet could appeal to a large enough segment of the audience to remain 
viable, it would probably reorganize or go out of business. 

Many might point to the left-leaning MSNBC or the right-leaning 
Fox News Channel as evidence that firms do actively bias their coverage. 
But, news producers are unable in the long run to propagandize or bias 
their news without, first, a demand for that particular style of content. 
So, while news outlets have their own detectable biases and styles, the 
demands of a segmented market, rather than the dispositions of jour-
nalists/owners/government officials or the secret cartel arrangements of 
capitalist elites, are the likely cause of that content.    

Demand-Side Models

Demand-side (or bottom-up/audience-driven) models center on eco-
nomics and contend that audience demand drives news firms. If a news 
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firm did not need revenue to stay in business, then audience demand 
might have little say over content. Firms could report any story they 
want any way they want, without economic reprisal—the size of the 
audience would matter little. However, in the United States news firms 
must self-fund (or else eventually go out of business). This requires the 
capture of a large enough audience for the firm to profit from either 
sales of copy or sales of advertising. And, as public demands for news 
change over time, news firms have incentive to alter their products to 
meet those demands. In short, demand-side models account for the eco-
nomic system.

News firms can account for a variety of audience demands: I group 
these demands into three types: entertainment, information, and grati-
fication. These demands are not necessarily exclusive; the same content 
can satisfy two or more of these demands simultaneously. For example, 
an entertaining story can also meet audience demands for important 
pertinent information. I describe these three types of demands below, 
beginning with entertainment.

Entertainment 

Perhaps the most criticized aspect of news coverage is that audience 
demands have driven news outlets to make the news more “entertain-
ing.” Demands for entertainment may affect the content and quality of 
news as well as the aesthetics of news delivery. Furthermore, audience 
demands have led to more programming choices overall, so that people 
interested in entertainment need not be stuck watching the evening 
news (hundreds of other options are now available); this in itself has 
led to wide gaps in citizen knowledge and participation (Prior 2005). In 
terms of the content and quality of news, scholars have noted that much 
public affairs programming focuses on shocking, out-of-the-ordinary, 
and bizarre events. Scholars argue that this type of coverage is designed 
specifically to draw in and entertain audiences (Turrow 1983; Hamil-
ton 1998). By reporting stories in this way, as opposed to stories that 
may better serve the public interest, audiences are left without pertinent 
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information. For instance, a news outlet might provide minute-by-
minute updates on Lindsay Lohan’s criminal problems at the expense 
of covering proposed national crime legislation alternatives (Slattery et 
al. 2001). 

In addition to ignoring more pertinent information, by meeting audi-
ence demands for entertainment, firms may also provide a twisted view 
of reality to audiences. For example, the summer of 2001 has oft been 
referred to as “summer of the shark.”  This is the case because reports 
of shark attacks had become frequent in the news, even though shark 
attacks that summer were not only infinitesimally rare but also on his-
toric decline. But with this said, since people find “the idea of being 
eaten by a predator to be a shocking and outrageous way to die,” shark 
attacks receive headlines while “deaths from modern ailments—from 
cardiovascular disease, cancer or infection—rarely rate a mention, and 
certainly don’t get reported worldwide” (Dean 2010). In short, shark 
attack stories draw in audiences; cancer deaths do not. The increased 
shark coverage distorted reality, and as a result, irrationally amplified the 
fear of shark attacks and frightened summer vacationers away from the 
East Coast (McComas 2006). 

To name one more recent example, in May 2012, a man stripped 
naked and attacked a homeless person, eating his eyeballs, nose, and 
mouth. Upon arriving at the scene, police shot the assailant ten times 
before he stopped the attack. Because the incident contained elements 
making it savory for audiences—nudity, bizarre behavior, mutilation, 
shooting, and death—the media immediately gave it prominent and sus-
tained coverage; they termed it a “zombie” attack. The local and national 
media, without any toxicology reports, began attributing the attack to 
synthetic hallucinogenic drugs. The story became extremely salient in 
the weeks following, and still without a toxicology report, local govern-
ments as well as Congress began to react by banning, or further enforc-
ing bans, on synthetic drugs.8 Of course, getting attacked by a “zombie” 
on synthetic drugs, like getting eaten by a shark, is incredibly rare, but its 
inherent gruesomeness brings it heightened attention, skewing people’s 
and government’s perceptions of risk and priorities.
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Scholars have been well aware that audience demands for entertain-
ment bleed into political coverage, crowding out substantive policy 
discussion (Patterson 1994). Campaign coverage focuses on scandal-
ous details of the candidate’s past, the “shocking” new poll numbers, 
candidate gaffes, and discussions of campaign strategy (Farnsworth 
and Lichter 2010). For example, horse race coverage of presidential 
campaigns has trumped policy coverage on the networks in five of the 
last six elections, and usually by wide margins (Farnsworth and Lich-
ter 2011). Entering the 2012 Republican presidential primaries, cover-
age focused on the results of numerous polls and on candidate strategy. 
Which Republican candidate has the most name recognition? Who can 
win what state? Who can win the nomination? Entering the 2012 general 
election, coverage focused on the horse race between Mitt Romney and 
Barack Obama. Who will win what state? Which campaign strategy is 
working? What do the latest polls say? This style of horse-race coverage 
adds little to public understanding of the issues at stake, and in a broader 
sense perverts the public’s view of politics—people have begun to view 
analysis of campaign strategy as “good” coverage of politics (Iyengar et 
al. 2004). By focusing on questions such as these, outlets ignore more 
substantive questions, such as, How will the candidate govern if elected? 
What are the candidate’s proposed policies, and how do those differ 
from the other candidates’? What will the effect of those espoused poli-
cies be? Beyond excluding more substantive and informative stories, this 
coverage leaves audiences with a jaded view of government: that leaders 
care only about strategic maneuvering, rather than making good policy. 
This may lead, in turn, to lower levels of trust in government and lower 
voter participation (Cappella and Jamieson 1996). 

Beyond substantive news content, studies have long shown that news 
firms appeal to audience preferences for entertainment by altering the 
aesthetic (or nonsubstantive) aspects of the product. This might involve 
altering the background, the graphics, the music, or the delivery of 
the product. For newspapers, this might involve a greater use of color-
ful photos and graphics to convey information (USA Today has built 
its readership on such graphics). For televised news, this may involve 
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scrolling tickers at the bottom of the screen, or picture-in-picture shots. 
This may also involve employing reporters who can attract audiences 
(Allen 1995). For example, the Fox News Network has developed a repu-
tation for employing highly attractive females to anchor and comment 
on the news. 

In terms of the press’s journalistic obligations, meeting aesthetic 
demands is perhaps the least alarming. Assuming that the reporters are 
of equal competence, whether the news is delivered by attractive women 
such as Megan Kelly or by the less physically attractive Wolf Blitzer, the 
reporting is the same. Therefore, meeting demands for an aesthetically 
pleasing product does not necessarily deprive the audience. The prob-
lem occurs only when the aesthetics overtake or crowd out the substan-
tive coverage (and therefore, I will not spend much time discussing this).  

Social scientists have had difficulty systematically measuring demands 
for entertainment, given that such demands are generally driven by 
subconscious psychological desires. Given this, it has been difficult for 
scholars to correlate changes in the levels of entertainment in the news 
to changes in demand for entertainment. This book operates under the 
assumption that audience demands for entertaining content are fairly 
constant. With this said, I would also claim that what is deemed enter-
taining or not will change over time. 

Informational 

A second form of demand for news involves the desire for specific infor-
mation. Audiences may want to know more about a particular topic, 
or they may want a topic to receive more attention so that it can find 
resolution—journalists may respond to these demands by reporting the 
desired substantive information. Studies show that journalists do follow 
informational demands in this way. Audience concerns over a variety 
of issues, including Economics, the Environment, Civil Rights, Energy, 
Foreign Trade, and Social Welfare, have been shown to drive subsequent 
coverage of those issues in particular outlets at particular times (Behr 
and Iyengar 1985; Blood and Phillips 1997; Trumbo 1995). This can be 
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viewed as a form of “civic-minded” journalism (Baker 2002:154-63). 
For instance, if the audience were to become highly concerned with the 
environment, then news firms would provide news addressing the envi-
ronment. This form of civic-minded journalism is advocated by many as 
an important facet of democracy that increases news relevancy and can 
refocus government priorities (Bennett 2009). For example, at the local 
level, audiences may encourage more coverage of the local school board 
as opposed to coverage of car chases and convenience store stabbings. 

While providing a public good, civic-minded journalism could lead 
to higher profits because firms would be meeting audience demands 
(Rosenstiel et al. 2007). While meeting informational demands in this 
way has its accolades, it also presents disadvantages. When journal-
ists allow audiences to dictate substantive news content, they abdicate 
at least a portion of their independent judgment. In short, journalists 
should retain the ability to judge whether the audience’s informational 
demands are worthy of precious news space. For example, audiences 
might develop a fascination with a politician’s haircut. Journalists should 
be free to ignore those demands for information about the haircut and 
focus instead on the politician’s espoused policies. Chapters 2 and 3 of 
this book will examine how information demands influence substantive 
coverage in traditional news sources.  

Gratification

Beyond following demands for entertainment and information, news 
outlets may also follow demands for gratification (Katz et al. 1974). In 
this, audiences seek out news that accords with their ideological pre-
dispositions. For example, conservative audiences might turn to news 
sources that provide conservative news while liberals might turn to news 
sources that provide liberal news. According to studies of the current 
ideologically segmented news market, audiences do in fact self-select 
into like-minded news programs: conservatives self-select to receive 
news from Fox News while more liberal viewers self-select into watch-
ing CNN or MSNBC (Morris 2007). These outlets have benefited greatly 



38 << Introduction 

from targeting segments of the ideologically diverse audience, and their 
experience shows that news firms indeed have incentive to provide com-
forting rather than challenging news. 

In meeting demands for gratification, firms do not necessarily pro-
vide news that meets a specific demand for pertinent information or 
a demand for nonsubstantive entertainment (although they could). 
Rather, outlets supply agreeable news that meets psychological needs 
for reassurance and value reinforcement (McQuail 1987). By relying on 
agreeable news, consumers wind up with different perceptions of reality 
than the rest of the news audience (Morris 2007). This leaves audiences 
without a broad, unbiased view of the major events and issues.  

Many are well acquainted with the idea that media firms target cer-
tain demographic groups. For example, newspapers may target home-
owners; televised programs may target particular age groups. This may 
seem rather innocuous, until one considers more fully that these demo-
graphics dictate the substantive aspects of news content. Recent studies 
show that in local news sources, coverage of a variety of topics, includ-
ing campaigns (Cardwell 2005), gay rights (Pollock et al. 2006b), Islam 
(Pollock et al. 2005), and immigration (Branton and Dunaway 2009), 
varies according to the demographics of local audiences. In other words, 
many news outlets attempt to present news that accords with what the 
audience already believes—even though this news may provide a false 
picture of reality.   

Despite the growing body of evidence, many disagree about the role 
of demands for gratification in determining content. For example, Ent-
man (2005:54) argues that in the more traditional news organizations, 
“decisions to cover stories, how to play them, how much to follow up, 
and the like are made more on grounds of professional news judgment 
than on immediate profit calculations.” In addition, in studying news-
paper content, Puglisi and Snyder (2011) and Larcinese et al. (2007) find 
that news outlets do not follow the political tastes of audiences, except 
in limited instances. In fact, they find that newspapers are more likely to 
follow the ideological dispositions of the editors than of the audiences. 
To settle this disagreement in the literature and also better specify the 
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effects of demands for gratification on content, chapters 3 and 4 will 
explore the impact of audience demands for gratification to see how 
much these demands affect news content as well as the news landscape.   

To conclude this section, explanations of news content can be orga-
nized into three major paradigms: traditional journalism, supply-side, 
and demand-side. I argue that demand-side arguments provide the best 
explanation for news content. There are three basic demands consumers 
may have for news: demands for entertainment, for information, and for 
gratification. The remaining chapters of this book will present evidence 
in favor of demand-side economic models of news content. 

Plan of the Book

The People’s News proceeds as follows. Chapter 2 begins discussion and 
critique of the media-effects literature. Then, it segues into a presenta-
tion of the data analyzed in chapters 2 and 3. This data comes from the 
three nightly network news programs. Chapter 2 then employs time-
series analysis to demonstrate how audience demands for information 
determine, in many instances, substantive issue coverage in the news. 
Chapter 3 looks at how news firms meet audience demands for gratifi-
cation by following the audience’s ideological and partisan preferences. 
The chapter examines both cable and broadcast news programming 
to determine whether and how the audience’s ideology and partisan-
ship affect the market structure and substantive content of news. Taken 
together, chapters 2 and 3 show how audience demands for information 
and gratification lead even supposedly “traditional” news firms to alter 
substantive content in response.

Chapter 4 begins by delineating the methods with which news firms 
can more efficiently than ever track audience preferences and respond 
immediately with content that meets those preferences. Then, chapter 
4 provides examples of news firms adjusting coverage before and after 
polls, showing stark contrasts to what was previously thought about 
public opinion. With this, chapter 4 demonstrates that the public can 
immediately affect the coverage certain topics receive. 
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Given the findings of audience influence over news content in chap-
ters 2, 3, and 4, it seems as though the U.S. media environment offers 
society the worst-case scenario: a dire need for an independent media 
that cannot be independent. Chapter 5 places the book’s empirical find-
ings into perspective, arguing that popular notions of independence and 
objectivity have created a “witch-hunt” for ideological bias, thus obscur-
ing the larger forces affecting news: economics. To conclude, chapter 
5 asks, What are the potential solutions? Given the sweeping changes 
occurring in all levels and mediums of news, this discussion touches on 
the future of news content, election outcomes, policy decisions, and, in 
general, democratic governance in the United States. In the end, I dis-
cuss whether democracy can survive when the information necessary to 
democratic decision making is discarded in favor of what sells. 

Conclusion

In the United States, news outlets have unique protections that are 
unprecedented in most of the world. The reason for these protections is 
that self-rule relies on ample sources of independent information. With-
out ample independent information, citizens cannot make informed or 
rational decisions as voters, they cannot attend to the important prob-
lems that call for resolution, and they cannot hold leaders to account 
for their actions. In short, American democracy calls upon the news 
media to be the source of independent information. This responsibil-
ity is unfortunately aggravated by the incentives built into the Ameri-
can economic system. News firms, despite the unique protections they 
enjoy, must still operate like any other type of firm. This means that 
news outlets must incur a profit or go out of business. Scholars have long 
noted that economic incentives drive much of the news industry, from 
the opening and closing of foreign bureaus to the corporatization and 
conglomeration of many of the current outlets. However, scholars have 
arrived at less of a consensus about how much economics affect the sub-
stantive content of news. This book seeks to better determine how much 
market demands aggravate the demands of democratic citizenship. In 
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undertaking this task, this book will not only shed light on the con-
struction of the news but also lead to a greater understanding of how 
the media meet their responsibilities to democratic governance. To this 
end, chapter 2 examines how demands for information influence not 
only the content of news but also the ability of the news to influence the 
public and its leaders.
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2

Informational Demands for News 

Agenda Setting and Audience Influence

Well, news is anything that’s interesting, that relates to what’s 
happening in the world, what’s happening in areas of the cul-
ture that would be of interest to your audience. 
—Kurt Loder, 1994 

What is news? What makes a piece of information newsworthy? Per-
haps it is something inherent in a piece of information that sets it apart 
from millions of pieces of other information—perhaps the people need
to know it for society to function properly. Or, perhaps information 
becomes newsworthy because of the way audience members would 
individually value that piece of information. In the former instance, 
information can have inherent value regardless of whether the audience 
chooses to value it, consume it, or demand it—the information serves 
a greater good. In the latter, the value of a piece of information comes 
from audience interest and demand. It is little surprise that Kurt Loder, 
a journalist who spent most of his career working for the entertainment 
outlets Rolling Stone Magazine and MTV, would equate news with the 
audience’s interest. The outlets Loder spent most of his journalism career 
working for have no responsibility to inform or cultivate democratic 
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society; the news they cover is there to entertain. The bigger question is, 
Do journalists at more traditional news sources view news as informa-
tion that meets a public demand, or as information serving something 
larger and more systemic? This chapter sets out to answer that question.

Chapter 1 introduced the tension between democratic ideals and eco-
nomic necessities. While democratic societies require robust sources of 
information to make far-reaching policy decisions, the marketplace for 
news, on the other hand, requires large enough audiences so that out-
lets can be profitable. The need for news outlets to incur profits may 
lead them to shirk their responsibilities to democratic society. Outlets 
may therefore provide news that brings in audiences by meeting their 
demands but does not encourage informed decision making in matters 
of public importance. Chapter 1 also introduced three types of audi-
ence demand that news firms may follow: demands for information, 
for entertainment, and for gratification. This chapter examines the way 
demands for information affect the amount of coverage given to broad, 
substantive issue areas over time.

A great deal of evidence has been amassed suggesting that the news 
media greatly impact the public’s political opinions and behaviors. Chap-
ter 1 provided the broad strokes of these arguments. Perhaps the most 
broadly accepted and studied impact of the news is its ability to set the 
audience’s issue agenda. In this scenario, news outlets report issues, and 
the public subsequently views those issues as important. This represents 
a very powerful effect, and a multitude of studies have lent credence to 
this paradigm, called “agenda-setting.” The seminal study, performed by 
Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, showed that the issues reported in 
the news during the 1968 presidential campaign strongly correlated with 
the issues that were salient with audiences (McCombs and Shaw 1972).

With this said, correlations between the media’s agenda and the pub-
lic’s agenda do not necessarily indicate that the media have set the audi-
ence’s agenda. A correlation between two numerical variables implies 
only that their values rise and fall in relation to one another; correlation 
does not imply that one variable causes the other. A correlation between 
issue coverage in the news and the public perception of issue importance 
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may indicate that the news influences the public, or instead that public 
demand for issue coverage drives news content. A correlation between 
news and public opinion may also indicate that news firms and the audi-
ence both respond to the same stimuli, but are not causally related. A 
correlation may even exist if news content and audiences are not related 
at all. In short, correlation between news content and public opinion 
may indicate more than one relationship between news and the public. 

Given this observational equivalency, and the economic incentives 
that drive news outlets to provide news that meets audience demand, it 
is possible that in the past scholars overestimated the impact that news 
outlets have on the public’s agenda and at the same time underestimated 
the impact that audience demands have on news content. In this chapter, 
I explain how audience demands affect news issue content and therefore 
mediate the agenda-setting impact that news outlets could potentially 
have on audiences.

This chapter proceeds as follows. First, I briefly detail the history of 
media effects research to show that researchers have studied the media 
with an eye towards identifying media effects (rather than identifying 
evidence of audience influence). Second, I critique the studies of agenda 
setting to show how both methodological and theoretical limitations in 
the literature may have led scholars to overestimate the causal impact 
between the media’s and the public’s agendas. Building from these cri-
tiques, I then design an analysis to compare the issues reported in the 
nightly network news to data measuring public concern over a period of 
forty years. The results of this statistical analysis suggest that audiences 
have a strong and meaningful influence over news content. I conclude 
with implications for the study of media effects and for journalism.   

The Study of Media Effects

Social scientists have taken a keen interest in the news media for nearly 
a century; however, much of the attention paid to the news has focused 
on its influence over audiences, specifically mass political opinions and 
behaviors. This interest was widely sparked after World Wars I and II 
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(e.g. Lasswell 1927). In trying to understand how otherwise rational and 
compassionate human beings could actively support the horrors of brutal 
totalitarian regimes, researchers looked to their propaganda machines. 

Scientists concluded that film and print propaganda must have had a 
powerful effect in achieving compliance and active participation (Smith 
et al. 1946). This line of thought motivated what became known as the 
“hypodermic needle” theory (Bineham 1988). According to this theory, 
audiences immediately absorb media messages; these messages then 
alter the audience’s political preferences (Chaffee and Hochheimer 1985). 
Radio messages extolling the virtues of Benito Mussolini would lead lis-
teners to support Benito Mussolini just as Nazi propaganda films would 
lead viewers to support Hitler. This theory provides both a powerful and 
a parsimonious explanation not only for the opinions and behavior of 
people in authoritarian regimes but also for public opinion writ large. 
However, some strong assumptions are written into the hypodermic 
needle theory—first, that audiences’ opinions are extremely fungible 
and, second, that audiences are captive and choose to absorb any con-
tent provided them.
 Beginning in the 1930s, Paul Lazarsfeld and his team conducted a 
series of county-wide panel studies in the northeastern United States 
during election seasons (e.g. Lazarsfeld et al. 1944; see also Berelson et al. 
1954; Katz and Lazarsfeld 1955; Klapper 1960). Their goal was to observe, 
through a series of repeated interviews, how media messages (news and 
advertisements) affected audience preference for political candidates, 
fashion, entertainment, and household products. In short, they wanted 
to test the veracity of the hypodermic needle theory. They surmised that 
if the theory was accurate, they would observe an ebb and flow of public 
preferences closely following the ebb and flow of media messages. What 
they found instead shaped the study of media effects forever. 

The findings showed no strong evidence to support a hypodermic 
effect: regardless of the amount or type of exposure to news and adver-
tisements, voter preferences changed little in the months leading up to 
elections. With little evidence to support it, researchers tossed aside the 
hypodermic needle theory and continued the search for and the effort 
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to develop better theories to understand how the media influence the 
public (Katz 1987). 

Shortly thereafter, researchers at the University of Michigan published 
The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960), perhaps the most cited work 
in the field of political science. This exhaustive work’s most important 
contribution is in showing the stability of people’s political opinions. 
The findings indicated that people’s political opinions arise from pro-
cesses embedded in socialization and are, for the most part, impervious 
to external stimuli such as news and advertising (see also Campbell et 
al. 1966; Campbell et al. 1954). Thus, opinions such as political ideology, 
policy preferences, and partisan attachments were stable not only over 
the course of months or campaign seasons but also over the course of 
lifetimes. Because of the stability introduced by socialization and other 
social-psychological processes, there was little room for media mes-
sages to affect opinions. This gave support to a “minimal effects” model 
of media influence that became the conventional wisdom for decades 
(Chaffee and Hochheimer 1985).  

The minimal effects model relies on two basic claims. First, audiences 
have an active resistance to messages that challenge their partisan attach-
ments, political ideology, or policy preferences. Audiences will either 
ignore or overly scrutinize information with which they disagree (Klap-
per 1960). This indicates a psychological resistance to discordant media 
messages. With audiences ignoring information that could change their 
current opinions, the media are left with little room to affect audiences. 
News messages therefore serve to reinforce existing opinions, but not 
to change them. Second, and perhaps more importantly, audiences self-
select media sources that meet their demands, while at the same time 
avoiding news sources that do not. One cannot be influenced by a news 
source if one chooses not to consume it. By positing these two levels of 
resistance, the minimal effects model began to account for the impact 
of audience’s predispositions and choices on the ability of the media to 
affect audiences.

Suspecting that the effect of mass media in shaping opinions was 
vastly underestimated in the minimal effects paradigm, in the late 1960s 
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scientists reexamined the link between news content and audience opin-
ions. Using previously untested conjecture as a starting point (Lippman 
1922; Lang and Lang 1966; Cohen 1963), researchers argued that while 
the media might not affect what audiences think, they could affect what 
audiences think about. This became known as the “agenda-setting” 
hypothesis. Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw, in the first direct test 
of agenda-setting, surveyed undecided voters in North Carolina during 
the 1968 presidential election (McCombs and Shaw 1972). Subjects were 
asked to state the issues that they felt were the most important. They 
compared these with the frequency with which those issues were dis-
cussed in the news and found that the public’s ranking of issue salience 
closely matched issue salience in the news. This provided the first 
empirical evidence of the media’s “agenda-setting” power, and a long 
series of studies in the ensuing decades buttressed the original findings 
by McCombs and Shaw (see McCombs 2004 for a synopsis of many of 
these studies).

In the 1980s, political scientists sought to strengthen support for the 
agenda-setting hypothesis using experimental conditions. In a labora-
tory setting, Iyengar et al. (1982) showed subjects a manipulated news 
program and then asked them to identify what they thought the most 
important issues were. The subjects subsequently identified the issues 
highlighted in the news programming as the most important; this pro-
vided strong support for the agenda-setting hypothesis. Experiments 
such as this are said to provide the “best, most unequivocal evidence” 
of agenda-setting because, unlike in many observational designs, labo-
ratory settings are able to isolate the direction of causal influence—in 
this case from the news “treatment” to the subject’s ranking of issue 
salience (McCombs 2004:17). Because the researchers construct the 
news “treatment,” experimental designs can rule out (1) the possibility 
that the news was following the subjects’ preferences and (2) the pos-
sibility that both the news and the subjects were responding to the same 
stimuli. 

As a whole, the correlations between the public agenda and the media 
agenda found in both observational and experimental studies provide 
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fairly convincing support for the agenda-setting hypothesis. The wealth 
of evidence led to a paradigm shift in the study of media: media effects 
came to be understood in the social sciences within the agenda-setting 
paradigm (McCombs 2004).  

Critiques of Agenda-Setting

Despite the wealth of evidence supporting the agenda-setting paradigm 
(hundreds of studies have been produced), social scientists have fre-
quently pointed to design flaws that may lead researchers to overesti-
mate the impact of the media’s agenda on audiences and underestimate 
the impact that audiences have on the news agenda. Beginning with the 
seminal work by McCombs and Shaw, researchers often acknowledged 
the possibility that the audience’s opinions drove the news agenda; how-
ever, these alternative views were initially rejected (1972:185):

Interpreting the evidence from this study as indicating mass media influ-
ence seems more plausible than alternative explanations. Any argument 
that the correlations between media and voter emphasis are spurious—
that they are simply responding to the same events and not influencing 
each other one way or the other—assumes that voters have alternative 
means of observing the day-to-day changes in the political arena. This 
assumption is not plausible; since few directly participate in presidential 
election campaigns, and fewer still see presidential candidates in per-
son, the information flowing in interpersonal communication channels 
is primarily relayed from, and based upon, mass media news coverage. 
The media are the major primary sources of national political informa-
tion; for most, mass media provide the best—and only—easily available 
approximation of ever-changing political realities. It might also be argued 
that the high correlations indicate that the media simply were success-
ful in matching their messages to audience interests. Yet since numerous 
studies indicate a sharp divergence between the news values of profes-
sional journalists and their audiences, it would be remarkable to find a 
near perfect fit in this one case.
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The above argument indicates the willingness of media-effects 
researchers to give heightened deference to the notion that the media 
influences the public. To take both of the arguments laid out by 
McCombs and Shaw above, first, it is entirely possible that news orga-
nizations and audiences respond to the same cues. For instance, if gas 
prices increase, the media report it; but people also feel the pain at the 
pump first-hand as well. Those paying five dollars per gallon need not 
be told by journalists that prices are high. Second, if news organizations 
value having audiences, making money, and staying in business, then it 
is entirely possible that news will hew closely to audience opinions and 
demands. Sincerity is a much overrated virtue. Regardless of whether 
or not journalists share political values with audiences, their personal 
values are irrelevant. News firms have the means and an overarching 
incentive to follow audience demands.

Early agenda-setting studies were undertaken specifically to find a 
causal effect from media to audience (McCombs 2004:4; Behr and Iyen-
gar 1985:40). As a result, the agenda-setting literature, for several years, 
made little effort to integrate market forces into its expectations. Begin-
ning with the early observational studies, which rely on cross-sectional 
correlations between public salience and media salience (e.g. Funk-
houser 1973), researchers automatically interpreted correlations between 
the news agenda and the public agenda as indicating not only that they 
were causally related but also that the causal arrow pointed from news 
content to audience. As Behr and Iyengar (1985:40) argued of the extant 
literature, “It is taken for granted that news coverage is the driving force 
and that agenda-setting is a unidirectional . . . process. The possibility of 
a feedback effect, namely, that public concern itself spawns news cover-
age, is ignored.” 

As computing power increased and social-scientific methods diver-
sified, subsequent researchers employed sophisticated statistical tech-
niques that could account for dual causation between media salience 
and public salience in observational studies. However, even these studies 
assumed a causal direction from media to audience, and consequently, 
they were designed to examine the effect of media over the public rather 



Informational Demands for News >> 51

than to investigate the effect of the public on the media. These studies 
were rarely designed to present a fair test between the competing con-
ceptions of audience influence over the news and media influence over 
the audience: the research designs, including the units of time, topics, 
and data collection efforts, generally focused on identifying agenda-set-
ting effects while making only minimal effort to rule out other potential 
causes of correlation. For example, studies examined news coverage of 
narrow topics that are perhaps reported to satisfy audience demands for 
coverage of broader areas. For example, some studies focus on topics 
such as the Gulf War, natural disasters, industrial accidents, and school 
shootings (Birkland 1998; Chyi and McCombs 2004; Iyengar and Simon 
1993). When researchers pick such narrow topics to study, results will 
naturally bias in favor of finding an agenda-setting effect. This is the case 
because citizens cannot know about specific, narrow, or geographically 
limited events before they occur; therefore, the only possible direction 
of influence is from news outlet to audience. If a school burns down in 
Wichita, Kansas, it would be nearly impossible for the masses of people 
in New Hampshire to know about it without a news outlet telling them 
first. If we were to compare concern over the Wichita incident to cover-
age of it, only an agenda-setting effect can occur.  

Such a scenario may also occur if news outlets give disproportion-
ate coverage to a topic, or report on events that are not occurring. For 
example, in March 2012, ABC ran a series of stories about a type of meat 
termed “pink slime.” Few people had ever heard of or cared about the 
meat deemed “pink slime” at that point, but, because of the news stories, 
people became concerned about the health effects of eating it. The meat 
was perfectly healthy and had exhibited no harmful effects, so there was 
little reason in the real world for people to be concerned. But, because 
of the specious reporting, people immediately became concerned, and 
orders for that type of meat plummeted. The media can easily set the 
public’s agenda if one conceptualizes the effect in these narrow terms.

One way to put this into perspective is to consider that the public 
could have a preexisting demand that coverage of specific events satis-
fies. Outlets may in fact respond to those broader demands, but studies 
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looking only at the specific coverage may find significant influence of 
that specific coverage on opinion while missing the broader influence 
of audience demands that drove the coverage in the first place. For 
instance, if the public became broadly interested in food safety, then 
news outlets might provide more coverage of food manufacturers vio-
lating safety standards. Coverage of these specific instances would then 
increase knowledge, awareness, and concern regarding those specific 
instances. But in the end, the public was already concerned with food—
so news reports were responding to that concern.  

Despite the fact that many agenda-setting studies were not designed 
to look for these broader audience influences, studies repeatedly found 
evidence suggesting that on occasion, the audience sets the issue agenda 
for the media (see Rogers and Dearing 2007). For example, studies 
showed that audience concerns over inflation (Behr and Iyengar 1985), 
economic recession (Blood 1996; Blood and Phillips 1997; Stevenson et 
al. 1991), the environment (Trumbo 1995), and community issues (Smith 
1987b) drove news coverage of those issues.  

On one hand, studies showing audience influence could simply be 
statistical artifacts. The real world is a complicated and messy place, rife 
with instances that defy clear theoretical explanation. But, on the other 
hand, if these repeated findings are not artifacts, then we do not know 
the extent of audience influence over news content. In other words, what 
is the effect of the media over the audience, and what is the effect of the 
audience over the media? What can we say about these two opposing 
forces more generally? 

Studies in the laboratory unequivocally show that the news media 
have an “uncanny capacity” to set the agenda for the audience (Behr and 
Iyengar 1985:39; Iyengar et al. 1982).  Unfortunately, while the controlled 
conditions allow for isolation of the causal treatment, they manipulate 
reality in such a way as to lose external validity. In other words, the 
controlled conditions of the laboratory do not replicate the processes 
taking place in reality. Therefore, it is reasonable to question whether 
experiments showing evidence of agenda-setting indicate processes tak-
ing place in the real world. 
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The investigators purposefully choose the news programming with-
out regard for drawing in an audience. Of course, this is how experi-
ments work: researchers choose stimuli without much regard for the 
subjects’ particular tastes. Because these designs ignored the incentives 
for news firms to follow audience demands as well as the fact that audi-
ences self-select the news they prefer, the results may have greatly over-
estimated the potential for news firms to impact audiences in the field. 
Thus, laboratory studies only investigated one-half of the media-audi-
ence relationship. 

Researchers, responding to the limitations inherent in past experi-
mental work, have recently introduced the element of audience choice 
into laboratory studies of media effects (e.g. Arceneaux and Johnson 
2010; Arceneaux et al. 2012). Findings indicate that when subjects are 
held less captive and allowed to choose their programming, as they 
would in the real world, opinions are far more stable and the media’s 
ability to influence audience opinions is significantly diminished (see 
also Druckman et al. 2012).  

On one hand, the agenda-setting framework argues that the media 
influence the audience’s assessment of issue salience. On the other hand, 
economic theories argue that the audience’s demands for specific sets of 
information should drive informational content in the news. Research-
ers have amassed theory and evidence supporting both points of view; 
however, the extant literature does not adequately adjudicate between 
these two opposing arguments. I now present a test employing a long 
time frame, longer units of time than are typically employed, and broad, 
substantive issue areas. This should provide a fair test for both agenda-
setting and audience influence over the news. When an isolated event 
occurs, few people know about it because most people are effectively iso-
lated from events not in their immediate vicinity. Thus, when the media 
inform people about the event, the only possible direction for effects is 
from media to audience. It would be impossible for people to know about 
a remote event before it happened and demand that it be reported on. 

With broader issue areas, however, the audience has the ability to 
think about those issues before the media reports isolated events falling 
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within them. As a result, the public can possess a demand for coverage 
of a broad issue area, and the news media can respond by reporting 
stories that fit into it. News firms can be aware of issue demands, and 
respond accordingly. For example, if the public becomes concerned with 
the environment, outlets will follow by reporting stories about the envi-
ronment to meet the demand for that information. Broad categories of 
coverage, therefore, allow a fair simultaneous test of audience influence 
and agenda-setting. When firms meet these demands, the public drives 
the news coverage. 

To be clear on definitions, an issue involves “cumulative news cover-
age of a series of related events that fit together in a broad category” 
while an event is a “discrete happening that is limited by space and time” 
(Shaw 1977). For example, the issue of “Defense” would include all sto-
ries involving national defense, while an event might include today’s 
troop battle in Afghanistan. 

The following sections of this chapter provide empirical support for 
this argument. I begin by describing the dataset of news content that will 
be used in both this chapter and chapter 3. I then describe the measure 
I use to operationalize public demands for information: a time-series 
of responses to Gallup’s Most Important Problem question. I then use 
time-series analysis to test the above framework. 

Scope

To examine the influence of audiences on subsequent news content, I 
look to empirics. It is easy to claim that audiences drive news; it is much 
harder to amass actual evidence favoring the argument. This is where 
collecting and analyzing data comes in handy. With data, researchers can 
create a test for better understanding the relationship between the audi-
ence and the media. I begin by creating a time-series of news content. 
There are many outlets (local and national) and forms of news (televised, 
print, radio, and internet) that could be used to test the veracity of this 
chapter’s claims. However, to provide a fair test, I employ stories from the 
three televised national broadcast news programs: ABC, CBS, and NBC. 



Informational Demands for News >> 55

While I employ data from these three networks, I acknowledge that 
news takes many forms and comes from thousands of different produc-
ers. It would be beyond the scope of one, or even several, books to col-
lect and test data from all outlets of news. The best one can do is to focus 
on sources of data that are likely to present a fair test of the theories prof-
fered and can be somewhat generalizable to other forms of news (even if 
with caveats). Consider this study like a road map: even though we lose 
some finer details, we can see the contours of the broader landscape. 
With this said, I will discuss other mediums, such as newspapers and the 
internet, where appropriate.

Let me elucidate why the broadcast networks are ideal for testing this 
chapter’s (and later on, chapter 3’s) theory. First, the broadcast networks 
deserve study because of the sheer size and scope of their audiences. 
These programs reach the entire country and are, by many, considered 
the elite news sources “of record.” Because they are broadcast nationally, 
each of the three broadcast news shows consistently beat all of the cable 
news shows in terms of audience size. In the late 1960s, the networks 
had about fifty-five million viewers per broadcast. Network dominance 
was due in part to a near-monopoly until cable networks began promi-
nently competing in the 1980s. Partially due to the emergence of cable, 
viewership declined 50 percent to about twenty-four million by 2009. 
However, the three broadcasts remain the largest draw of viewers during 
the time slot (Hamilton 2005). Thus, the broadcast news provides the 
opportunity to test this framework in a setting in which media effects 
may have pervasive consequences.  

Second, while the networks are targeted by some as ideologically 
biased and untrustworthy (Goldberg 2002, 2009), the network news 
programs are established institutions with long-standing public trust 
(Miller and Krosnick 2000). This trust allows the programs to impact 
audiences’ assessments of salience as people are likely to believe what 
they view (Eagly and Chaiken 1993). This makes them ideal for examin-
ing the influence of audience opinions over news.  

Third, because of constitutional protections, the networks have dis-
cretion over their coverage; there are no government restrictions forcing 
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news firms to report one story or another. Therefore, should the net-
works choose to adjust their coverage to follow public demands, they 
have few limitations in doing so. Along with constitutional protections, 
networks are private firms with incentive to increase profits and audi-
ence size. Perhaps the only restriction the networks have is that they 
must maintain large enough audiences to stay in business. Other than 
this, the networks can adjust their programming as they see fit.

Fourth, the networks have the tools necessary to follow audience 
demands. Networks are large organizations with huge staffs, marketing 
departments, and offices dedicated to following ratings; they are aware 
of the percentage of the potential audience watching their own and 
others’ programming. Networks commission their own polls and have 
access to a vast array of audience information (such as extensive Nielsen 
data). Chapter 4 will expand on this point further. 

Fifth, practicality makes the use of network news ideal. The content 
from these news sources has been catalogued for decades and is readily 
available for study. Also, given that the programs are national, they cor-
respond to measures of national public opinion (state- and local-level 
opinions are less readily available than national measures). This allows 
the use of longitudinal analysis because national public opinion mea-
sures have been taken at regular intervals for the last several decades.  

Finally, the nightly network news provides a difficult test for find-
ing evidence of audience influence. This is the case because there is less 
of an expectation that the networks, as opposed to other outlets, will 
follow audience demands. The nightly network broadcasts are widely 
considered “traditional” news sources (Entman 2005:54; see also Fengler 
and Russ-Mohl 2008). Thus, of the many news sources available for this 
study, the nightly network news provides a more difficult and therefore 
fair test of audience influence.1

The news data are derived from the Vanderbilt Media Archive, which 
has abstracts of the broadcasts going back to August 1968. Included 
in this are descriptions and summaries of each story appearing in the 
broadcasts.2 Because the archive contains abstracts of the stories, rather 
than the entirety of each story, scholars have been concerned about its 
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ability to accurately represent the content of each story. But, this appears 
a minor concern for current purposes—findings indicate that the 
abstracts are appropriate in the aggregate and contain enough detail for 
this current study (Althaus et al. 2002). During the period from August 
5, 1968, to March 31, 2010, 64,747 stories were coded.3 The 42-year time 
frame provides adequate variation from which to draw conclusions: it 
encompasses nine presidencies, periods of war and peace, and varying 
levels of economic prosperity.  

The dataset includes the first two stories from each weekday broadcast 
from the three networks. It is important to examine the process leading 
to the selection of the top two stories for two reasons. First, the net-
works may attempt to attract viewers at the beginning of the program, 
not unlike the way newspapers use headlines. If networks were attempt-
ing to attract audiences, this should be observed most acutely in the 
top stories. Second, the media-effects literature suggests that audiences 
judge the importance of particular stories by their placement within the 
broadcast (McCombs 2004). Those appearing at the beginning, some-
times explicitly denoted as “top stories,” have the most impact on the 
public’s perception of issue salience. In short, in simultaneously testing 
the agenda-setting and audience-driven theories, this data provides a 
fair test.  

Despite the reasons for focusing on these stories, some may be con-
cerned that using only the top two stories may induce bias into the anal-
ysis. To ease these concerns, I collected a second sample of stories from 
the entirety of the programs over the time frame. The issue distribution 
in the entirety of the programs mirrors that in the top two stories, and 
an analysis of the stories from the entirety of the programs buttresses 
the results summarized in chapters 2 and 3. In short, the stories aired 
at the top of the programs are little different from the remainder of the 
programs. 

There are many facets of news that can be examined: length of story, 
placement of story, tone of the story, etc. I do not examine length because 
the program structure packages stories into similar lengths. Therefore, 
there isn’t wide variation. I do not include a measure of tone/spin in this 
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analysis because there is no clear theoretical expectation about how tone 
would be applied and what issues it would be applied to—and further-
more, it is not clear that the Vanderbilt abstracts could be used to dis-
cern tone validly. In general, coding for tone is performed on campaign 
stories because it is a fairly straightforward matter to discern tone not 
only from the style of reporting but also from the event being reported. 

The framework in this chapter refers to issue coverage. This is appro-
priate because the agenda-setting literature contends that it is the issue 
areas (McCombs 2005), as opposed to other characteristics, such as spin, 
that affect public-issue salience. To reiterate, an issue involves “a series 
of related events that fit together in a broad category” while an event is 
a “discrete happening that is limited by space and time” (Shaw 1977). 
News firms provide news addressing isolated, singular events (Rogers 
and Dearing 2007). During the time period under study, the broadcast 
firms covered thousands of events, from Watergate hearings to domestic 
terror attacks. For practicality’s sake, and to assemble stories into catego-
ries that might meet broad audience interests, it is appropriate to group 
news stories into a manageable number of substantive issue categories 
that can be tracked over a long period. 

Content analysis is a method in which units are placed into catego-
ries. In this case, I code stories from the nightly network news by placing 
each story into a category; each category represents a broad issue area. 
The stories are coded according to the Baumgartner and Jones Policy 
Agendas issue scheme (Baumgartner and Jones 2006). This scheme 
codes subject matter into substantive categories and has been used fre-
quently to code congressional hearings, executive orders, public opin-
ion, and newspaper content (e.g. Baumgartner et al. 1997b). I use this 
scheme with only minor modifications. Table 2.1 shows the issue area 
categories, along with some examples of stories that fall into each area.

I separate the data into quarterly observations for both theoretical 
and practical purposes. The agenda-setting literature argues that audi-
ences are most influenced by news when the same content is repeated 
over time (McCombs 2005). Thus, quarterly units of observation should 
adequately capture agenda-setting. Also, because this analysis examines 
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the interplay between news content and media effects, it is advantageous 
to examine issue reporting over longer intervals so that public opin-
ion has time to fluctuate and firms have time to fully react. Thus, the 
use of quarterly intervals is in line with what researchers know about 
news firms. While firms react on a nightly basis to events because they 
constantly occur, public opinions do not necessarily vary enough in the 
immediate term to warrant smaller units of time. Quarterly observa-
tions provide an average of 388 total stories per quarter.4

Table 2.2 begins with the frequency and percentage of each issue area 
in the dataset—these numbers speak to the three networks as a whole. 
This is followed by the percentage of the data falling into each issue. The 

Issue Area Code Topics Example

International Affairs Diplomatic Visits, Negotiations, Foreign Disasters

Defense War, Weapons, Military Maneuvers

Federal Government Operations Government Scandals, Government Wrongdoing

Law, Crime Crimes, Arrests, Trials

Macroeconomics Stock Market Performance, Economic Indicators

Transportation Road Maintenance

Health Issues Medical Studies, Disease Control

Energy Gas Shortages, Nuclear Power

Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce Interest Rates, Loans, Domestic Business 

Civil Rights Marches, Legal Rights, Police Brutality, Race Riots

Space, Science, Technology, and Communications Space Missions, Technological Advancements

Labor and Employment Labor Disputes 

Social Welfare Social Security

Foreign Trade Trade Regulations, Disputes

Environment Conservation Programs, Pollution

Agriculture Farm Subsidies

Education Performance, Funding

Community Development and Housing Housing Creation, Renovation

Public Lands and Water Management Sale of Lands, Water Policy

Other, Miscellaneous All Others, Elvis’s Estate

Table 2.1. Issue Areas and Example Stories
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most frequently reported stories are those in the International Affairs 
category; these comprise 24 percent of the data. This is probably the 
case for a few reasons. First, International Affairs is a broad category—it 
includes events from the entire world. As a result, there is nearly unlim-
ited geographic area to gather news from. Second, because the broad-
cast programs are national, they will inherently look at matters involving 
international relations because these stories address matters concerning 
the country as a whole. 

While complaints have been aired in the past that the news media 
have insulated Americans from international news, this clearly seems 
not to be the case—at least in terms of the amount of news addressing 
international relations (American reporting of international news does 
have an Amero-centric slant to it). Stories about international affairs 

Issue Percent of Total (Frequency)

International Affairs 24% (15,683)

Defense 14% (9,644)

Federal Government Operations 10% (6,886)

Law, Crime 8% (5,274)

Macroeconomics 7% (4,832)

Transportation 2% (1,640)

Health Issues 2% (1,538)

Energy 2% (1,407)

Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce 2% (1,393)

Civil Rights 2% (1,196)

Space, Science, Technology, and Communications 115% (988)

Labor and Employment 1% (904)

Social Welfare 1% (880)

Foreign Trade 1% (635)

Environment 0.6% (389)

Agriculture 0.5% (298)

Education 0.3% (171)

Community Development and Housing 0.2% (124)

Public Lands and Water Management 0.0% (29)

Other, Miscellaneous 16.7% (10,823)

Table 2.2. Issue Area Frequencies and Percentages
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are aired ten percentage points more than the next most frequent cat-
egory. The data do show, however, that International Affairs reporting 
by the three networks has dipped in recent years: this could be a result of 
declining revenues that have led to the closing of foreign news bureaus.

The second most frequently reported issue area is Defense; this issue 
comprises 15 percent of the data. Rounding out the top three is Federal 
Government Operations; this comprises 11 percent of the data. Again, 
given the national nature of the nightly network news, stories about 
national defense and the federal government are within the national 
scope of the broadcast programs. In addition, during the time period in 
question, four major wars have taken place (Cold War, Vietnam War, Iraq 
War, and War on Terror), along with several smaller conflicts—this has 
no doubt driven coverage of Defense. In addition, several major scandals 
have occurred at the national level that account for much of the coverage 
of Federal Government Operations, including Watergate, Iran-Contra, 
and the Clinton impeachment. These scandals appear to drive coverage of 
this issue. Coverage of Law & Crime and Macroeconomics round out the 
five most frequently reported issue areas; these are the only five issue areas 
above 5 percent. These two issues, like International Affairs and Defense, 
also address topics that are of importance to the nation as a whole.  

Fourteen other issue areas occupy less than 5 percent of the data each; 
six of these occupy 1 percent or less. While it is telling to see which areas 
receive coverage, it is equally telling to see which areas receive little cov-
erage. Public Lands & Water Management, Community Development 
and Housing, and Education each occupy less than half of 1 percent of 
the data. It is hard to imagine that these issues would be so unimportant 
to society that they collectively would only account for .5 percent of the 
news stories during a forty-two year span. This demonstrates the dif-
ference between issues that are of enduring importance to society and 
issues involving flashy events that draw in audiences. It is important to 
note that the distribution of issues in the nightly network news pro-
grams is not much different from the issue distribution in the New York 
Times, for example, or other major news outlets (Puglisi 2011; Shaw and 
Sparrow 1999).
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A closer look at the news stories in table 2.3 demonstrates that the 
networks have nearly identical issue coverage. For example, in their cov-
erage of International Affairs, they differ by less than 1 percent; in their 
coverage of Public Lands and Water Management, the networks differ 
by only one story. Therefore, the following analyses will combine cover-
age from ABC, CBS, and NBC into one robust measure of content. The 
similarity of the three networks comes as no surprise: studies consis-
tently show that network news programs are very similar (McCombs 
2004:116). This also suggests an audience-driven news media: if the three 
networks were using issue coverage to compete for the same audience, 
then we should expect them to have similar coverage.

One might wonder how the three networks compared to the cable 
news stations. Table 2.4 shows news stories from CNN as a comparison. 

Issue Frequency Percent (%)

ABC CBS NBC ABC CBS NBC

International Affairs 5,347 5,177 5,159 24.8 23.9 24.0

Defense 3,186 3,264 3,194 14.8 15.1 14.8

Federal Government Operations 2,248 2,332 2,306 10.4 10.8 10.7

Law, Crime 1,576 1,861 1,837 7.3 8.6 8.5

Macroeconomics 1,492 1,667 1,673 6.9 7.7 7.8

Transportation 509 541 590 2.4 2.5 2.7

Health Issues 559 500 479 2.6 2.3 2.2

Energy 462 512 433 2.1 2.4 2.0

Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce 470 458 468 2.2 2.1 2.2

Civil Rights 426 370 400 2.0 1.7 1.9

Space, Science, Technology, and Communications 331 354 303 1.5 1.6 1.4

Labor and Employment 236 315 353 1.1 1.5 1.6

Social Welfare 276 318 286 1.3 1.5 1.3

Foreign Trade 226 219 190 1.0 1.0 0.9

Environment 129 126 134 0.6 0.6 0.6

Agriculture 97 106 95 0.4 0.5 0.4

Education 76 38 57 0.4 0.2 0.3

Community Development and Housing 37 46 41 0.2 0.2 0.2

Public Lands and Water Management 10 9 10 0.0 0.0 0.0

Other, Miscellaneous 3,869 3,430 3,529 17.9 15.8 16.4

Table 2.3. Comparing Issue Coverage among Broadcasters 
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CNN is fairly similar to the three networks. The most noticeable dif-
ference is the category of International Affairs—during the comparable 
time period, the networks covered that issue area less than in previous 
decades, while CNN continued to cover it prominently. This may be 
the case because the networks’ news operations cut back budgets for 
their foreign operations while CNN maintained theirs, probably because 
CNN has international sister channels.  

Public Opinion

Table 2.2 presents the news data for measuring the media’s issue agenda. 
Now, because the theories tested address the relationship between news 
content and public demands for information, I require a measure of the 

Issue Broadcast (%) CNN (%)

International Affairs 12.8 28.1

Defense 19.7 19.5

Federal Government Operations 9.0 7.3

Law, Crime 10.9 12.0

Macroeconomics 6.4 1.9

Transportation 4.1 2.4

Health Issues 3.5 1.7

Energy 1.7 0.6

Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce 3.5 1.1

Civil Rights 1.8 1.8

Space, Science, Technology, and Communications 1.1 1.1

Labor and Employment 0.8 0.2

Social Welfare 1.8 1.2

Foreign Trade 0.6 0.7

Environment 0.4 0.3

Agriculture 0.4 0.2

Education 0.3 0.1

Community Development and Housing 0.2 0

Public Lands and Water Management 0.0 0

Other, Miscellaneous 21.0 19.6

Table 2.4. Comparison of Broadcasters to CNN, October 1, 1995–March 
31, 2010
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public’s demands for information. For this, I employ a time-series of 
Gallup’s Most Important Problem question (MIP). The MIP asks ran-
domly sampled respondents from the national population to identify 
the issue that they feel is the most important problem facing the nation. 
Just like the news issue data in table 2.2, the MIP time-series in table 2.4 
is arranged into quarterly averages according to the Baumgartner and 
Jones coding scheme; this makes for a valid comparison to the news 
data.5

Table 2.5 shows the quarterly mean for each issue area. Macroeco-
nomics is viewed as by far the most important problem, followed by 
Defense. Transportation and Public Lands & Water Management appear 
to spark the least public concern. If we compare the MIP data to the 
news data (in column 3), we see that the issue areas that people most 

Issue Per Quarter Average (percent) Broadcast (%)

International Affairs 4 12.8

Defense 11 19.7

Federal Government Operations 4 9.0

Law, Crime 10 10.9

Macroeconomics 36 6.4

Transportation 0 4.1

Health Issues 5 3.5

Energy 3 1.7

Banking, Finance, and Domestic Commerce .2 3.5

Civil Rights 6 1.8

Space, Science, Technology, and Communications .1 1.1

Labor and Employment 1 0.8

Social Welfare 5 1.8

Foreign Trade .5 0.6

Environment 1 0.4

Agriculture .1 0.4

Education 2 0.3

Community Development and Housing 0 0.2

Public Lands and Water Management 0 0.0

Table 2.5. Comparison of MIP Data to Broadcast News Data
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often cite as important are also the areas most reported by the networks 
(I do note that while this relationship is somewhat rough, it has more 
similarities than differences). 

The MIP has been used frequently in the agenda-setting literature 
and is recognized as the best measure of the public’s agenda (Smith 1980; 
Funkhouser 1973; McCombs and Zhu 1995; Erbring et al. 1980). However, 
the MIP has its drawbacks (Mackuen and Coombs 1981). First, given that 
the question asks about the problems facing this country, problems in 
other countries will necessarily be overlooked by respondents. While the 
agenda-setting paradigm would argue that International Affairs should 
consistently be on the minds of respondents given its prominence in 
the news, the MIP question is biased against showing this issue on the 
public agenda. Second, some issues may be salient with the public but 
not be mentioned by respondents because the question asks respondents 
to name problems rather than issues they deem salient. For example, 
people may be thinking about the NASA program during historic space 
launches, but it is unlikely that space exploration will ever register as a 
high-ranking problem. This highlights a disjuncture between the ideas 
being tested and the data. In efforts to test how demands for information 
drive the news issue agenda, it would be most appropriate to have clean 
measures of both media and public issue salience, but instead, the public 
opinion data measure salience with a caveat—by asking for “problems.” 
Despite this, important problems facing this country comprise much 
of the public’s issue agenda and probably represent the issues that the 
public desires information about. Therefore the MIP is the best available 
indicator of the public’s demands for information.     

Given that this chapter is interested in the dynamic processes between 
the media and the public taking place over time, it is appropriate to 
compare news and public opinion within a time-series format. This is 
the case because there is a temporal ordering implied in both theories 
of agenda-setting and audience influence. If agenda-setting occurs, the 
media report issues first, and then the audience adjusts its assessment of 
issue salience. If outlets follow audience demands, then the audience will 
first develop an interest in an issue, with news salience to follow. Thus, 
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we want to grasp the direction of effects to see which occurs first: news 
content or public issue salience.6 Knowing this will tell us which concep-
tion is in operation.  

To identify which comes first, this chapter employs Granger analy-
sis to indicate the direction of statistical causation between news issue 
coverage and public opinion. This form of analysis is frequently used  
to study the media-public relationship (e.g. Smith 1987a; Trumbo 1995; 
Rogers et al. 1991). Essentially, the analysis asks whether variable X 
“causes” another variable, Y, by incorporating the past history of X into 
prediction of Y. If the past history of X improves the prediction of Y over 
the use of Y alone, then X is said to “Granger cause” Y (Granger 1969). 
In other words, if the audience were to drive news content, then varia-
tions in public problem salience would come first and would “Granger-
cause” variations in issue coverage. If the media were to drive public 
salience, then variations in media coverage would come first and would 
“Granger-cause” variations in public problem salience. Essentially, 
Granger analysis allows us to answer the question, What drives what?

If we suspect that past values of public concern drove the ebb and 
flow of news coverage (or vice versa), how far back should we look? 
One quarter? Two quarters? More? Unfortunately, we have no strong 
a priori reason to suggest any particular lag. The literature on agenda-
setting suggests shorter lags between news content and subsequent pub-
lic concern, but the findings vary between days, weeks, and months. In 
addition, there are few guides suggesting an exact time lapse between 
a change in public opinion and the change in news content that might 
presumably follow. 

At best, we can deduce that regardless of the causal direction, a lag 
of less than four quarters is appropriate. We would not expect public 
opinion from more than nine months ago to affect current news. If 
reporters were to follow public opinion in constructing news content, 
it might take some time for reporters to become conscious of changing 
opinion, and then implement changes in reporting to follow. But, we 
would expect reporters to adjust their reporting to follow opinion that 
is reasonably recent. Therefore, I test the relationships between public 
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issue salience and issue coverage at one, two, and three lags. I report a 
summary of these results and note when the results are not consistent 
across lag specification.  

With this said, these expectations will be mediated by the amount 
of public concern and news attention for each issue area. For example, 
some issues will never garner much public concern or appreciable 
news coverage. With these issues, I expect to find no relationship. And, 
we may see bidirectional relationships exhibited by some issue areas 
because public concern drives news firms while at the same time, news 
firms react to public concern.

Table 2.6 summarizes the findings.7 First, many issues show evidence 
of audience influence over content: the ebb and flow of public concern 
comes first and drives the media’s coverage of these issues. This is the 
case with stories addressing Civil Rights, Defense, Foreign Trade, Mac-
roeconomics, Health, Law & Crime, and Federal Government Opera-
tions. As public concern over these issues increases, the broadcasters 
follow by reporting more stories about them. Take the Watergate scan-
dal, which drove much Federal Government Operations coverage in the 

Audience-Driven Agenda-Setting No Relationship

Civil Rightsa

Defense

Foreign Traded

Macroeconomics

Healtha

Law and Crime

Federal Government Operations

Civil Rightsb

Law and Crime

Energy

Social Welfarec

Agriculture

Banking/Finance/Commerce

Community Development

Education

Environment

International Affairs

Labor

Public Lands/Water

Space/Science/Technology

Transportation

Table 2.6. Summary Results of Granger Causality Tests

a Relationship significant only at one lag. 
b Relationship significant only at two and three lags.
c Relationship significant at two lags.
d Relationship significant at one and three lags.
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early 1970s. The story broke in the nightly news, and hit a lull for some 
time—probably because the story was not that interesting or palatable 
for audiences in the early going. But as audiences became more inter-
ested in Nixon’s transgressions, the broadcasters increased their cover-
age until the story dominated the nightly news. Or, stepping outside of 
the data for a moment, consider coverage of the War on Terror from 
2001 through 2013. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan were highly salient 
in the news through 2008, but as the economy worsened and became 
more salient, the news followed. Even though the wars were still in full 
swing as President Obama entered office, coverage of Defense issues 
dipped. 

That seven broad issue areas are driven by audience concerns speaks 
to the pervasiveness of audience influence. Traditional models of jour-
nalism would suggest that journalists should not be constrained or influ-
enced by the public in this way. Journalists should report issues because 
the journalists themselves see value in the stories for society. If journal-
ists instead put their thumbs to the wind to see what audiences want to 
hear about, then there is little guarantee that the issues then reported 
would meet the broader interests of democratic society.

The issue of Civil Rights shows evidence of a bidirectional relation-
ship. News drives public-problem salience while at the same time prob-
lem salience drives news content. This is an issue that has come in and 
out of the public interest during the last five decades, and has had vary-
ing numbers of large-scale events to report on. Besides Civil Rights, four 
other issues show evidence of agenda-setting. News coverage of Law & 
Crime, Energy, and Social Welfare appears to drive the public’s concern 
for those issues. It may be that the media are covering events that the 
audience is not initially concerned about. For example, the reporting of 
crime often does not coincide with crime rates or, in this case, concern 
over crime. News firms may report on the issue because the issue area 
encompasses events that are violent and fantastic, and on their own can 
draw in audiences regardless of a demand for information. 

A series of issues shows no relationship between public concern 
and news coverage during the entirety of the time frame investigated. 
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In these issues, public concern barely registers, and as a result, news 
firms see no demand. These issues are Agriculture, Banking, Commu-
nity Development, Education, Health, International Affairs, Labor, Pub-
lic Lands and Water, Space and Technology, and Transportation. All of 
these issues are on average mentioned by 5 percent or less as the most 
important problem facing the country; some are mentioned less than 1 
percent on average. Also, coverage of these issues, with the exception of 
International Affairs, is sporadic and infrequent. One example of this 
is the issue of Agriculture. Stories about agriculture comprised half of 1 
percent of the news data, and only an average of a tenth of a percent of 
the public identified the issue as the most important problem. This sug-
gests that the lack of public concern over these issues, combined with 
few newsworthy events, leads the networks to ignore them. 

The import of the above findings is that when using methods 
designed to more fairly test audience influence versus agenda-setting, 
we find results showing that yes, indeed, the audience does appear to 
influence the media—even traditional outlets such as the nightly net-
work news programs. Granger tests do have inherent limitations—they 
exclude other variables that may be involved in the audience-media rela-
tionship, they don’t show true causality, and they make no claim as to 
why one variable might precede another. For this reason, the Granger 
results should be viewed more as strongly suggestive than as inherently 
indicative (I do note that more complicated tests show support for the 
results here). In addition, there does not seem to be a clear rule as to why 
some issues will exhibit one relationship and other issues will exhibit 
the opposite. This deserves further study—but for present purposes, it 
is more important to note that the audience appears to exert a good 
deal of influence over the news agenda. Finally, this chapter examines 
the nightly network news programs. We can make some generaliza-
tions to other forms of news, but we should be cautious. On one hand, 
we do know that studies have found evidence of audience influence in 
newspapers and other forms of news in the past—and currently, internet 
sources of news use measures, such as the number of clicks or com-
ments a story receives, to formulate future reporting. On the other hand, 
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audience influence may rear its head in different ways at different outlets 
and mediums, and during different time periods.

Conclusion

Agenda-setting studies led to a paradigm shift in the way scholars view 
the influence of news over the masses. On one hand, hundreds of extant 
studies show that the news has the ability to influence the public’s assess-
ment of issue salience. This effect is not in doubt. When audiences do 
not know about an important event, the media can inform them and 
increase the salience of it. On the other hand, extant studies also show 
that news firms follow audience concerns in choosing which stories to 
report as well. Given these disparate sets of findings, researchers have 
long struggled to understand the circumstances under which the audi-
ence would influence news coverage. This chapter’s results suggest that 
the audience has a stronger influence over news content than many have 
previously thought—these findings are probably due to the use of broad 
issue areas, a long time frame, and larger units of time. 

When they follow audience demands, reporters have less room to 
exhibit independent judgment. For example, stories about public educa-
tion may offer the audience little in the way of excitement, but the public 
education system may be in serious need of reform. Should journal-
ists ignore this problem until the public begins to exhibit a demand for 
coverage of public education? Traditional models of journalism would 
suggest no. Conversely, should news outlets bombard audiences with 
particular stories simply because they offer excitement and intrigue? The 
answer is still probably no. In the last two decades, news outlets dedi-
cated a great deal of precious news space to coverage of celebrity trials 
such as the O. J. Simpson murder trial and the Michael Jackson child 
molestation trial. While the events that precipitated these trials were 
tragic, this coverage was merely designed to draw audiences. Theories of 
traditional journalism would probably argue that the media blitzes sur-
rounding these entertaining events had little to do with the best interests 
of the public.  
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This chapter suggests that audiences have a great deal of influence 
over the news. This finding goes a long way towards explaining why 
the news is what it is. Audiences demand certain sets of information, 
and the news responds because it has financial incentives to do so. This 
explanation of news content differs greatly from explanations grounded 
in traditional journalism. 

Chapter 3 builds on the framework presented here by incorporating 
audience demands for political gratification. In addition, the analysis 
in chapter 3 will include a variety of control variables measuring the 
actions of government and objective events and conditions. The analysis 
in chapter 3, despite the inclusion of these additional factors, will not 
only provide support for the framework in this chapter but also dem-
onstrate that mass ideological and partisan preferences also appear to 
strongly predict the issues covered in the nightly news.



This page intentionally left blank 



>> 73

3

Demands for Gratification

Competing in the National News Economy

You have to pound home a strong point of view. If you’re 
not . . . people won’t listen, or watch.
—Bill O’Reilly, May 8, 2002 

Currently the host of the number one cable news program in the United 
States, The O’Reilly Factor, Bill O’Reilly is perhaps the poster child for 
having a strong point of view. He is a hero to many conservatives, but 
lambasted by many on the Left.  O’Reilly’s career caricatures the recent 
history of the news industry—he started off as a broadcast journalist for 
local and national news outlets, and then became more tabloid-ish as the 
host of Inside Edition. In the mid-1990s he moved into more ideologi-
cally driven news with the emergence of the Fox News Channel. He has 
since had the highest ratings in cable news for more than a decade, and 
in addition had a brief but successful stint on talk radio.

While trained as a journalist, O’Reilly is quick to admit that his 
popular cable show is not journalism in the traditional sense—instead 
he refers to most of his work as “analysis.” But whether we consider 
The O’Reilly Factor to be traditional news or something else, it is the 
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highest-rated cable news show. People turn to O’Reilly for, at least what 
they consider to be, news. As the above quotation suggests, much of the 
news business is driven by points of view. Sometimes these points of 
view are more overt, as with the Fox News Channel or MSNBC; at other 
times these points of view are more opaque, as with the broadcast net-
works. In either case, news outlets must have a point of view that draws 
in audiences large enough to attract advertisers and revenues. Given 
audiences’ natural desire to hear news that shares their own points of 
view, successful news outlets do their best to match their programming 
to the point of view of as much of the audience as possible. This chap-
ter shows how both traditional outlets and the newer cable outlets have 
attempted to follow audiences’ points of view in constructing the news.  

Using data from the nightly network news, the preceding chapter 
demonstrated how demands for information led to the reporting of par-
ticular issue areas. Two broad points arise from chapter 2. First, news 
programs can focus public attention on certain issues—this is agenda-
setting. But, this effect is limited because news firms often report on 
issue areas that are already viewed as important by the public. This 
leaves news programming with little room to affect the audience’s assess-
ment of issue salience. Second, because news outlets appear to provide 
news in response to the audience’s demands for information, they may 
be engaging in civic-minded journalism because news firms provide 
information demanded by citizens. On one hand, this may be good—if 
audiences can identify issues that need attention and resolution, then 
news firms should respond. On the other hand, this form of journalism 
may simply indicate evidence of profit seeking. Regardless, news firms 
are following audience demands whether they are being civic minded or 
simply responding to markets and chasing audience size.

This chapter more closely examines the motivations of news firms to 
shape content, this time from the perspective of demands for gratifica-
tion. To examine how the audience’s desire for gratification affects news, 
I begin with a case study tracking the development of the three major 
cable news networks, CNN, FNC, and MSNBC. These three networks 
provide an ideal case study because, unlike the three broadcast network 
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news programs, these networks have used their content most blatantly 
to chase after different portions of ideologically segmented audiences. 
Because of the nature of 24-hour news and the economics of cable, cable 
news providers are able to position themselves along an ideological con-
tinuum, having only to appeal to a segment of the broader audience. 
Not only do demands for ideologically gratifying news drive specific 
content on each channel, but the distribution of ideology in the public 
has driven the entire structure of the cable news market.    

Following this case study, the analysis returns to the nightly news 
data introduced in chapter 2 tracking issue coverage. However, instead 
of focusing on how the broadcast firms interact with demands for infor-
mation over time, the analysis explores another opinion that firms may 
seek to gratify, partisanship. The analysis will show how broadcasters 
alter their substantive issue coverage over time to follow changing levels 
of partisanship in the mass public. With the two analyses, this chapter 
will not only demonstrate how news firms cater to audience demands 
for gratification, but it will also provide leverage on determining the 
reasons why news firms follow audience opinions in some instances.

This chapter proceeds as follows: I begin by examining demands for 
gratification and why the audience prefers news that agrees with their 
predispositions. I then detail the development of the cable news market 
and argue that it has been driven by the ideological demands of audi-
ences, rather than by the ideologies of the owners or journalists. Finally, 
I examine how the audience’s partisanship drives even the more tradi-
tional broadcast firms to alter their substantive issue coverage to gratify 
audiences. I conclude this chapter by discussing how journalistic inde-
pendence is constrained by audiences’ demands for gratifying news, and 
how this in turn hurts news quality and audiences.  

Demands for Gratification

In chapter 1, I argued that on one hand, traditional conceptions of jour-
nalism should drive journalists to ignore audience demands when choos-
ing what stories to report. On the other hand, news firms have financial 
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incentives to follow demands in shaping news content. U.S. news firms 
exist in a capitalist system and therefore rely on revenue (from either 
advertisers or audiences) to stay in business. In short, news firms need 
audiences. When they lose audience size, they lose revenue. When rev-
enue drops below a critical mass, the outlet goes out of business. 

To stay in business, firms attempt to draw in audiences by meeting 
three major types of demand: for entertainment, for information, and 
for gratification. When meeting demands for entertainment, firms may 
report violent, sensational, or otherwise eye-catching stories. Firms 
may also highlight human-interest stories to entertain audiences (e.g. 
“Dog Calls 911 to Save Owner”). When meeting demands for informa-
tion, firms may follow audience concerns and report stories containing 
information addressing those specific concerns. If audiences became 
concerned with the amount or adequacy of social welfare spending in 
this country, then firms might begin reporting stories about Social Secu-
rity, national health care reform, and food stamps. However, when firms 
meet demands for gratification, they will report stories that make audi-
ences “feel good” about their previously held beliefs. Following demands 
for gratification does not provide a traditional conception of journal-
ism—the topics, guests, opinions, and analyses are chosen specifically 
to appeal to the previously held beliefs of the audiences. Such news does 
not challenge audience beliefs, provide new perspectives, or aim to pres-
ent “truth.” This essentially creates an ideological “echo chamber” for 
viewers, who will not be exposed to news that challenges their belief 
systems. To use a well-worn aphorism, people are inclined to use infor-
mation the way a drunk might use a lamppost—for support rather than 
for illumination. 

Psychologists have long shown that people are resistant to messages 
that challenge their ideological beliefs: people tend to challenge informa-
tion discordant with their previous beliefs more than information with 
which they a priori agree (Lord et al. 1979). For example, if a die-hard 
Obama supporter were presented with evidence detailing how Obama’s 
policies have damaged the economy, it is likely that that person would 
consider that evidence highly suspect, or accept the information but 
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claim it doesn’t matter anyway. This psychological resistance translates  
into preferences for news: people prefer news that supports their beliefs 
and avoid news that does not (Iyengar and Hahn 2009; Iyengar et al. 
2008). Because general news content is inherently political, this chapter 
focuses on political belief systems, such as ideology and partisanship, and 
how those affect news content. These preferences create powerful incen-
tives for news firms, and invariably lead them to alter their substantive 
news coverage in a way that deviates from what we would expect if tradi-
tional journalistic norms were followed (Endersby and Ognianova 1997). 
This takes place in one form or another, and in some degree, in all outlets, 
but it is most visibly the case in cable news. Since cable news providers do 
not compete on the price they charge consumers, they compete with each 
other by differentiating their programming; this gives audiences choices 
for best meeting their demands (e.g. Bae 1999).

Generally, it is very difficult to show that news firms follow audience 
demands. Unlike veteran newsman Ted Koppell, whose concerns about 
news firms opened this book, news outlets rarely admit to following 
public demands in designing their content. Furthermore, journalists, 
editors, and producers who do follow audience demands do not even 
need to know that they are doing so. The incentives for them are clear 
and continually reinforced. News providers simply need to follow their 
economic incentives to be successful; they never need to be conscious 
of it. In this sense, understanding the effect of markets on news outlets 
takes on the appearance of a structural argument: the broader system of 
incentives drives the micro-behaviors of individual actors without them 
ever having to know or acknowledge it. Of course, while they do not 
have to be aware, they often are, and often pursue purposeful strategies 
of following audience tastes.

So how can we better understand the forces that drive decisions 
about news content? One solution would be to interview journalists, 
editors, producers, and managers and simply ask them. Unfortunately, 
it is unlikely that news firms would admit that concerns about audience 
size drive their reporting. In fact, most news outlets market themselves 
as doing the exact opposite. Outlets use catch phrases such as “the news 
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you need to know” or “keeping you up to date on the important issues.” 
News firms do not overtly market their products as “the most entertain-
ing,” “news that makes you feel good about yourself,” or “news that can 
capture a large audience.” In designing content to draw in large audi-
ences, news firms do not want to alert those large audiences to their 
incentive structures. And furthermore, news managers may feel that 
publicly acknowledging the idea of chasing demand would be bad for 
newsroom morale (Underwood 1993). This allows both audiences and 
news firms to coexist in a mutual state of denial. Audiences can deny 
that they watch news to be entertained or otherwise gratified (they may 
not consciously know it, anyway), and news outlets can deny that they 
construct news simply for monetary purposes. In short, evidence for 
profit seeking on the part of news firms will be hard to come by sim-
ply by asking news personnel about their incentives. Another way we 
can assess the impact of demands for gratification is by comparing the 
audience’s political opinions to news content; this can indicate whether 
news firms follow audience opinions in order to provide them with 
gratification. 

This chapter is designed not only to show how audiences affect news 
firms but also to show that news firms are engaging in profit seeking by 
following audience demands for gratification. In chapter 2, I operational-
ized demands for information using the Most Important Problem ques-
tion. Over time, the concerns expressed by the public varied—at some 
points, the public was most concerned with Economics; at other points 
in time the public was most concerned with other issues. Demands for 
entertainment are more difficult to measure, and it is unclear whether 
the level of demand for entertainment changes over time. However, 
demands for gratification, if we view them as stemming from political 
opinions, do change over time because political opinions at the mass 
level change over time. We know this because surveys have measured 
many political opinions for a sufficient period of time to observe over-
time variation.  

This chapter measures demands for gratification as mass ideology and 
mass partisanship. If these opinions were to predict the distribution of 
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the news market, or subsequent substantive coverage, this would then 
probably indicate that news firms followed demands for gratification. 
Such a finding would indicate that journalists were not engaging in tra-
ditional journalistic practices because they were following mass public 
opinion (whether they were consciously aware of it, or admit it, or not). 

Ideology and Partisanship

There are many audience opinions or preferences that news firms may 
account for. For several vital reasons, this chapter focuses on ideology 
and partisanship. To be clear on definitions, “ideology” is a person’s core 
political values that structure other political opinions, and “partisan-
ship” is a preference for one political party, usually Republican or Demo-
crat, over the other (Erikson and Tedin 2005:66, 77). 

First, ideology and partisanship are perhaps the most important 
and influential political opinions in the United States. Beginning in the 
early half of last century, political scientists began conceptualizing ide-
ology and partisanship as deeply held opinions stemming from long-
engrained psychological processes (Campbell et al. 1960; Campbell et al. 
1954; Campbell et al. 1966; Key 1955). In this, citizens were socialized into 
having an ideology and partisan attachment; these socializing forces 
came from family, education, friends and acquaintances, occupation, 
racial and ethnic ties, socioeconomic status, culture, and religion. As 
people grow older, their ideologies and partisan attachments take hold 
and generally remain stable throughout their lifetimes. For example, a 
person who identifies as a Democrat today will probably be a Democrat 
fifty years from now. People overwhelmingly tend to vote in line with 
their partisanship and ideology, and their other more specific opinions 
are formed as a consequence of those larger opinions. Accordingly, ide-
ology and partisanship are perhaps the most important political opin-
ions that one can hold. If one were to seek gratification for one’s politics, 
one would want coverage that coincided with these two opinions. In this 
regard, then, ideology and partisanship provide excellent indicators of 
demands for gratification.    



80 << Demands for Gratification

 But, while partisanship and ideology are highly stable on the micro-
level, they are somewhat volatile on the macro-level (MacKuen et al. 
1989; Box-Steffensmeier and DeBoef 2001). We can measure variation 
in ideology and partisanship, and it is this variation that national news 
firms will chase over time. Some reasons for over-time variation exist 
on the micro-level. First, some people do adjust their ideology or party 
identification over time. People may claim less of an allegiance to a 
party if it has performed poorly in recent years, or if they have little 
confidence in that party’s leaders (Fiorina 1981; Erikson et al. 1998). Then 
there is generational turnover—as newer generations come and older 
generations go, the make-up of mass opinion will change (Abramson 
1976; Craig and Bennett 1997). But, regardless of the cause, mass opin-
ions vary over time, and if firms follow these opinions, then we should 
observe over-time variation in news.

Second, this chapter focuses on partisanship and ideology because 
studies showing the stability of these opinions at the micro-level suggest 
that, because of this stability, these opinions are not affected by news 
coverage (Hopkins and Ladd 2012). This is very important—in attempt-
ing to understand the relationship between news coverage and public 
opinions, scholars want to be very careful that they are correctly speci-
fying the direction of influence between the two (this was the focus of 
chapter 2). Simply showing that opinions and issue coverage are corre-
lated might indicate that opinions cause news coverage, or it might indi-
cate the exact opposite. By using ideology and partisanship as an indi-
cator of audience demands for gratification, this analysis can be more 
certain that any correlations found between these and news coverage are 
not indicative of news coverage causing ideology or partisanship to fluc-
tuate. (To err on the safe side, the latter half of this chapter employs sta-
tistical techniques to account for the possibility of bidirectional effects, 
and I find none.)  

Third, ideology and partisanship are particularly appealing opinions 
for this study because traditional conceptions of journalism do not lead 
us to expect that changes in these opinions should lead to altered report-
ing. In fact, professional norms of journalism lead us to expect that news 
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people report issues independently of these audience opinions. There is 
simply little room within the rubric of traditional journalism for report-
ers to follow ideology and partisanship when crafting news coverage. 
Further, if news firms followed changes in these opinions, it would prob-
ably indicate profit-driven reporting rather than civic-minded journal-
ism because reporters would not be meeting needs for vital informa-
tion—they would instead be attempting to gratify preexisting opinions.

Finally, news firms have access to measures of the distribution of ide-
ology and partisanship in the population. Polls measuring these atti-
tudes are readily available to all news organizations; these polls are taken 
regularly and their results are often reported as news stories in and of 
themselves. Therefore, news firms not only have access to the necessary 
information to account for mass partisanship when allocating issue cov-
erage, but their reporting suggests that they are consciously aware of its 
fluctuations as well. 

This chapter now provides a case study examining how the distribu-
tion of political ideology in the audience has shaped the branding of 
the entire cable news market. The history of cable news networks will 
show how they branded themselves to follow market demands, and how 
their choices of which segments of the market to cater to have largely 
determined their success in terms of audience size. Following that, the 
analysis will return to the nightly broadcast news networks. A statisti-
cal analysis will argue that even the broadcasters, who are supposedly 
more “traditional” than their cable counterparts (Entman 2005), follow 
changes in the mass distribution of partisan attachments in the audience 
by adjusting their reporting on certain substantive issue areas over time. 

Ideology and Cable News

The delivery of news has changed greatly in the last thirty years; these 
changes have come to a point where, for many people, the days of hav-
ing only three major channels are almost unimaginable (Tewksbury and 
Rittenberg 2012:1). In fact, the majority of the people reading this book 
will have been born years if not decades after cable went into widespread 
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use. Many of the changes that have occurred have been due to emerging 
technologies that made the delivery of news and other programming 
relatively inexpensive compared to older modes of delivery. This is espe-
cially true in terms of delivering news to audiences outside of urban 
areas—cable came about because of the difficulty broadcast signals had 
reaching mountainous and rural areas. The broadcasters concentrated 
their signals in the populated areas, so alternative means were necessary 
to deliver television signals to less populated areas.  

In the 1940s and 1950s, cable providers simply provided the means 
for broadcast channels to reach remote audiences with their program-
ming. However, in the late 1950s, cable providers began to provide their 
own programming to compete with the broadcasters. Broadcasters, fear-
ing a loss of viewership due to the emergence of competition on cable, 
began lobbying Congress and the Federal Communications Commis-
sion to more tightly regulate cable. The broadcasters’ argument was that 
increased competition would lower advertising revenue, and therefore 
decrease the quality of programming that broadcasters could provide. In 
short, the broadcasters wanted the government to help them keep their 
monopoly. While the FCC was at first reluctant, claiming that cable was 
out of their purview, they eventually regulated cable nearly to the point 
that it became unviable. This ended in the 1970s when the courts began 
to overturn many of the FCC regulations. With the loosening of regu-
lations, cable programming immediately began to thrive and expand. 
In the 1970s there were about twenty-five cable channels, and by 1990 
this had nearly tripled (Hillstorm 2006). Now, audiences choose among 
hundreds of channels. 
 Before the prominence of cable television, many, particularly on the 
Right, suspected that the broadcast news shows were liberally biased. 
Despite an outward appearance of adherence to traditional journalistic 
standards, the networks’ coverage of some stories, such as those having 
to do with the Vietnam War, led many to believe that the networks were 
pushing a liberal point of view. The notion of liberal bias was sometimes 
used as a galvanizing rally cry for leaders on the Right; for example, 
in the late 1960s Vice-President Spiro Agnew referred to reporters as 
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“nattering nabobs of negativism.” While systematic evidence of lib-
eral bias by the networks during the pre-cable time frame was wanting 
(Russo 1971–1972), the idea of a liberal bias took hold. As more sophis-
ticated methods of measuring bias became available, it became fairly 
clear that not only were the network reporters aligned mostly on the Left 
(Lichter et al. 1986), but that coverage tilted left as well (Groseclose and 
Milyo 2005).   

Given that there were three networks, one might have expected them 
either to position their content to the ideological median (where the vast 
majority of the population is) or to segment the audience along ideologi-
cal lines by moving to the left or the right. Instead, the three networks, 
by most accounts, showed a leftward tilt, but stayed close enough to 
the ideological median so as not to overtly alienate rightward-leaning 
audiences (D’Alessio and Allen 2000). Many describe this leftward tilt 
as driven by the ideologies of the network newspeople (Goldberg 2002). 
This behavior appears to be in line with some economic models of media 
behavior, which suggest that liberal reporters will be able to affect cover-
age at the edges, so long as viewership is not significantly damaged by it 
(Bovitz et al. 2002; Sutter 2001). In the case of the broadcasters, they had 
a near-monopoly and could get away with leftward tilt (it remains curi-
ous, however, that none of the three networks ever defected and posi-
tioned themselves more distinctly).  

As a consequence of the government’s deregulation of cable, the all-
news network CNN was introduced in 1980. CNN was a response to 
the increased number of cable systems and subscribers, as well as to 
the demand for more news programming. CNN’s 24-hour format on 
the one hand gave audiences news at any time of the day; on the other 
hand, the network had to fill twenty-four hours with news. Up until that 
point, the evening national news programs had only occupied a half-
hour a day. To accommodate the 24-hour schedule, CNN filled its pro-
gramming with shows focusing on specific topics. Moneyline (eventually 
Lou Dobbs Tonight), hosted by Lou Dobbs, focused on financial stories. 
Crossfire, originally hosted by Pat Buchanan and Tom Braden, focused 
on hot-button national political issues. In order to accommodate those 



84 << Demands for Gratification

who simply wanted the headlines without the other more nuanced 
news programming, and also to stave off emerging competition, CNN 
spun off a second network, CNN2, which later became Headline News 
(HLN).

CNN, given its 24-hour nature, was different from the network news-
casts in many respects. But, it also captured and repackaged some of 
what the networks had been doing for some time, but in a longer format. 
For example, CNN hard news programs were not unlike the network 
news shows, and many of the other shows on CNN were not a far cry 
from the broadcast networks’ news magazines such as 20/20 and 60 Min-
utes. Like the broadcasters, CNN gained a reputation for mainstream 
news that had a liberal tilt to it (Turner 2007). Anecdotal evidence fre-
quently surfaced to support the claims of liberal bias. For example, the 
conservative Media Research Center found that the broadcast networks 
and CNN covered issues differently depending on the party of the presi-
dent—when Republican George H. W. Bush was president, there were 
seventy-one stories about the homeless on the broadcasts and CNN 
evening newscasts. But, when Democrat Bill Clinton was in the White 
House, there were only nine (Goldberg 2002:79). While coverage of 
homelessness went down 87 percent, actual homelessness did not face 
any such sharp decline. 

In the mid-1990s, CNN faced legitimate competition, both from news 
magnate Rupert Murdoch and from NBC and Microsoft Corporation. 
Given the increasing reach of cable into U.S. homes, and the decreas-
ing production costs of starting a cable network, Murdoch’s Fox News 
Channel and MSNBC (a creation of Microsoft and NBC) entered the 
cable news market in 1996. Part of the reason for their emergence was 
a market demand for higher-quality news programming with a higher 
quantity of news stories. CNN at the time had a near monopoly in the 
cable news market, and to many, the quality of the programming had 
dipped as a result. For example, on entering the cable market, Murdoch 
said. “To be a meaningful broadcaster, you have to have news. . . . [I]t 
will be much better than CNN. . . . I watch CNN on TV, but it doesn’t 
have much news. . . . I watch it when I get on my exercise machine in 
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the morning. There are long commercial breaks and it’s quite repeti-
tive.” Responding to CNN’s programming, both FNC and MSNBC 
adopted an alternative style to CNN, bringing more entertaining hosts 
and guests, and offering a less “traditional” and more opinionated style  
(Ladd 2012:68).  
 But for FNC, the motivation was not simply to provide higher-qual-
ity news with fewer commercial breaks than CNN; it was instead to fill 
the needs of an underserved market. Murdoch, like a large portion of 
the American public, saw CNN and the other existing news choices as 
too liberal. Murdoch believed that those audiences who viewed CNN 
and other news outlets as too liberal would prefer an outlet reporting 
news that was less liberal, and perhaps even overtly conservative. He 
thought that not only could he steal conservative audiences from exist-
ing news sources but also he could increase the overall size of the market 
by bringing in audiences who were currently disaffected. FNC took a 
long-time complaint against the media and cast it as a problem of ideo-
logical positioning: since many audiences viewed CNN as liberal, that 
indicated that those audiences were more conservative than CNN’s cov-
erage. Accordingly, those audiences could be lured away with news that 
more closely matched their ideological predispositions. The recipe for 
FNC was to cater to the demands of the underserved right-of-left-of-
center market. Of course, Murdoch publicly denied that his intent was 
to provide a conservative alternative per se, but rather claimed that he 
wanted to bring “balance” to television journalism (Collins 2004:24). 

Murdoch’s first step was to bring in Roger Ailes, a well-known Repub-
lican strategist, to handle the day-to-day operations of the network. 
Ailes’s initial strategy appeared to be three-pronged. First, he attempted 
to move the very popular conservative talk radio format onto television 
(Brock and Rabin-Hayt 2012:16). This involved bringing in talk radio 
hosts such as Sean Hannity and, later, Glen Beck and Laura Ingraham. 
Second, Ailes attempted to draw a distinction between Fox and the other 
stations through marketing taglines and content. Fox was marketed 
as “Fair and Balanced,” a line subtly hinting that the competition was 
neither fair nor balanced, and indeed was liberally biased. Third, Fox’s 
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content provided conservative points of view, conservative leaders and 
issues, and a sometimes antagonistic view of the Left. Central to Fox’s 
programming has been the cultivation of conservative hosts and com-
mentators such as Bill O’Reilly, Karl Rove, and Charles Krauthammer. 
As media scholar Alison Dagnes (2010:81) puts it, this strategy created 
an audience that Fox News continues to cater to.

Once Fox News Channel gained a significant conservative audience with 
its personality-driven pundit programming, the rest of Fox News pro-
gramming followed suit to create the brand we see today. By asserting a 
liberal bias in the rest of the mainstream media, Fox News has carved for 
itself a niche audience of conservative viewers. It is in Fox’s best interest to 
maintain this audience through consistently conservative programming.

Fox’s strategies to pull in audiences by all accounts worked. As media 
critics David Brock and Ari Rabin-Hayt commented (2012:16), “[T]his 
model was successful at the tail end of the Clinton administration and 
was even better suited to cheerlead for George W. Bush. In less than a 
decade, Fox News president Roger Ailes created for Rupert Murdoch a 
network with a built-in audience driven by its conservative ideology.” 
Ratings soared in comparison to competitors. For example, in the early 
2000s, only FNC saw a growth in viewership, mainly from a growing 
conservative viewership, while other news outlets either flat-lined or saw 
their audience shares decline (Selepak 2006). During the 2000 Florida 
recount, conservatives turned to Fox as the place to get news, and as 
a consequence, it passed MSNBC in the ratings, averaging more than 
one million viewers per night in November 2000 (Brock and Rabin-
Hayt 2012:53). Going toward the middle of the decade, the percentage 
of people watching Fox rose to 25 percent in 2004, giving the Fox News 
Channel a larger audience than CNN and becoming Republicans’ most 
credible source for the news among television and cable news outlets 
(Selepak 2006). This trend continues, with Fox consistently achieving 
starkly higher ratings than their competitors in 2012. But on the other 
end of the sword, FNC’s branding has made it less credible with those on 
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the Left and their least trusted news source among television and cable 
news outlets (Selepak 2006). 

It is true that Murdoch and Roger Ailes are both political conser-
vatives. Even though Murdoch said in several interviews that he was 
responding to a market demand for less liberal news, there are many 
who contend that the personal views of Murdoch and Ailes drive their 
programming, perhaps for purposes of propaganda (i.e. Franken 2003; 
Alterman 2003). But, even if these contentions were true—that some-
how Murdoch and Ailes were involved in a conspiracy to mislead and 
misinform voters for their personal political agendas—it would not 
diminish the influence of audiences. Murdoch and Ailes did not succeed 
because they produced news that accorded with their views, but because 
they produced news that accorded with the views of a large underserved 
portion of the market. If audiences chose not to watch FNC, then it 
would suffer the lower ratings of its competitors (and perhaps have to 
reorganize or go out of business). While arguments persist that FNC’s 
conservative programming comes from its ownership and management, 
one need not look further than the audience to understand Fox News 
programming. It is difficult to levy a charge of propaganda if the audi-
ence self-selects. But if one were still not convinced that audiences drive 
FNC, then the histories of MSNBC and CNN may shed further light.      

MSNBC, like Fox, arose in the mid-1990s as a response to CNN’s 
monopoly over cable news. The original strategy was simply one of 
quality: MSNBC wanted to show more news than CNN, with perhaps 
more in-depth issue coverage. MSNBC’s brand was therefore somewhat 
undefined during its first decade, as “the channel bounced from one 
programming idea to another” (Shelter 2010). As Salon.com reported of 
MSNBC’s early years (Kornacki 2011), 

For the first decade or so of its existence, the cable news channel had only 
the vaguest of identities. Every few months, a new host or two would be 
tossed into the lineup, only to be shuffled around a few months later, and 
put out to pasture a few months after that. One day, [liberal] Phil Dona-
hue was the network’s prime-time face; the next it was [conservative] 

www.Salon.com
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Alan Keyes. Sometimes it seemed like the only programming MSNBC 
actually believed in was Don Imus’s tired minstrel show in the mornings 
and weird prison documentaries on the weekends.

MSNBC’s strategy during those years was not to chase an ideological 
segment of the audience (like FNC), but rather to provide program-
ming that as a whole would appeal to the entirety of the potential audi-
ence. During the mid-2000s the channel attempted to compete for Bill 
O’Reilly’s audience with the program Scarborough Country, hosted by 
former Republican congressman Joe Scarborough. The show featured 
a similar format, but was only able to garner a small audience of about 
three hundred thousand per night. The channel brought in libertarian 
Tucker Carlson to host his own show after his departure from CNN’s 
Crossfire, and paired him with the progressive Rachel Maddow. That 
show only lasted three years. MSNBC’s biggest problem was that it could 
not compete for conservative viewers against Fox, who had cornered 
that market. This left them to compete with CNN for the remainder of 
the cable news audience. As a result, both MSNBC’s and CNN’s ratings 
were poor.

However, fortunes changed for MSNBC for two reasons. First, public 
skepticism of the Iraq War grew during George W. Bush’s second term. 
This provided an issue that MSNBC could brand itself on (Sherman 
2010). The turning point came in the summer of 2006 (Kornacki 2011):

At the end of his Aug. 30, 2006 show, Olbermann looked directly into the 
camera and spoke: “The man who sees absolutes where all other men see 
nuances and shades of meaning is either a prophet or a quack. Donald 
H. Rumsfeld is not a prophet.” His blistering takedown of the defense 
secretary was a viral sensation. Millions of liberals were equally exas-
perated with the Bush administration; but few could express themselves 
as exquisitely and powerfully as Olbermann. They asked for more, and 
Olbermann gladly gave it to them; over the next few years, there would 
be dozens of “special comments,” each delivered in the same dramatic 
style. . . . He became an all-purpose critic of the administration and its 
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cheerleaders, and then of the Republican Party and the modern brand 
of conservatism it has embraced. For years, liberals had watched the 
growth of Fox News with dismay and alarm. With “Countdown,” they 
finally had their own prime-time cable news show to flock to. Olbermann 
embraced the rivalry, skewering Fox and its personalities—particularly 
Bill O’Reilly—with biting humor and sarcasm, daring them to respond 
and acknowledge him. His ratings climbed—not to Fox levels, to be sure, 
but to levels that had been unheard of at MSNBC.

This showed the leadership at MSNBC that there was a market to be 
served, but in this case, a liberal market. 

Then in 2008, with new leadership at the helm (Phil Griffin was 
named president), MSNBC began to rebrand itself as a liberally minded 
network that could speak to those disaffected during the George W. Bush 
years. It helped that a presidential election campaign was underway with 
a media sensation, Barack Obama, as the Democratic nominee. As New 
York Magazine (Sherman 2010) reported of MSNBC’s move into second 
place ahead of CNN, 

“Fox figured it out that you have to stand for something in cable,” MSNBC 
president Phil Griffin says. Since Griffin was appointed in 2008, the net-
work has adopted much of the Fox News playbook. “What we’re doing is 
targeting an audience,” Griffin says. “In television, and in particular cable 
television, brand is everything,” NBC Universal CEO Jeff Zucker told 
me, before he announced his departure two weeks ago. “For a long time, 
MSNBC floundered with its identity.” . . . While Zucker and Griffin are 
both liberals, they got in the politics business for the ratings, and MSN-
BC’s new identity has been a ratings boon. . . . Griffin, now that he’s found 
ratings religion, is doubling down. In April 2009, he hired the liberal radio 
host Ed Schultz for a 6 p.m. show. This past summer, MSNBC announced 
it was developing a 10 p.m. show for Lawrence O’Donnell to replace reruns 
of Olbermann. Recently, MSNBC tried to buy the Huffington Post (Huff-
ington Post founder Ken Lerer rejected the offer). The network hired Spike 
Lee to shoot a multi-million-dollar advertising campaign and developed 
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its own obtuse slogan: “Lean Forward.” The tagline “defines us and defines 
our competition,” said Phil Griffin, the president of MSNBC. . . . “When 
you’re clear about who you are, you actually make money,” said Sharon 
Otterman, the chief marketing officer for MSNBC.

Following Olbermann’s success, MSNBC engaged in a series of on-air per-
sonnel changes. Don Imus was let go due to racially insensitive remarks he 
made on air. Conservatives Tucker Carlson’s and Joe Scarborough’s shows 
were canceled; Carlson eventually moved to Fox News, and Scarborough 
moved into the then-empty morning spot on MSNBC. Liberals Rachel 
Maddow, Al Sharpton, and Ed Schultz were given hour-long shows in the 
primetime line-up. And more recently, Pat Buchanan, the only prominent 
conservative commentator left, was let go due to passages in his book Sui-
cide of a Superpower: Will America Survive to 2025? which enflamed lib-
eral sensibilities. These changes solidified MSNBC as the bastion of liberal 
and progressive thought. It was unlikely that MSNBC would overcome 
FNC’s ratings because of ideological marketing: conservatives outnumber 
liberals in the United States in polls, often two to one (Mak 2012). This 
just about explains Fox’s ratings advantage over MSNBC. But, the moves 
MSNBC made brought them out of the doldrums and into second place.  

The case of MSNBC shows the power of the audience to affect pro-
gramming. MSNBC began to capitalize on public sentiment, first with 
Olbermann’s critiques of the war, and then with a new evening line-up 
and branding strategy. Those in charge of MSNBC are no doubt liberal; 
and many of the liberal on-air personalities are probably sincere, perhaps 
to the point of zealotry. But, they always were—even before the network 
began to “Lean Forward.” Therefore, the changes in political branding at 
MSNBC would be tough to pin on the ideologies of the management.  

CNN, due to both FNC’s and MSNBC’s cornering of the ideological 
extremities, has been the biggest loser since the market expansion in 
1996 (Joyella 2010).

When year-end figures are released soon, it’s almost certain to be CNN’s 
worst performance in over a decade. According to Nielsen Media 
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Research, for the year to date CNN’s ratings among viewers 25–54 (the 
key news demographic) cratered in 2010, plummeting 34 percent in pri-
metime—the biggest decline of any network. Fox News, by comparison, 
was off 7 percent compared to 2009, but still easily dominated primetime 
with an average of 503,000 viewers 25–54. MSNBC (off 10 percent) came 
in second with 249,000. CNN was third with 174,000 followed closely by 
sister network HLN with 144,000 (another big drop—viewership off 32 
percent from 2009).  

 By not overtly branding itself as FNC and MSNBC had, CNN fum-
bled terribly; it went from a powerhouse monopoly to third place. CNN 
continues to offer competitive, high-quality programming; however, the 
supposedly ideologically neutral programming does not have the appeal 
that the more ideologically branded news has. Those who watch televi-
sion news in the current market choose to do so over hundreds of other 
channels—this indicates that those audiences have a strong interest in 
politics and current events. This interest often correlates with a well-
defined ideology on the right or left.   

In response to their steady slide, CNN attempted to shift its program-
ming to attract what it now considers to be the underserved audience: 
racial minorities. Given that minorities are less likely to be conservative 
than whites, and that the progressive movement is also predominantly 
white, CNN has seen an opening to target its programming to blacks 
and Hispanics, who may not be quite as attracted to either FNC or 
MSNBC. CNN had attracted a racially diverse group of on-air personali-
ties, including Rick Sanchez, Soledad O’Brien, Fredricka Whitfield, and 
Don Lemmon. During the election campaign of 2008, CNN performed 
well with the minority audience, but lost ground shortly thereafter. CNN 
has since targeted its on-air talent and content toward luring back racial 
minorities. For example,  

Mark Nelson, vice president and senior executive producer at CNN Pro-
ductions, is interested in bridging that gap. “We are what we air, and we 
air what we are,” he says, explaining his network’s Diversity Initiative, 
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which was conceived by Jim Walton, president of CNN Worldwide. “It’s 
a diversity of ideas, diversity of people, diversity of experiences . . . diver-
sity on our air.” In keeping with this vision, CNN will premiere Black 
in America 2, the follow-up to its widely-discussed 2008 series Black in 
America, on July 22 and 23. Hosted by CNN anchor and special corre-
spondent Soledad O’Brien, the original series aimed “to tell a story about 
black America that [would] focus on some of the more important aspects 
of black American life, concerning family, excelling in business, health 
care,” Nelson explains. (Yousef 2009)

CNN has also recently considered bringing in big name minorities 
to appeal to the minority news market. For example, the New York 
Post has reported that the network is interested in wooing African-
American entertainers, mentioning comedian Chris Rock and former 
“Talk Soup” host Aisha Tyler as possibilities. (“CNN Tries ‘Diverse’ 
Approach” 2010) 

Jon Klein, the president of CNN’s domestic networks, said he believed 
that CNN has a commitment to “reflect the country” (Lee 2008). As of 
2012, CNN’s hosts reflect his commitment: 39 percent are racial minori-
ties, compared to 29 percent for MSNBC and 16 percent for FNC. In 
addition to hiring minority personalities to attract minority viewers, 
CNN has also let go of those not conducive to that goal. For example, 
Lou Dobbs was let go after nearly thirty years with the network. While 
the network was not clear on the reasons for his departure, many specu-
late that it stemmed from Dobbs’s immigration stances and his reporting 
of the “birther” conspiracy theory.  

As the cable news market stands in 2012, audiences have distinct 
choices. And, the networks have profited from following the ideologi-
cally segmented audience. By chasing the biggest ideological block of 
news viewers, Fox News has garnered and held onto the dominant posi-
tions for a decade. Fox News, particularly the evening programming, 
garners a mostly conservative audience while MSNBC, on the other 
hand, has a nearly homogenous liberal audience (Ladd 2012:69). This 
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segmentation leaves different audiences with varying views of reality: 
“For the viewers who lean to the left of the ideological spectrum, they 
can watch MSNBC and rarely hear conservative voices; and the oppo-
site goes for conservatives who watch Fox News Channel. This affords 
an exclusivity of thought that discourages debate and only serves to 
strengthen the divide between ideological sides” (Dagnes 2010). As 
media scholar Alison Dagnes (2010:xii) goes on to argue, “With so many 
media choices available, we have lost that communal feeling engendered 
by reading a hometown newspaper, listening to a national radio broad-
cast, or watching one of the three nightly network news programs on 
television. So many selections have led the media to become fragmented, 
polarized, and angry.”

Broadcast News

The case of the cable news networks suggests that mass ideology has 
driven the distribution of the providers, as market-driven conceptions 
of news would suggest. Some might argue that the cable news networks 
are less news, and more entertainment. In this argument, if cable news 
networks follow market demands, it is not an abandonment of tradi-
tional norms of journalism because cable news really isn’t intended to 
be traditional news in the first place. It is difficult to sustain this stance 
given that cable outlets serve the purpose of news whether their content 
is intended to be as traditional as older sources or not. But, it would be 
prudent to see if and how broad political opinions drive a source of news 
that is assumed to be more traditional. To do this, I return to the nightly 
network news data introduced in chapter 2.  

This analysis compares mass levels of partisanship to issue cover-
age in the nightly network news over several decades. It will determine 
whether changing levels of party attachment in the audience lead news 
firms, generally thought to be traditional, to alter their substantive issue 
coverage. To ensure that the results of such a comparison speak to the 
effect of partisanship on issue coverage, this chapter accounts for the fac-
tors generally thought to affect news content: the real-world conditions 
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and events that would drive the reporting of particular issues, the com-
position and actions of government, the topics discussed by national 
elites, and the audience’s demand for specific sets of information. It is 
important to use systematic data for this inquiry because, unlike with 
the case study examining cable news above, the branding of the broad-
cast networks is much less overt, and therefore not necessarily visible in 
shorter snapshots or with case studies. More precise data is needed.

To operationalize mass partisanship, I employ a standard and long-
used measure called “macropartisanship” (MacKuen et al. 1989). Like 
the time-series measures of news content described in chapter 2, the 
macropartisanship measure is in time-series format; this allows us to 
see how it fluctuates from quarter to quarter. The measure is drawn from 
aggregated public opinion polls asking national samples about partisan-
ship using a standard question; the numerical measure is the percentage 
of Democratic party identifiers as a percentage of both major party iden-
tifiers. This is an ideal way to operationalize mass partisan preferences 
because (1) news firms may not be as interested in the raw percentage 
of either party’s identifiers as in the proportion of one to the other and 
(2) this operationalization matters—the balance of government is often 
determined by the number of one party’s identifiers in relation to the 
other party’s (MacKuen et al. 1989). 

In this study, macropartisanship has a mean of 56 and ranges from 51 
to 64. This indicates that during the time period under study, the coun-
try was slightly more Democratic than Republican, and that macropar-
tisanship fluctuated enough for reporters to be able to notice and adjust 
their reporting to follow it. 

Given the variety of issues coded by the scheme introduced in chapter 
2, one might ask which would be likely to be affected by changes in mass 
partisanship. What is the exact effect that this particular operationaliza-
tion of gratification will have on news content? We would certainly not 
expect all issue areas to be affected by changes in macropartisanship. For 
example, we do not have a strong expectation that changes in the par-
tisan balance in the audience would affect whether stories about trans-
portation, technology, space travel, or foreign trade are reported or not. 



Demands for Gratification >> 95

These issues, like several others, do not have an overt partisan compo-
nent to them; therefore a person’s partisan attachment would probably 
not drive a desire to see those issues in the news. Of importance here is 
that partisanship should affect the reporting of issues that could, if only 
in the perceptions of newspeople, be seen to meet demands for gratifica-
tion by partisan audiences. 

To identify these issues, let me now introduce the concept of party-
owned issues. Party-owned issues are those issue areas that previous 
research has found to be associated by the public with one of the parties 
(Petrocik et al. 2003; Budge and Farlie 1983). Polls over time demon-
strate that the public views certain issues as associated with, and compe-
tently handled by, one party or the other (Petrocik 1996). For example, 
if asked what issues the Republicans are good at, most people would 
answer with a few particular issue areas; and if asked what issues the 
Democrats are good at, most people would answer with a few different 
particular issue areas. Parties have long-standing reputations about what 
they do, what they are good at, and what their brand signifies. Since the 
public identifies those issues with a particular party, that party is said to 
“own” those issues. Therefore, it is prudent to expect that news firms will 
vary the reporting of party-owned issues in response to changes in mass 
partisanship. 

I note that this distinction does not imply that either party is in actual-
ity better at handling the issues they own, only that each party is viewed 
by most people as having an association with those issues. Certainly, a 
hardcore partisan might say that his or her party of preference is better 
at every issue when compared to the other party. However, most people 
are not quite that rigid, and do at least give their least preferred party 
credit for having a long-standing association with certain issues. The 
Democrats have been found to “own” the issues of Civil Rights, Labor, 
and Social Welfare. The Republicans “own” Law & Crime and Defense.1

No doubt, these distinctions are debatable. For example, during the Iraq 
and Afghanistan wars, many argued that the Democrats were much bet-
ter at defense than the supposedly bumbling Republicans. But, in terms 
of long-standing reputations, if you were to ask any group of people 
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what issues they associate with the two parties, the answers would look 
similar to the issues identified here.  

Given this, a natural question arises: Are journalists aware of the 
party’s long-standing issue reputations? Do journalists respond to 
these reputations in their reporting? The short answer is a resounding 
yes—scholarship has long demonstrated that reporters are aware of, 
and highly responsive to, the parties’ issue advantages (Hayes 2005). 
For example, in a content analysis of campaign coverage, Petrocik et al. 
(2003) find that the parties’ issue advantages lead to altered news cover-
age, and thus issue reporting reflects the “perceptions of the press about 
the issue agendas of the parties.” Puglisi (2011) also shows that news 
firms modify their coverage on the basis of issue ownership: he finds 
that the New York Times reports party-owned issues in response to elec-
tion cycles and the incumbents’ party. Hayes (2008) shows that reporters 
alter the favorability of news coverage given to presidential candidates in 
response to the parties’ issue-handling reputations: he finds that report-
ers cover presidential candidates more positively when they focus on 
issues their party “owns” rather than on other issues. So, journalists are 
aware of party-owned issues and they adjust coverage on the basis of 
those long-standing reputations. Now let’s see if journalists adjust their 
reporting of party-owned issues to follow macropartisanship. 

If the nightly news outlets do follow mass partisanship, changes in 
macropartisanship should lead to clear and identifiable changes in the 
reporting of issues. If the percentage of Republicans in the public were 
to increase, then the networks should subsequently report more Repub-
lican-owned issues in order to satisfy the demands of partisans. If the 
percentage of Democrats in the public were to increase, the networks 
should subsequently report more Democratic-owned issues. If report-
ers do not account for partisanship when constructing issue content, 
then party-owned issues would be reported invariant to changes in mass 
partisanship.   

In this analysis, there are 12,802 Republican-owned issue stories and 
2,556 Democratic-owned issue stories. This represents 15,358 total sto-
ries and 27 percent of the total issues coded during the time frame. The 
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airing of Republican and Democratic issues is not related to the airing 
of the other: the correlation coefficient between the two is .02. In other 
words, the proportions of Republican-owned and Democratic-owned 
stories can increase or decrease at the same time, or not. Republican-
owned issues appear an average of 87 times per quarter with a range of 4 
to 246. Democratic issues appear an average of 17 times per quarter with 
a range of 0 to 83. As these numbers indicate, Republican-owned issues 
appear more than Democratic-owned issues at a rate of about 5 to 1. 

This might seem immediately amiss. If Democrats in the audience 
tend to outnumber Republicans during the time period under study, why 
would Republican-owned issues outnumber Democratic-owned issues 
by such a wide margin? There are several reasons why this might be the 
case. First, we have no theoretical reason to expect that the number of 
stories reported about any particular issue areas would be similar. As 
the data collection in chapter 2 demonstrates, some issues are reported 
frequently while others are reported infrequently. We should not expect 
balance between the number of Republican-owned and Democratic-
owned issues (or between any other issues for that matter). Second, mul-
tiple forces can affect the issue content of news programs; I would not 
suggest that macropartisanship is the only force affecting content. And, 
there are theoretical reasons already discussed suggesting that certain 
issues should be reported more than others. Previous research suggests 
that news firms focus on, and give precedence to, events that naturally 
hold spectacle for audiences (Rosenstiel 2005; Hamilton 1998; Patterson 
1994; Epstein 1981; Gans 1979; Tuchman 1978). As a result, those issue 
areas that spectacular events typically fall into will receive pronounced 
coverage. Events such as explosions, wars, murders, attacks, and trials 
are those that hold spectacle for audiences and fit engrained routines. 
These events typically comprise the Republican-owned issues of Defense 
and Law & Crime. Therefore, we might expect Republican-owned issues 
to be reported quite frequently. On the other hand, the events often 
comprising Democratic-owned issues, Labor, Social Welfare, and Civil 
Rights, are rarely so fantastic that they would, on their own, be consid-
ered newsworthy. Thus, we should expect Republican-owned issues to 
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be reported more often than Democratic-owned issues—but not neces-
sarily because of partisan demands.  

Does the disparity between Republican-owned issues and Demo-
cratic-owned issues affect the analysis? The simple answer is no. First, 
because this analysis is interested in the factors that lead to over-time 
fluctuation in the amount of owned issues reported, their absolute 
amounts or the disparity between their amounts is of lesser concern. 
Second, this analysis is interested in the factors that drive over-time 
variation, and therefore, this disparity does not suggest that macropar-
tisanship does not affect issue coverage. 

Now, it is prudent to compare macropartisanship to our measures 
of party-owned issues to see if one drives the other. In doing this, it is 
important to account for other factors that may affect the reporting of 
those party-owned issues. For example, if Congress decides to spend a 
year debating health care legislation, it is likely that news firms would 
cover health care– and social welfare–related issues—and this would 
probably have little to do with changes in macropartisanship. To be 
sure that any statistical relationship found between mass partisanship 
and issue coverage stems from the former causing the latter, research-
ers should account for the effects of events, conditions, policy, and elite 
rhetoric, as well as the public’s issue concerns, on issue coverage in the 
news. 

To begin, included in this investigation are measures of the public’s 
issue concerns. As chapter 2 demonstrated, public issue concerns in 
some instances drive the reporting of issues. Thus, I want to parse out 
the effects of macropartisanship on news coverage from the effect of 
issue demands on news coverage. As in chapter 2, a time-series of Gal-
lup’s Most Important Problem question (MIP) is used to measure the 
percent citing Democratic-owned issues and the percent citing Repub-
lican-owned issues as the most important problem facing the nation 
each quarter. The percentage of the population identifying Republican-
owned issues as the most important was an average of 19 percent; about 
12 percent of the population on average identified Democratic issues as 
the most important.2 If we were to observe the audience’s demands for 
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information driving issue coverage, then an increase in concern over 
Republican-owned (or Democratic-owned) issues would lead to an 
increase in the reporting of Republican-owned (or Democratic-owned) 
stories. If we were to observe agenda-setting, then Republican-owned 
(or Democratic-owned) stories would drive concern over Republican 
(or Democratic) issues.     

In addition to the public’s concerns, we must account for the effect 
that policymakers, policy, and actual events and conditions have on 
subsequent news content. Take news coverage of the 9/11 attacks, for 
example. The public did not have a large interest in Defense issues on 
9/10/2001, and the major story across the country was a scandal involv-
ing congressman Gary Condit. But, when the terrorists killed three 
thousand people the next day, those attacks drew coverage of their 
own volition. In short, many forces drive news content besides public 
demands. If we want to say that correlations between news content and 
public opinion are valid indicators of audience influence over the news, 
we need to rule out the effect of other major forces. 

With this said, statistical models cannot account for all of social 
reality; thousands of indicators would be necessary. However, analyses 
should account only for those indicators thought to be the most relevant 
to explaining the interplay between opinions and news. The following 
section details these indicators. With this said, I offer a word of cau-
tion: it would be a mistake for researchers to pick indicators according 
to their salience in the media. This might include, for instance, a vari-
able denoting the 1995 O. J. Simpson murder trial because the researcher 
knew a priori that the trial was salient in the media. Such a strategy is 
tautological: stories that the researcher knew were salient in the media 
would be used to predict stories that were salient in the media. There-
fore, I employ indicators that are, in some ways, “bland,” and do not 
reflect specific stories that are known to have been reported.    

To account for the actions and discourse of policymakers, I begin by 
measuring the president’s party affiliation. The president and his actions 
receive a large amount of coverage in the news, and it is likely that (1) 
journalists would cover the president differently according to his party 
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affiliation and (2) presidents of differing party affiliation are likely to 
speak and act on different issues, so the press would have different actions 
to cover. To directly account for the actions of the president, I include the 
number of executive orders each quarter addressing Democratic-owned 
issues compared to the number of executive orders addressing Republi-
can-owned issues.3 If the president, for example, were to issue a slew of 
executive orders addressing social welfare, we would expect reporters to 
report more stories on that issue area. To directly account for the effects 
that presidential discourse may have on the news agenda, I measure the 
number of mentions the president gives to Democratic- and Republican-
owned issues, respectively, in the opening remarks of their press confer-
ences each quarter. We should expect that if a president were to discuss 
Defense issues frequently, reporters would address Defense more often in 
response. And, given that elections dominate reporting prior to elections 
and crowd out much other substantive discussion, I measure whether a 
presidential election is taking place each quarter or not. 

Congress may influence the issue areas addressed by reporters as 
well. If Congress were to consider major legislation, or pass a sweeping 
bill, the news would probably report this. Because journalists would be 
responding to Congress instead of to public demands in this case, we 
want to account for it. To account for congressional discourse, I include 
the number of House committee hearings addressing Democratic-
owned issues minus the number of hearings that address Republican-
owned issues each quarter. We might expect that if Congress were to 
discuss Defense or Social Welfare, for instance, then those issues would 
make it into the news agenda because of the congressional attention. 
I also account for congressional control—a Democratic House would 
probably address different issues than a Republican one—and this would 
probably drive the substance of available news. To track legislation that 
may affect reporting, I measure the passage of major legislation (accord-
ing to Congressional Quarterly) addressing Democratic-  and Republi-
can-owned issues each quarter. We might expect that if Congress passed 
major legislation addressing Labor, for instance, reporters would prob-
ably report on that major legislation.
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Now, I measure the events and conditions that may affect the report-
ing of each individual issue area. For Defense issues, I denote whether 
the United States is involved in an active ground war during each quar-
ter and measure the number of troops killed in battle each quarter. To 
measure the conditions that would lead to Law & Crime reporting, I 
include a measure of national violent crime rates over time. Imagine 
if a war were to erupt, or crime rates were to spike—we would expect 
that reporters would address Defense and Law issues more prominently 
given the events taking place.

To account for the events and conditions that could affect the report-
ing of social welfare stories, I include the number of people receiving 
food stamp assistance and the percentage of people living below poverty 
levels each quarter. To account for the conditions that would lead to 
Civil Rights coverage, I include the levels of unemployment in the black 
community and the number of important civil rights Supreme Court 
decisions each quarter. To account for the events and conditions that 
would be likely to affect the reporting of Labor stories, I include mea-
sures of total unemployment and the number of work stoppages due to 
strikes each quarter. We could reasonably expect changes in these con-
ditions on the ground—independent of public demands—to affect the 
stories journalists report.4

 The analysis employs a statistical technique called vector-autore-
gression (VAR). VAR examines time-series data for statistical causa-
tion with a series of Granger causality tests (Brandt and Williams 2007). 
Thus, this analysis is not unlike the Granger analyses in chapter 2. But, 
unlike traditional bivariate Granger tests, VAR can include multiple 
endogenous and exogenous variables, it allows the retrieval of impulse-
response functions that show how changes in one endogenous variable 
“shock,” or affect, another over several periods, and it can serve as an 
all-purpose model. In short, VAR alleviates the problems of identifying 
a more specific model where the theories of interest are either imprecise 
or provide conflicting expectations—VAR allows the data to determine 
these relationships (Brandt and Williams 2007; Bartels 1991; Freeman et 
al. 1989; Sims 1980). In this case, current theories on audience influence 
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and media effects provide vague predictions of lag length, and theories 
of audience influence on news content provide a causal direction that is 
in direct conflict with theories of media effects. Tests on the data indi-
cate that a lag length of one quarter is appropriate to use in this model; 
this makes intuitive sense as I expect profit-driven news firms to follow 
public opinion fairly closely—at no more than one quarter behind.     

Table 3.1 displays the results (for the purpose of readability, the coef-
ficients of our control variables are withheld but the full model is avail-
able upon request). Each dependent variable is listed in the columns at 
the top, and each independent variable is listed in the first column going 
downward. Coefficients with a star indicate statistical significance; the 
standard error is in parentheses below. Positive coefficients indicate a 
positive relationship while a negative coefficient indicates a negative one. 
I include three main endogenous or dependent variables in the model. 
The first is the time-series of party-owned issue coverage; I operational-
ize this as the percentage of Democratic-owned stories divided by the 

Table 3.1. Results of Vector Auto Regression

p values: *>.05. Full model is available upon request.  

Proportion of 
Democratic to 
Republican Issues in 
the News

Macropartisanship Proportion of 
Democratic to 
Republican Issue 
Concerns

Macropartisanship L1 .147* (.070) .750* (.047) .012 (.026)

Proportion of Democratic to Republican 
Issues in the News L1

.042 (.058) -.028 (.052) .015 (.028)

Proportion of Democratic to Republican 
Issue Concerns L1 (Coefficient for 
control variables withheld)

.260 (.190) .185 (.127) .478* (.069)

Constant -13.8* (4.7) 14.5* (3.15) -1.75 (1.72)

r-square .445 .967 .755

RMSE 1.1 .726 .398

Chi-square 116.1 4288.1 445.9

n 145 145 145
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percent of Republican-owned stories aired each quarter. This is the vari-
able I most want to explain—whether it is affected by macropartisan-
ship, and how. Macropartisanship and the public’s issue concerns are also 
included as dependent variables at the top. The variables representing 
real-world conditions, and the actions and discourse of government are 
treated as exogenous in the VAR model and are listed on the left. 

With regard to the upper-most left coefficient, the lagged measure 
of macropartisanship significantly and positively affects the reporting 
of issues in the hypothesized direction. As the public becomes more 
Democratic, firms report more Democratic-owned issues in relation 
to Republican-owned issues, and as the public becomes more Republi-
can, the news outlets report more Republican-owned issues in relation 
to Democratic-owned issues. More specifically, a one percentage point 
positive change in macropartisanship (the country turns more Demo-
cratic than Republican) leads to the reporting of four more Democratic-
owned issues per quarter. This is a minor change. However, a ten-point 
Democratic shift in macropartisanship leads to an additional Demo-
cratic-owned story every other weekday; a twenty point shift leads to an 
additional story every weekday.  

This represents an important effect given that (1) these results speak 
only to the top two stories each night, (2) these are the most influen-
tial stories in the broadcasts, and (3) traditional conceptions of jour-
nalism would not lead us to expect news firms to alter issue coverage 
in response to macropartisanship at all. This finding suggests rather 
strongly that news firms, even those considered to be stalwarts of tradi-
tional journalism, are not immune to the winds of public sentiment.

This effect is robust across model specification; models with different 
combinations of control variables, or no control variables, show similar 
effects. Not only does macropartisanship affect issue reporting at a one-
quarter lag, as hypothesized, but it also has a lasting, albeit diminishing, 
effect. The model indicates that a one-unit change in macropartisan-
ship significantly affects party-owned issue coverage in the news over 
three quarters. Mass partisanship appears to have a far-ranging impact 
on news content.5
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 Events, conditions, policy, and elite rhetoric also provide some, 
though not much, explanation for the reporting of party-owned issues 
in the news. Events do affect news coverage, i.e., the terror attacks of 9/11 
were not reported until they actually happened. But studies have gen-
erally found a loose connection between the two. For example, report-
ers recently frenzied over the 2011 Casey Anthony murder trial—Ms. 
Anthony was accused of killing her daughter in Florida. But, during 
the same time, there were hundreds of murders and murder trials that 
received little or no national media coverage. This raises again the distinc-
tion between issues and events first discussed in chapter 2. News firms 
have discretion over which issues they emphasize; however, they competi-
tively report events (e.g. Mason et al. 2001). Some events, such as the 9/11 
attacks, are so relevant that news firms will have little discretion in choos-
ing to report them. However, firms have even more discretion in how they 
cover the available set of events. Stories about the same event may address 
different issues. A nuclear arms treaty can be treated by reporters as a 
Defense issue, a foreign affairs issue, a government operations issue, or a 
technology issue. News firms can therefore follow audience-issue prefer-
ences with issue content because they have discretion to do so. This makes 
predicting issue coverage with conditions difficult, however.6

Returning to the results, the airing of party-owned issues does not 
affect mass partisanship. In line with previous scholarship addressing 
the endurance of partisan attitudes, macropartisanship has a unidirec-
tional relationship with news content: it drives news content, and not 
vice versa. This is a particularly important point to note—scholars for 
years have faced difficulty trying to disentangle the causal direction 
between news content and audience opinions. The results in this model 
show a clear direction of affect, from audience to news. We see little 
evidence to suggest that the news is a propaganda machine that changes 
opinions in drastic fashion—market incentives prevent news firms from 
attempting to do this. Also, the data show that public issue concerns do 
not affect, nor are they affected by, party-owned issue reporting.7

Traditional conceptions of news suggest that mass partisanship should 
not affect the issues reported in the news, but the analysis suggests that 
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it does. To be clear about these results, this analysis speaks to the effect 
of mass partisanship on broadcast network reporting of party-owned 
issues. Chapter 4 will demonstrate that other audience opinions drive 
news coverage as well.  

Conclusion 

This chapter addressed how audience demands for political gratification 
drive not only the news agenda but also the branding of entire mediums. 
First, a case study of cable news outlets showed how public demands 
drove the ideological branding and content of the three major cable 
outlets—CNN, FNC, and MSNBC. The outlets catering to the largest 
ideological segment of the audience receives the largest ratings. Second, 
a statistical analysis of the issues reported in the nightly network news 
shows that mass partisan attachments affect the reporting of even outlets 
considered to be traditional and immune from the immediate winds of 
public opinion. 

To put these findings into context, let us return briefly to informa-
tional demands and the findings from chapter 2. If news firms follow 
audience demands for specific sets of information when constructing 
the news, this would indicate that the audience influenced content. 
However, this does not necessarily indicate that economic motives 
were involved: journalists may simply have responded to audiences as 
an expression of “civic-minded” journalism. In this, journalists report 
issues that the audience feels need resolutions. Civic-minded journalism 
is advocated by many as an important facet of democracy that increases 
news relevancy and can refocus government priorities (Bennett 2009; 
Journalists 2010; Peterson 1996). And, while providing a public good 
(information), this could also lead to higher profits as an unintended 
consequence, because firms would be meeting demands for that infor-
mation (Rosenstiel et al. 2007). Audiences would watch the programs 
that provided the information they desired.  

If news firms engaged in civic-minded journalism, then the audience’s 
issue concerns would predict subsequent news coverage. For example, if 
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the audience were to become highly concerned with public education, 
then news firms would provide news addressing that issue. In chapter 
2, I demonstrated, as well, that public concerns over several broad issue 
areas drive subsequent coverage of those issues: news firms do follow 
audiences’ demands for information in constructing their content. The 
evidence showing that news outlets meet demands for information does 
not necessarily indicate profit-driven journalism; firms may meet infor-
mational demands to be civic-minded. 

However, profit seeking undoubtedly occurs when news firms fol-
low either the audience’s preferences for entertainment or the audience’s 
preferences for gratification. It could not be argued that catering to these 
demands provides civic-minded journalism—meeting these demands 
does little good for society or for the individuals. In short, the difference 
between civic-minded and profit-driven journalism is not in the content 
of any particular story or stories, but rather in the motivations that lead 
to the reporting of those stories. 

This study’s results suggest that mass partisanship predicts issue 
coverage.  Specifically, the results show that an increase in Democratic 
identification in the public leads to the reporting of more Democratic-
owned issues (Civil Rights, Labor, and Social Welfare), while an increase 
in Republican identification in the public leads to the reporting of more 
Republican-owned issues (Defense and Law & Crime). These results 
suggest that profit motives affect substantive content even in traditional 
outlets: the audience’s perceived desires for political gratification appear 
to drive issue content in the nightly network news. It is unclear whether 
this strategy pays dividends for news firms—for now, though, it is suf-
ficient to show that news firms do partake in this behavior; the actual 
advantage gained is of less immediate importance.

Issue emphasis in the news has important institutional consequences: 
it can set the public agenda and prime citizens’ evaluations of candidates. 
The reporting of “owned” issues is particularly important because these 
issues are likely to shift voter preference toward the “owning” party.  This 
study shows how one factor, mass partisanship, leads to the reporting of 
owned issues by the networks.
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On one hand, both chapter 2 and chapter 3 present evidence sug-
gesting that news firms react to the public’s concerns, thus indicating 
civic-minded journalism: news firms report the substantive issues that 
citizens believe are important. While not without its criticisms, this form 
of journalism provides some good for democracy. The press does pay 
attention to audiences and what audiences are thinking about.

On the other hand, the finding that mass ideology and partisanship 
predict news coverage is highly troubling. A free press is essential to 
democracy; however, a press cannot be “free” if it is dependent upon fol-
lowing audience predispositions. In the case of the cable news networks, 
the distribution of ideology in the audience appears to have branded the 
entire market. We cannot think that a media industry organized by the 
distribution of public opinion can be independent.

Journalists are not independent from market concerns. Scholars have 
long warned about the effect of public polling and mass attitudes on 
journalism (Gollin 1980; Ladd 1980; Van Hoffman 1980). While the 
American press may be free from much government interference, the 
economics of news may not only suppress issues that the public needs
to know, in exchange for issues that the public wants to know, but may 
also brand entire news markets. Chapter 4 builds on the findings in this 
chapter by examining a broader range of opinions and news outlets.
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4

Perpetual Feedback

Monitoring the New Media Environment

I want to make enough money so I can afford you. It’s really 
that simple. You need to, in effect, help me by being a jour-
nalist that focuses on what our readers want and therefore 
generates more revenue. . . . [I]f we don’t have the revenue, it 
doesn’t really matter.
—Sam Zell, January 31, 2008 

News outlets’ incentives in the free market are clear: appeal to audiences 
with content that meets demand. If audiences consistently demanded 
information on critical topics that made them informed citizens, this 
would be great. News content would consistently meet democratic ide-
als and improve citizenship. Unfortunately, audience demands are not 
always so upright. People prefer content deviating greatly from the dem-
ocratic ideal—and journalists know it. In response to the above remark 
by Sam Zell, owner of the Chicago Tribune, the Los Angeles Times, and 
several other newspapers, one of his journalists retorted, “But, what 
readers want are puppy dogs.” 

The incentives of the market do not care whether the news meets 
democratic ideals—the incentives merely encourage owners and opera-
tors like Sam Zell to meet demands and subsequently turn a profit. So, if 
news firms have to report puppy dogs, scurrilous sex scandals, or other 
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trivial stories to meet demands, then that is all that matters to the mar-
ket. There is no built-in incentive to produce news content that meets 
democratic ideals—only news that meets demands, whatever those 
demands might be. Financial incentives and intense competition lead 
news firms to chase the most prevalent audience demands—demands 
that currently, and unfortunately, are at odds with the requirements of 
democratic citizenship. Because of this, and as former CBS news direc-
tor Fred Friendly claims, “Television makes so much [money] at its 
worst that it can’t afford to do its best.”

Chapters 2 and 3 argue that the public’s opinions, namely, issue con-
cerns, ideology, and partisanship, drive not only news content but also 
the branding of the entire cable news market. While vitally important, 
these opinions on their own cannot drive coverage of the thousands 
of events that come across news desks each day—many events are so 
unique it is difficult to predict exactly how audiences will want them 
covered. There may be no clear indication how audiences might react 
to certain stories, even knowing their partisanship, ideology, issue 
concerns, and other demographics. Therefore, news firms must find 
ways to solicit up-to-the-minute audience opinions on more finite 
matters in order to meet more specific demands in the dynamic news 
environment. 

In the past, the overwhelming cost of soliciting a broad range of opin-
ions on a daily basis would have put news firms out of business. Firms 
would have had to resort to telephone polls or in-person interviews; the 
cost of repeatedly getting large enough samples of respondents would 
have required enormous investments, and the results would have been 
less than timely. This is not to say that news firms did not use polls or 
other methods to learn about their audiences. But, firms were forced to 
rely on data that may have been weeks or months old, and spoke to only 
more general opinions rather than opinions about specific stories. Sto-
ries come and go rather quickly, and the money and resources needed in 
the past to commission polls or other sources of data on audience pref-
erences for every emerging story would be immense. But, to the relief of 
news firm ownership, modern technology has solved this problem. 
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With modern technology, news firms now have the ability to solicit 
thousands of viewer opinions on moment-specific topics. News firms 
can get immediate feedback on their stories and use that feedback to 
shape future coverage. The mechanisms for soliciting audience feedback 
provide a widely available public sphere for audiences—and audiences 
have been seemingly happy to contribute. But, under the auspices of tak-
ing part in a public sphere, audiences have been too willing to provide 
firms with market information. This has made news firms much better 
able to target audiences; this is not unlike walking into a car dealership 
and telling the salesman which car you “just can’t live without” before 
you begin to negotiate for it. And more broadly, the temptations created 
by increased market knowledge have further retarded the opportunities 
and incentives for journalists to use independent judgment. 

This chapter begins with a discussion of the increasingly accurate and 
accessible methods used by news firms to monitor audience preferences. 
These include traditional ratings information, polling, as well as meth-
ods of tracking audience feedback and interest on individual stories. I 
then provide telling examples showing how news firms’ solicitation of 
audience opinion shifts subsequent coverage. Afterwards, I allow news 
content to speak for itself, and demonstrate how both hard and softer 
news programs have met demands for entertainment by expending pre-
cious news space on meaningless but entertaining stories. Demands for 
entertainment lead not only to an overabundance of stories about trivial 
topics but also to a perverse style of reporting important stories. 

Methods for Monitoring the Market

In recent years, news firms have embraced technologies that allow 
immediate audience feedback on their programming and reporting. 
Newspeople solicit audience feedback via email, Twitter, Facebook, text 
messages, and webpages. Audiences are encouraged to “keep the con-
versation going” after the report is over. Newspapers have for the last 
two decades published their stories on the internet, and in doing so have 
offered online readers methods for immediately responding to articles. 
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Readers can comment through online portals that allow newspapers to 
immediately see other readers’ feedback. Historically, audiences have 
sent newspapers letters to the editor to comment on the reporting, and 
many newspapers employed an ombudsman to mediate between audi-
ence concerns over reporting and journalists. But currently, the speed 
and ease with which audiences can now respond to news is instanta-
neous and effortless. Readers no longer need to write a letter, stamp 
an envelope, and wait. Instead, audiences can now type their response 
directly into an online portal and send it in seconds. This not only pro-
vides the reader with the instant satisfaction of having provided feed-
back to the reporter and entered into the public sphere, but it also pro-
vides instant audience reviews for the outlet. 

Newer and more efficient methods of gathering audience feedback 
provide news outlets with incredibly detailed information about how 
well their reporting has been received. And, in response, outlets can 
report the stories with the best and most feedback while reporting fewer 
stories receiving poor or scarce feedback. The economic incentives are 
there, and the potential is easy to see. Let’s briefly examine the methods 
that news firms use to monitor the demands of the market. 

Ratings

News outlets incur profits by selling space to other companies so they 
can advertise their products. Advertisers want to market their products 
to the largest segment of potential customers possible. How can com-
panies know how many people they will reach when advertising on a 
particular media outlet? In the case of print media, news outlets can 
point to circulation rates. In the case of online media, outlets can track 
the number of hits particular pages receive as well as the IP addresses of 
those viewing the pages. But, with televised programming, it is slightly 
more difficult to track viewership. This is where independent rating 
agencies come in. Nielsen, perhaps the most popular, estimates how 
many and which types of people watch particular programming; they 
then provide this information to media outlets and advertisers. Ratings 
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data then set the rates that advertisers are willing to pay for advertis-
ing space. News programming attracting large target audiences will be 
able to charge more for their advertising space than news programming 
reaching fewer people. 

Ratings therefore give media firms important information for draw-
ing in larger audiences. In response to ratings, media firms offer more 
programming generating high ratings, and less programming gener-
ating lower ratings. Highly rated television programming stays on the 
air, while poorly rated programs either disappear or are altered in an 
attempt to draw in higher ratings. This is certainly true with entertain-
ment programming: nighttime shows disappear each season (sometimes 
midseason) as ratings information becomes available. Sit-coms and dra-
mas are offered renewal contracts at the end of each season because of 
their ratings. News programming is little different. The cable news out-
lets, as discussed in chapter 3, have made many changes to their line-ups 
in response to poor ratings. Shows hosted in the last decade by Phil 
Donahue, Allan Keyes, and Elliot Spitzer are now gone. Shows that top 
the ratings, such as The O’Reilly Factor, stay.

Nielsen ratings rely on samples of households for estimating audience 
size and composition. While the ratings are a useful baseline for estima-
tion, they are not without their shortcomings. As media analyst Arash 
Amel states (Anders 2010),

There has never been a proven method of actually measuring how many 
people are watching, for how long and what [they’re watching]. It’s all 
a shorthand that was created from a panel of several thousand homes, 
who were supposed to be indicative of 100 million television house-
holds, and to create some kind of a common ground so you could sell 
advertising. . . . It’s just an immense amount of guesswork, that’s carried 
out from a very small percentage, no matter how accurately you can say 
that each panel member is indicative of a certain amount of a demo-
graphic, no matter how closely you can vet that panel, you still don’t 
know. . . . This is just [designed] for linear broadcasting, when you used 
to have three channels. Now take that, multiply it by a thousand—or 
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how many cable channels you receive—then throw in a DVR. . . . All of 
this guesswork, over the past few decades, has basically been standard-
ized as fact. But it’s not.

Nielsen attempts to provide a great deal of specific information to both 
advertisers and programmers, but obtaining accurate information is no 
easy task in the current splintered market. Nielsen has excelled at pro-
viding broader demographic trends. But, it is far more difficult to obtain 
information about more specific aspects of programming and more spe-
cific opinions held by audiences. For example, viewers may prefer one 
news program to another, but which parts of the program do they like 
most, and, why? This is where news outlets will turn to other methods 
of gathering information about audience preferences. 

Scientific Polls

Public polling provides information to media outlets about population 
demographics and opinions (political and otherwise). Polls for years 
have asked about partisanship, ideology, support for the president, inter-
est in politics, policy concerns, and policy preferences. Media firms have 
access to these polls, and have taken to reporting them as news stories 
in and of themselves over the last few decades. In fact, most campaign 
coverage is now characterized by coverage of new poll results. 
 But public polling is not simply fodder for filling news space; it sends 
clear signals to news producers about the political opinions of the audi-
ence. As both chapters 2 and 3 demonstrated, the audience’s opinions 
can affect the shape of subsequent programming. These polls were once 
expensive and time-consuming, but as Frank Newport, editor-in-chief 
of the Gallup Poll, explains, they have become far cheaper and more 
time efficient (2004:276): 

Technological advances make it much simpler than it used to be for 
interested persons to conduct polls. Specialized companies can provide 
various poll components “off the shelf ” cheaply and efficiently, allowing 
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anyone who so desires to quite easily “do a poll” without much training 
or experience. Additionally, the Internet now provides a handy database 
of millions of potential poll respondents, and it is necessary to reach only 
a small fraction of them to conduct a poll. Robotic computers can call 
thousands of phone numbers and conduct interviews by having respon-
dents punch in their answers, allowing those interested in conducting a 
poll to obviate the cost of live human interviewers.

The technological advances of the last three decades have indeed made 
the gathering of information far easier than before. Commenting on 
the newer techniques for gathering public opinion data, political sci-
entist John Geer adds, “These techniques make it easier and cheaper to 
gather information quickly. Polling was revised again with the advent 
of computer technology in the 1980s, which allowed for quick data 
gathering and reporting. During that decade, the number of polling 
firms tripled, reflecting a seemingly insatiable appetite for rapid deliv-
ery of public opinion information” (2004:428). The end result is that 
news firms can track opinion dynamics very closely and adjust par-
ticular programming to bring it in line with those opinions, sometimes 
very quickly. 

Unscientific Polls

Given advances in technology, news firms have been able to read public 
opinion through the use of nonscientific polling methods as well. Non-
scientific polls do not offer the accuracy, reliability, or superior design of 
scientifically designed poll questions utilizing random selection, but they 
offer instantaneous responses to current questions and obtain responses 
only from those who watch the programming (this makes the polling rela-
tively costless and the results at least somewhat indicative of base audi-
ences). Much information about audiences can be gleaned from such poll 
questions: the distribution of responses can signal unanimity and strength 
of opinion, and the quantity of responses can signal interest in the topic. 
Cable news programs have been using audience polling as a way to get 



116 << Perpetual Feedback

opinions for several years, and its use has increased. Cable networks 
employ survey questions several times a day.  

For example, even the hard news show featured on FNC, Special 
Report, asks frequent questions of its audience. One might guess that 
this program would be driven more by traditional journalistic stan-
dards than other shows on the network, but it employs surveys to track 
audience opinions as much as, if not more than, softer shows such as 
The O’Reilly Factor. The results of these polls are often not surprising 
given the political make-up of FNC’s audience: largely conservative and 
Republican. For example, 

We asked you how will the Supreme Court vote on Obamacare? And 
three percent said uphold all of it, 83 percent said reject all of it, and 14 
percent said reject just the mandate. You might have been swayed by the 
panel a little bit. Thanks so much for your votes. We had more than 8,000 
in this unscientific poll. (Bream, FNC [6:00] p.m., March 28, 2012)

FNC’s audience had clear opinions about President Obama’s Affordable 
Care Act—they were overwhelmingly against it in poll after poll. Given 
this, the imbalanced response to the question above should not come as 
a shock.  Other questions, however, are designed to solicit opinions about 
matters that may not necessarily have a clear ideological or partisan bend 
to them. This is where soliciting audiences becomes particularly valuable—
outlets may not have much leverage in guessing how audiences will want 
every story handled just from ideology, partisanship, and demographics. 
For example, airport security screenings began rolling out new body-
scanning technology at checkpoints in 2010. On one hand, FNC’s conser-
vative audience could applaud measures to stop terrorism; on the other 
hand, that same audience might be wary of having their rights infringed 
upon by a government agency. As a guide to better target their reporting 
to their audience’s opinions, FNC asked several questions over the years 
regarding this topic. As the below example shows, some of the questions 
tried to assess audience opinions in interesting ways: “We asked you in our 
text to vote poll tonight, have you been inappropriately touched during 
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airport screenings? And 48 percent of you said yes, 52 percent responded 
no. Thank you for your votes” (Baier, FNC [6:00] p.m., May 9, 2012). 

Other polls on FNC’s Special Report focus on topics that may divide 
Republicans and conservatives—FNC’s primary audience. In these 
cases, gleaning audience opinions can provide direction to producers 
in choosing how to address intraparty questions.  “We asked you which 
presidential candidate has the most intriguing spouse. And 16 percent 
said Newt Gingrich, seven percent said Ron Paul, 56 percent said Mitt 
Romney, and 21 percent said Rick Santorum. Thank you for your votes. 
We had more than 6,000 of them tonight” (Baier, FNC [6:00] p.m., 
March 21, 2012).

FNC’s O’Reilly Factor strategically uses polls as well. I begin with an 
example prior to the 2008 election in which Barack Obama handily won 
the presidency over Republican John McCain. Given that that election 
was characterized as a blowout, one can see that those responding to 
the poll were probably not representative of the population (even Bill 
O’Reilly seems aware of this).

Here are the results of Billoreilly.com poll, which asked if you have to 
predict today who will win, McCain 66, Obama 34. Now I think that may 
be an emotional reaction to the poll. It’s not a scientific poll. Every other 
poll shows Obama in the lead. But we’ll see. Maybe “The Factor” view-
ers are more perspicacious. (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., October 13, 2008; 
emphasis added)

But unlike the poll above where the questions seem to measure little 
more than the general dispositions of the target audience, other polls 
solicit opinions on matters that are not necessarily so clearly parti-
san or ideological at the outset. For example, in 2012 a tragic shooting 
occurred in Florida. An unarmed teenager, Trayvon Martin, was shot 
and killed by a neighborhood watch captain, George Zimmerman. 
Over a series of months, the case garnered increasing media exposure 
and was a frequent topic on The O’Reilly Factor. But, as the case ini-
tially gained notoriety, it was not immediately clear how partisans and 

www.Billoreilly.com
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ideologues would interpret the evidence. As O’Reilly was able to ascer-
tain, the case was not only resonating with viewers, given the number 
of responses to his poll question, but also his audience was not con-
vinced of Zimmerman’s culpability in the shooting. “We asked you at 
this point, based upon what you’ve seen, do you believe George Zim-
merman will be convicted of second-degree murder. Nearly 25,000 
voted. Ninety-one percent say no; nine percent say yes” (O’Reilly, FNC 
[8:00] p.m., May 22, 2012). 

In keeping with the opinions of his audience, O’Reilly’s coverage was, 
in comparison to that of other networks, very sympathetic to Zimmer-
man’s defense. MSNBC’s progressive audience was not sympathetic to 
Zimmerman, and as a result, the coverage on that network was initially 
highly inflammatory, particularly from host Al Sharpton. However, as 
the facts released by investigators began to suggest that Zimmerman 
acted in self-defense, MSNBC drastically decreased its coverage of the 
case.  

In addition to polls about current opinions, O’Reilly uses polls on 
occasion to gauge audience preferences about the actions of usually 
famous people. He calls this segment “Pinhead or Patriot.” Audience 
members vote on whether the person is a pinhead or not, and from 
these votes, O’Reilly can gauge how his audience views particular 
actions. Traditional journalism would not call for news programming 
to solicit opinions such as this—and even conceptions of civic-minded 
journalism would not consider such voting valuable. This type of audi-
ence surveying serves only to provide information about audiences to 
news producers. For example,

Now, last night we showed you New York Yankees star Alex Rodriguez 
being fed popcorn by the actress Cameron Diaz. That was captured for 
the world at the Super Bowl. How lucky for them both. Seventy-two per-
cent of you think Mr. Rodriguez is a pinhead for eating popcorn in that 
manner. Twenty-eight percent say he is a patriot. And I believe old Alex 
will be subject to a lot of popcorn jokes this coming season. (O’Reilly, 
FNC [8:00] p.m., February 9, 2011)
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With “Pinheads and Patriots,” audiences think they are merely voic-
ing their opinion—perhaps on something trivial—and they are. But 
they are also providing endless sources of data to O’Reilly’s produc-
ers that can be used for shaping future content. FNC is not alone in 
this endeavor; for example, MSNBC’s Ed Schultz has taken to frequent 
audience polling as well. One difference we might note about Schultz’s 
questions is that the wording of many of them is highly inflamma-
tory, and as a result, they nearly always have lopsided outcomes. This 
diminishes the value of many of the questions, but MSNBC can still 
measure interest by the number of responses to each question. From 
the results, we can see the political tilt of MSNBC’s audience, which is 
opposite that of Fox. 

Welcome back to THE ED SHOW. Tonight in our survey, I asked you 
who is dividing the country? Ninety five percent say Mitt Romney; five 
percent say President Obama. (Dyson, MSNBC [8:00] p.m., May 4, 2012)

ED SHOW survey tonight, I asked is the Ryan Republican budget 
immoral? Ninety eight percent of you said yes; two percent of you said 
no. (Schultz, MSNBC [8:00] p.m., April 26, 2012)

The responses to the above questions suggest the strength and unanim-
ity of opinion present in the MSNBC audience. Other questions elicit 
slightly less lopsided responses from audience members. In these cases, 
MSNBC can learn where there is less agreement among audience mem-
bers and tread more carefully with those stories: “Tonight in our survey, 
I asked you is it fair game to discuss a candidate`s religious beliefs? Sixty 
three percent of you say yes; 37 percent of you say no” (Schultz, MSNBC
[8:00] p.m., May 18, 2012).

Polling has changed in the last three decades. Most importantly, it 
has become less expensive and more efficient. For news firms wanting 
to measure opinion on a daily basis regarding dynamic and emerging 
stories, new methods of polling present a window into the audience 
never before imagined.  Now, let’s turn to examine how innovations 
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in social media have also been used by news firms to gather audience 
opinions. 

Social Media

In addition to advances in opinion polling, social media have revolu-
tionized the media’s ability to read audience preferences. Viewers are 
asked to go online and follow the hosts and reporters. News firms ask 
that audiences “continue the conversation” online in social mediums 
such as Facebook and Twitter. This gives news outlets nearly unlimited 
access to audience opinions, and they can monitor audience opinions 
in these open forums without having to use restrictive questions. The 
invitations to share opinions in this manner have become so common-
place, few people even notice how new and strange it is when compared 
to news just a decade ago. For example, typical solicitations for feedback 
from The Ed Show and Anderson Cooper 360:

And you can follow me on twitter @edshow and you can like “the Ed 
Show” on Facebook. We`re coming right back. Stay with us. (Schultz, 
MSNBC [8:00] p.m., June 4, 2012)

Let us know what you think. We’re on Facebook. Follow me on Twitter 
@AndersonCooper. We will be tweeting over this hour. (Cooper, CNN 
[8:00] p.m., June 19, 2012) 

These invitations to social network with the news outlets provide a great 
deal of useful feedback.  Audiences can tell the outlets exactly what they 
like and don’t like about the product—and there is little cost for such 
feedback. Consider that in the restaurant business, restaurants have to 
incentivize customers to fill out online surveys or call into customer-
feedback hotlines. For news outlets, the customers—the audience—
provide feedback with no incentives provided to them. News firms can 
essentially tap a gold mine of customer feedback, and this feedback 
drives coverage.
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For example, the FNC show Special Report allows viewers to choose 
the issues it will discuss. This gives audience direct say over their infor-
mation environment, and also provides news outlets with the ability to 
provide audiences with the stories they want on a segment-by-segment 
basis. 

Every week viewers vote for your choice online in our Friday lightning
round poll. This week federal bonuses won, 60 percent of you voted for 
that. So let’s talk about it with the panel. We are talking about $400 mil-
lion in federal bonuses last year. OK or not OK? (Bream, FNC [6:30] p.m., 
May 18, 2012)

While audience members are happy to “keep the conversation going,” 
they are somewhat unaware of the vast amounts of information they 
provide to news producers. In addition to conversing though social 
media websites, news outlets can also solicit audience opinions effi-
ciently through email portals. As new events occur, news firms ask audi-
ences to send in their thoughts. More so than fixed-answer poll ques-
tions and short social media posts, viewer letters allow news producers 
to obtain a more qualitative and in-depth view of audience opinion.  
Viewer mail has become a large part of news programming, and in many 
cases viewer mail serves as news itself. Beyond providing news outlets 
with fodder to fill on-air space, the thousands of letters received provide 
rich data for understanding the demands of audiences. In the case of 
The O’Reilly Factor, Bill O’Reilly gives audiences an open call for email 
feedback, and audiences respond to the range of stories covered on the 
show. Unlike other outlets that read the letters, some perhaps on the air, 
O’Reilly engages with audience opinions by responding to many of the 
letters. 

Now, the mail. Kristen Poulos, North Chelmsford, Massachusetts. “Bill, 
a person is not a bigot for disagreeing with gay marriage, but groups that 
attack homosexuals for their lifestyles are haters. Very disappointed in 
your ‘Talking Points’ analysis.”
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Why, Kristen? I simply said the states should decide the issue based 
upon what standards the folks want. President Obama agrees with me, so 
what’s the beef? (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., May 11, 2012)

Much like modern televised news programs, the online versions of 
newspapers and other news sources now come equipped with portals 
for readers to post comments. Editors can see how many comments each 
story solicits, and how many people clicked on each story. This undoubt-
edly drives newspeople to focus on topics that “bring in the clicks.” It is 
on rare occasions that outlets do not allow readers to comment; some of 
these occur when the outlet knows that the news item is out of step with 
public opinion. The following example is from the New York Times’ Paul 
Krugman (2011).

What happened after 9/11—and I think even people on the right know 
this, whether they admit it or not—was deeply shameful. The atrocity 
should have been a unifying event, but instead it became a wedge issue. 
Fake heroes like Bernie Kerik, Rudy Giuliani, and, yes, George W. Bush 
raced to cash in on the horror. And then the attack was used to justify 
an unrelated war the neocons wanted to fight, for all the wrong reasons.

A lot of other people behaved badly. How many of our professional 
pundits—people who should have understood very well what was hap-
pening—took the easy way out, turning a blind eye to the corruption and 
lending their support to the hijacking of the atrocity? The memory of 9/11 
has been irrevocably poisoned; it has become an occasion for shame. And 
in its heart, the nation knows it. I’m not going to allow comments on this 
post, for obvious reasons.

It was not difficult to tell that Krugman’s analysis was out of step with 
most Americans’ opinions on the tenth anniversary of 9/11; even the New 
York Times’ liberal audience would probably be incensed. This is probably 
why opinions such as this one make only rare appearances in major news 
sources. But now that we have seen the mechanisms for gauging opinion, 
we must ask, What are the specific effects those opinions have on coverage?
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The Effect on News Coverage

Polls and other methods of soliciting feedback allow news firms to track 
audience opinions, and from there, shape subsequent coverage so as to 
draw in larger audiences. The following case studies demonstrate a few 
examples of this. While the previous two chapters employed large-scale 
statistical analyses, a series of individual case studies may be more valu-
able here. This is the case because I want to capture the nuance of the 
interplay between very specific audience opinions and specific aspects of 
coverage. I begin with coverage of criminal trials on FNC’s The O’Reilly 
Factor—to show how journalistic standards of reporting change in 
response to audience demands. 

Host Bill O’Reilly devotes a good portion of his program to cover-
ing salient and controversial criminal trials. O’Reilly makes it clear in 
much of his coverage that his purpose is never to “try the case” on televi-
sion but rather to inform “the folks” about the latest developments. This 
seems like fine journalistic practice, and it is. Unfortunately, O’Reilly 
only seems to follow this rule when his Republican and conservative 
audience is sympathetic to the accused. 

In 2006, members of the Duke University lacrosse team were accused 
of raping a black stripper in their campus house. Many at Duke Uni-
versity and in the media were quick to presuppose the guilt of the three 
accused white college students. Liberal media outlets along with liberal 
professors took the accuser’s story at face value. O’Reilly’s audience, 
mainly conservative, Republican, and white, was more likely to find the 
accused students sympathetic. O’Reilly’s discussion during his coverage 
followed the probable opinions of his audience:

Now for the top story tonight, convicting two Duke lacrosse players 
in the court of public opinion. Obviously, that’s before any evidence 
is presented in court. Is that fair? You have two young boys, 20 years 
old, who may be innocent. And they must be given the presumption 
of innocence. They must in a just society. (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., 
April 20, 2006)
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O’Reilly in this and other segments argued that the Duke players 
should not be tried on television. Beginning in 2008, the United States 
Justice Department began to investigate Maricopa County, Arizona, 
sheriff Joe Arpaio for civil rights violations. Arpaio, a Republican, had 
gained notoriety for being tough on crime, prisoners, and illegal immi-
gration. At the time, Arpaio was gaining popularity with the Right 
because of his outspokenness on the issue of illegal immigration and 
also because he appeared a martyr in the face of federal investigation. 
In keeping with his audience’s dispositions, O’Reilly again cautioned 
against trying the case in the media: “Sheriff Joe Arpaio in Arizona 
being sued by the federal government for racial profiling. Now, I don’t 
want to try this thing on TV, but what does the government want out of 
this?” (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., May 10, 2012).

As previously mentioned, in 2012, George Zimmerman was being 
prosecuted for the second-degree murder of Trayvon Martin, an 
unarmed teenager. Liberals and liberal news outlets provided coverage 
that appeared to prejudge the guilt of Zimmerman. O’Reilly noted this 
in his coverage, and continued to reject trying cases in the media. One 
might have suspected that O’Reilly’s audience would be sympathetic to 
Zimmerman, and O’Reilly’s own polling suggested that they were (a pre-
viously mentioned poll showed that 91 percent of respondents thought 
that Zimmerman would be found not guilty).

So you know that I have been criticizing people who convict George Zim-
merman on TV. I’m sure you know that right? You convicted him in print 
of cold blooded murder. Don’t you have any hesitation? Don’t you see that 
that’s not right? (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., April 3, 2012)

We just said let the system work. Let’s not convict this Zimmerman on 
television. Let’s not make the wild charges. (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., 
April 12, 2012)

 But, what would seem to be the application of good journalistic prin-
ciples in the above cases becomes discarded as soon as the audience is 
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not so sympathetic to the defendant. Take, for instance, former Demo-
cratic vice-presidential nominee and senator John Edwards. Edwards 
was accused of illegally diverting campaign funds to pay off his pregnant 
mistress (while his wife was undergoing treatment for cancer). The trial 
took place in spring 2012. In the following discussion with legal ana-
lyst Megyn Kelly, O’Reilly abandoned his earlier norms. He convicted 
Edwards not only of diverting campaign funds but also of being worse 
than homicidal terrorists. 

Bill O’Reilly: OK, John Edwards, he’s got to be the worst guy in the 
world. There’s nobody worse than this guy. . . . Got to be in the top 
three.

Megyn Kelly: Jose Padilla is probably a little worse.
Bill O’Reilly: You know what? If I had a choice, I think I’d take Padilla. 

Really.
Megyn Kelly: Really? Somebody who wants to set up a dirty bomb in the 

United States or somebody who had an affair.
Bill O’Reilly: Padilla is an idiot. Padilla is an ignoramus, all right, and 

he’s a crazy guy. Edwards, vice-presidential candidate. Wife has 
cancer. Doing all of this crazy stuff. (O’Reilly, Kelly, FNC [8:00] p.m., 
May 3, 2012)

Bill O’Reilly: But I have to tell the audience, I mean, we were on to 
Edwards very, very early here on “The Factor.” We knew that this guy 
was a sleazy hombre, dishonest and all of that. So I don’t feel sorry 
for him.

Megyn Kelly: Sleazy hombre?
Bill O’Reilly: Yes. “Hombre” is “man” in Spanish. Sleazy. I don’t know 

how to say sleazy in Espanol. If you know, let me know. But he is a 
sleazy hombre and always has been. And he’s a dishonest guy, and 
this is a karma play. (O’Reilly, Kelly, FNC [8:00] p.m., April 12, 2012)

The most pertinent question of the Edwards trial was whether or 
not Edwards knew about the campaign funds that were diverted to 
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his mistress in exchange for her silence. O’Reilly was convinced that 
Edwards knew about the payments, and thus he was ready to convict: 
“He knew about them. Are you kidding me. . . . Guilty, guilty, guilty and 
guilty” (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., May 10, 2012).

Despite the fact that O’Reilly pronounced Edwards guilty, the trial 
turned out to be rather complicated and technical. In the end, Edwards 
was not convicted on any of the six felony charges against him and the 
Justice Department declined to pursue the charges further. The episode 
suggests that O’Reilly decided to “convict” Edwards on air and violate 
what had become a journalistic norm for him, because Edwards was 
on the opposite side of the political fence as his audience.  The political 
sensibilities of his audience drove not only content but also, in this case, 
the application of journalistic standards.

Some might disagree, and instead suggest that because Edwards 
had had an unsavory affair while his wife was receiving chemotherapy, 
O’Reilly felt compelled to convict him on-air. Certainly, many people 
would find Edwards’s adultery objectionable whether he had misused 
campaign funds or not. This may have driven O’Reilly’s actions. Perhaps, 
O’Reilly’s coverage of the Jerry Sandusky trial may shed light on this. 
Sandusky was a former Penn State football coach who was put on trial 
and eventually found guilty of molesting young boys. Most would agree 
that child molestation is more objectionable than adultery or misuse of 
campaign funds. But, in discussing the Sandusky child molestation trial, 
O’Reilly said, “I don’t want to convict the guy on television” (O’Reilly, 
FNC [8:00] p.m., June 15, 2012).

Given this, it appears that O’Reilly reports criminal trials differently 
according to the political identity of the accused, presumably to satisfy 
the political preconceptions of his audience. While it is good journalism 
to presuppose the innocence of the accused, it is not good journalism to 
pick and choose, on the basis of audience opinions, whom to give that 
benefit of the doubt to. 

Now let us look at a case in which news personalities had to change 
their coverage of a particular topic due to feedback from the audience. 
Christine O’Donnell, a Republican, fought and won a hotly contested 
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primary battle for an open Senate seat in Delaware in 2010. O’Donnell 
was a favorite of Tea Party backers, while her opponent, Mike Castle, 
was a long-time establishment Republican. Polls suggested a tight 
race between O’Donnell and Castle for the nomination, but polls also 
showed that Castle had a strong shot at winning the general election 
while O’Donnell would face an uphill battle. Upon O’Donnell’s pri-
mary victory on September 14, two Fox News contributors, Karl Rove 
and Charles Krauthammer, painted less than flattering portraits of 
O’Donnell. Beginning with Rove’s comments:

One thing that Christine O’Donnell is now going to have to answer in 
the general election that she didn’t have to answer in the primary is her 
own checkered background. . . . You made out a list of the things that 
Mike Castle had done wrong. You didn’t make out a list of the things 
that Christine O’Donnell had done right. I’ve met her. I got to tell you, I 
wasn’t frankly impressed at her abilities as a candidate. And again, these 
serious questions about how does she make her living? Why did she 
mislead voters about her college education? How come it took nearly 
two decades to pay her college bills so she could get her college degree? 
How did she make a living? Why did she sue a well-known and well—
conservative think tank? Did you ask her about the people who were 
following her home to her headquarters and how she has checked each 
night in the bushes? Did you ask her—I mean, there were a lot of nutty 
things she has been saying that just simply don’t add up. . . .  This is not 
a race we’re going to be able to win. (Rove, FNC [6:00] p.m., September 
14, 2010)

I think O’Donnell is going to be a weak candidate. I’m not sure how much 
influence they would have if elected in the caucus. I mean overall, people 
have to decide do you want to follow the Buckley rule and get elected? 
And in Delaware, that candidate was Castle. He won 12 times statewide. 
She has lost twice, O’Donnell has lost twice.

I think it’s probably a lost seat and it could cost them the majority. 
(Krauthammer, FNC [6:00] p.m., September 15, 2010)
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O’Donnell’s victory in the primary was seen as a huge victory for the 
Tea Party movement, and many were very excited—especially in FNC’s 
audience. But, as Rove’s and Krauthammer’s comments suggest, her 
candidacy seemed doomed to ultimate failure—polling showed her lag-
ging far behind her Democratic opponent. Despite this, both Rove and 
Krauthammer were lambasted in letters and other social media com-
munications from their audiences. In response to the negative audience 
feedback, both commentators softened their stance on O’Donnell dur-
ing the following weeks to become more in line with their audience’s 
opinion on the matter. Initially, both commentators addressed on-air 
why their commentary strayed from the audience’s. In addressing the 
email onslaught he received, Krauthammer back-peddled:

Krauthammer: Yes. I profited mightily on my stance on Christine 
O’Donnell. . . . (Laughter). . . . And that was a good start for her. I 
hope—I think her chances are very, very long, maybe Detroit Lions 
long, but I hope she wins. 

Bret Baier: Send them to your email right?
Charles Krauthammer: I’ll give you my home address. (Baier, Kraut-

hammer, FNC [6:00] p.m., September 20, 2012)

Krauthammer appeared on The O’Reilly Factor the next evening to fur-
ther discuss his disjuncture with his audience. 

Bill O’Reilly: So what kind of mail are you getting on this, Charles?
Charles Krauthammer: I’d say it’s decidedly negative, Bill. . . . I’m sitting 

in my office, and my assistant comes in and says “You look tired.” 
I said, “Yes, I’m a little bit tired.” He says, “Are you tired? I’ve been 
reading your mail. I’m exhausted. I can’t read any more.” And it’s 
been pretty heavy. . . . 

Bill O’Reilly: But my point is you and Karl Rove explained your rationale. 
You explained it. It makes sense, at least to me. OK. You can disagree 
with it. The viewers can disagree with it, but why do they get so upset?
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Charles Krauthammer: Well, some people think that I have attacked 
her personally. And I have, thus, given ammunition to the Demo-
crats in running against her. . . . I was trying to argue for rationality 
in what is a very emotional issue. . . .  

Bill O’Reilly: All right, Charles. We appreciate you being a stand-up guy. 
Thanks for coming on. (O’Reilly, Krauthammer, FNC [8:00] p.m., 
September 21, 2010)

Krauthammer went from calling the seat “lost” and O’Donnell a “weak 
candidate” to saying, after the audience criticized him, “I hope she wins.” 
Karl Rove as well backtracked his initial analysis and discussed the 
intense criticism he had received.

Bill O’Reilly: Do you regret criticizing Christine O’Donnell in Delaware?
Karl Rove: Yes. No, look, I wasn’t criticizing. I was acting in my respon-

sibility as a commentator and analyst for Fox. Bill, when you come 
on, you want me to be straight with you. (O’Reilly, Rove, FNC [8:00] 
p.m., September 17, 2010)

Obviously, Rove had criticized O’Donnell after her primary victory 
rather harshly—but after facing intense disapproval from his Fox News 
audience, he had to go on O’Reilly and claim he had not criticized her. 
Bill O’Reilly, having seen the audience’s reaction to his two colleagues’ 
comments, stayed in step with FNC’s audience: 

Ms. O’Donnell can be counted on to vote conservative down the line and 
to uphold Tea Party values, small government, lower taxes. In most years, 
neither candidate would have been nominated, but this year is very dif-
ferent, as you know. This year, the voters are throwing the bums out all 
over the place. And new people even with dubious backgrounds have a 
chance. Right now, a poll in Delaware says Coons leads O’Donnell 53–42, 
but that is not insurmountable for the Republican. If she hammers away 
at the left, far left posture of Mr. Coons, she will make inroads unless 
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there’s more stuff in her background that diverts attention. And that is the 
Memo. (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., September 16, 2010)

This episode shows that news outlets respond to the feedback they 
receive from audiences. They collect it, analyze it, and then use it to 
craft future news content. O’Donnell lost the election to her Democratic 
opponent by seventeen percentage points—so, Krauthammer and Rove 
were absolutely correct in their initial analysis of her. Negative audi-
ence feedback caused them to soften those initially correct analyses and 
spend time explaining to the audience why their well-thought-out anal-
yses were not in accord with their audiences’ opinions. Herein lies the 
danger: news firms will eschew news that discomforts the audience—
whether it is accurate, honest, or not. In this sense, the news no longer 
functions as news—it serves only to gratify audiences’ political disposi-
tions by telling audiences what makes them feel good. 

An additional example comes from the 2012 Wisconsin gubernato-
rial recall election. MSNBC host Ed Schultz panders to his Democratic-
leaning audience by refusing to acknowledge the correct election night 
projection made by NBC’s statisticians:

Ed Schultz: Well, in many respects, it’s to be expected, considering how 
much money was thrown at this race. You know, NBC is calling it for 
Walker. OK, I think it`s awful close. There’s a lot of absentee ballots 
yet that are still out, and it’s going to be very, very close down to the 
wire. So, it’s disappointing, I know, if this is going to be the result. 
(Schultz, MSNBC [9:00] p.m., June 5, 2012)

Once it was made resoundingly clear that Walker had prevailed in 
Wisconsin, MSNBC’s audience, who did not favor the Republican’s 
victory, needed gratification in another way.  Even if the results of the 
Wisconsin recall election could not provide it, MSNBC was happy to 
provide gratification in other ways. Schultz went on the say that Walker 
would soon be criminally “indicted,” and host Lawrence O’Donnell said 
that the big winner of the evening was “President Obama.” As one would 
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guess, Fox News Channel covered Walker’s victory much more posi-
tively, and in line with their viewership’s opinions.  

New information about public opinion can drive news firms’ cov-
erage as well. Let’s look at coverage of the Tea Party as it emerged in 
2009–2010. The Tea Party’s coverage was initially negative—particu-
larly from MSNBC and CNN. FNC’s coverage was more positive but 
still somewhat mixed as the movement was just getting started. Each 
station’s audience would intuitively react to the Tea Party’s emergence 
differently. We would expect FNC’s conservative audience to be most 
supportive of the Tea Party, CNN’s audience to be less so, and MSN-
BC’s audience to be downright hostile. Therefore, we would expect 
FNC’s coverage to be the most positive, CNN’s to be less so, and MSN-
BC’s to be even worse. To begin, Fox’s coverage was generally positive, 
but slightly tepid as the movement first emerged: “Look, some of these 
Tea Party people are nuts. They are. They’re crazy. I mean, we sent Jesse 
Watters down there. And he puts the number at about 10 percent that 
are just loons, out of their mind” (O’Reilly, FNC [8:00] p.m., February 
8, 2010). CNN’s coverage of the emerging movement was more skep-
tical than Fox’s in general, and in some cases derogatory. CNN tried 
to portray the Tea Party as an extremist movement. Let’s look at two 
segments.

David Gergen: Republicans are pretty much in disarray. . . . They have 
not yet come up with a compelling alternative, one that has gained 
popular recognition. So—

Anderson Cooper: Teabagging. They’ve got teabagging.
Gergen: Well, they’ve got the teabagging. . . . This happens to a minority 

party after it’s lost a couple of bad elections, but they’re searching for 
their voice.

Anderson Cooper: It’s hard to talk when you’re teabagging. (Cooper, 
Gergen, CNN [8:00] p.m., April 14, 2009)

Susan Roesgen: You know, Kyra, this is a party for Obama bashers. I 
have to say that this is not entirely representative of everybody in 
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America. . . . [to protester] You’re here with your two-year-old and 
you’re already in debt. Why are you here today, sir? 

Man: Because I hear a president say that he believed in what Lincoln stood 
for. Lincoln’s primary thing was he believed that people had the right 
to liberty and they had the right— 

Roesgen: Sir, what does this have to do with taxes? Do you realize that 
you’re eligible for a $400 credit? Did you know that the state of 
Lincoln gets $50 billion out of the stimulus? That’s $50 billion for 
this state, sir. We’ll move on over here. I think you get the general 
tenor of this. It’s anti-government, anti-CNN, since this is highly 
promoted by the right wing conservative network, Fox. And since 
I can’t really hear much more and I think this is not really family 
viewing, I’ll toss it back to you. (Roesgen, CNN [2:00] p.m., April 15, 
2009)

Oddly, Roesgen’s reporting was at odds with the event; even though 
there were children at the Tea Party event, she termed it “not really fam-
ily viewing,” as if there were debauchery taking place. This shows that 
CNN was interested in creating a narrative of the group as more extreme 
than they actually were. Host Rachel Maddow from MSNBC went even 
more derogatory, as we would expect given MSNBC’s mostly progressive 
audience. Her coverage fit very well with the progressive caricatures of 
the conservative Tea Party movement. 

Teabagging. After spending weeks mailing teabags to members of Con-
gress, conservative activists next week say they plan to hold tea parties 
to proverbially teabag the White House. And they don’t want to teabag 
alone, if that`s even possible. They want you to start teabagging, too. 
They want you to teabag Obama on Twitter. They want you to, quote, 
“send your teabag and teabag Obama on Facebook.” They want you to 
teabag liberal Dems. before they teabag you. And all this nonconsensual 
conservative teabagging is just the start. All across America on Tax Day, 
Republican members of Congress are lining up to speak at teabag tea 
party events. Even Gov. Mark Sanford of South Carolina is getting in on 
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the hot teabagging action. Sen. David Vitter of Louisiana, previously most 
famous for his self-admitted very serious sin with prostitution services—
he wants to give teabagging the Senate seal of approval. He has asked the 
Senate to commemorate the day of anti-Obama protests in law. In terms 
of—now, no laughing offset or I will lose it. I’m only barely making it 
through this as it is. All right. Ready? In terms of media, our colleagues at 
Fox News are not just reporting on teabagging, they are officially promot-
ing it. (Maddow, MSNBC [9:00] p.m., April 9, 2009)

As the Tea Party grew in size, it became known through public opin-
ion polls. In April 2010, Gallup released a poll showing that about a third 
of the country identified with the Tea Party. The results also showed that 
the Tea Party drew its support from both conservatives and moderates, 
as well as from the educated and affluent.1 This did not mesh with CNN’s 
and MSNBC’s narrative that the Tea Party was a fringe extreme move-
ment. Fox News became even more supportive of the Tea Party and 
solidified its reputation as the place to get news for Tea Party members. 

Bill O’Reilly: One of the things that strikes me about the Tea Party is 
that it basically came about because people were getting fed up with 
big government. I mean, and it really caught fire fast. (O’Reilly, FNC 
[8:00] p.m., August 23, 2010)

MSNBC, despite the growth of the Tea Party, did not alter its cover-
age of the Tea Party. We would not expect it to, given that it had no 
incentive to do so. MSNBC’s audience hardly overlapped with Tea Party 
membership, and the demands for gratification by its progressive audi-
ence would preclude any concessions toward the Tea Party regardless of 
their size. As polls showed the Tea Party gaining in size and influence, 
MSNBC chose not to acknowledge it. 

Rachel Maddow: We will bring you the really rich guys behind the Tea 
Party, supposedly grassroots tidal wave that is sweeping America. 
(Maddow, MSNBC [9:00] p.m., August 24, 2010)
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CNN on the other hand, having been outflanked on both the ideo-
logical left and right, had to tread gingerly in case the Tea Party grew 
outside of the right-wing extreme and encompass parts of its audience. 
While it initially did not expect the movement to gain enough traction 
to overlap with CNN viewership, the Tea Party did grow rather rapidly, 
and in a way that may have threatened to cost CNN audience share. 
Polls showed that the Tea Party represented an audience that adver-
tisers wanted to reach; it would not be in CNN’s interest to alienate 
them. Many compared the Tea Party to the Ross Perot movement of 
the early 1990s; both movements focused on fiscal conservatism. CNN 
would probably not want to alienate that group of viewers, especially 
given that the Ross Perot movement started on CNN’s Larry King Live.
Upon learning of the Tea Party’s growth, CNN pulled back their earlier 
criticism.

David Gergen: There’s a Gallup poll out now that’s saying about 28 
percent of Americans believe that they, you know, they’re basically 
within the Tea Party overall effort, that they agree with what the Tea 
Party is trying to do. So, we’re seeing a group that is trying to become 
mainstream, that’s making strides in that direction. And it . . . reflects 
their frustration at what they feel has been media misrepresentations 
over a long period of time. 

Anderson Cooper: And fair enough on that, and I include myself on 
that probably early on. (Cooper, Gergen, CNN [8:00] p.m., April 8, 
2010) 

In addition to modifying his views on-air, Cooper also apologized off-air 
for his originally disparaging comments. Unfortunately for CNN, even 
though they tried to adjust quickly to the rising political tides, the dam-
age was already done. As a partial consequence during the period 2009 
to 2012, CNN rating dropped precipitously, and they currently occupy 
third place, out of three major cable news networks.
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Conclusion

With evolving technology, news firms have found more efficient and less 
expensive means for tapping audience opinions. Whereas in the past, 
news firms had to either wait on clunky data or play guessing games, 
now they can chart opinions nearly spot-on. With this information, 
the temptation for newspeople to mold programming to follow those 
demands has increased. While this chapter shows but a few examples 
of this, the implications are widespread.  In the attempt to gratify audi-
ences’ political predispositions, firms may alter programming, even the 
accuracy of the programming, to meet audience demands and retain 
viewers. Viewers demand gratification, and they will seek out news that 
gives it to them. News firms that do not provide it will suffer in terms of 
viewership and revenue. The problem for democratic governance is that 
gratifying news will leave audiences without the information they need 
to function in a democracy. 

 One problem with leaders, so it is often said, is that they live in a 
bubble cut off from those they lead. Unfortunately, the news environ-
ment has left the public in a bubble as well. Much like the bubble for 
leaders, the bubble for the public also insulates them with what they 
want to hear from what they need to hear. Just as isolated leaders are 
precluded from making good decisions, so are isolated citizens. But, giv-
ing consumers what they want is a successful business strategy. News 
outlets have a huge profit motive to gratify, and little motive to truly 
inform. This leaves audiences news starved and ill informed. Chapter 5 
discusses the implications.
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5

Where Can We Go?

Consuming Responsibly

If the public at large didn’t agree with your choices, you’d be 
out of business. It’s a funny thing. . . . It’s the appearance of 
power versus the reality of power. It looks like as if you have 
a lot of power over what you put on your show. But you don’t. 
Because if you didn’t appeal to the public, if these people 
don’t like you—you do a marvelous job—I’m not question-
ing that. You do a marvelous job because you have found an 
audience for your product.
—Milton Friedman, 1980

I opened this book with a quotation by a long-time journalist, Ted Kop-
pel. The essay from which the quotation came expressed Koppel’s dire 
concerns about the influence of the market on news coverage. This clos-
ing chapter opens with the above quotation by Nobel Prize winner and 
world-renowned economist Milton Friedman, who made this remark as 
a guest on the Phil Donahue Show. As Friedman’s banter with long-time 
talk show host Phil Donahue indicates, although they both agree that 
markets drive the media, his vantage point is far different from Koppel’s. 
Friedman, a strong proponent of free markets, would not be bothered by 
the freedom that news firms have in chasing market demands. Koppel, 
on the other hand, spent years in journalism and claims to be guided 
by long-established traditional journalistic norms. Of course, we would 
not expect an economist’s view of the news to reflect the professed jour-
nalistic norms of the news profession, but it is instructive to see how 
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they each characterize a profit-driven news industry. Friedman would 
applaud it; Koppel warns us against it.  

However, Friedman and Koppel agree on the empirics—that the 
media is run by markets, and audiences are necessary for programming 
to continue. In this sense, both make the argument that demands dic-
tate content. As the evidence amassed in the previous chapters shows, 
markets do matter. Consumer demands and consumer choices drive and 
shape content. So, in answer to the question asked in the introduction of 
this work—whose news?—the evidence points to a simple answer: ours.

As Friedman suggests, a misperception pervades much discussion 
of the news media: this is that somehow news producers are hegemons 
who can dictate, without risk of consequence, news programming. 
Some argue that news firms follow their own biases or preferences for 
news, others that they are working in tandem with a political party or 
with the corporate structure. Maybe news firms are using their massive 
power over audiences to shape public opinion in a way that benefits 
them or their benefactors. These arguments ascribe to news producers 
a great deal of power not ascribed to producers of any other product: 
the power to stay in business regardless of consumer demand, and the 
ability to change people’s opinions. Even long-standing billion-dollar 
corporations lose money and face bankruptcy when their products can-
not amass enough sales and profits to cover costs. Polaroid is a prime 
example. And, while the news can affect the audience in some ways, 
its effects are somewhat limited, especially when consumer choice is 
involved. 

News firm consolidation has been the norm for the past one hundred 
years. For example, a once-thriving market for newspapers has shrunk 
in recent decades. Advertisers saw greater value in reaching larger mar-
kets; newspapers unable to reach those larger audiences went out of 
business, or were acquired and merged. Newer technologies, such as 
radio, television, and internet, culled some of the newspaper herd. With 
more options to receive news (or, for that matter, other forms of enter-
tainment), news outlets faced stiffer competition to draw in consumers. 
Some survived, like the New York Times; others are long gone. 
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Such market mechanisms are always with us, and always working. 
However, these mechanisms are not always readily apparent at any given 
moment. People can easily see the media outlets that operate promi-
nently, and perhaps conclude that those outlets possess some form of 
magical staying power that makes them impervious. Unfortunately, peo-
ple can’t readily see the scores of media firms that have gone out of busi-
ness over the decades. Even when large and long-respected news outlets 
cease to exist, people mourn their passing and move on, the nonexistent 
company much farther out of mind than their current available choices 
of news. Thus, at any given time, news producers might appear strong, 
in charge, hegemonic, and in no way hampered by such minor nuisances 
as public opinion, consumer demand, and free choice. 
 But such a vantage point ignores the growing mass of evidence that 
points to the power of the consumer over news content. In chapter 1, I 
laid out the broad strokes of how market forces affect news content. I 
contrasted this against other proposed explanations of news content. In 
short, other models explaining news content simply do not adequately 
account for the fact that news outlets must compete for audiences in a 
free capitalistic market. 

There is little doubt that to explain all of news content, many perspec-
tives have to be accounted for. But, in understanding news, we should 
focus on the theories and explanations that have the most explanatory 
power. There is little doubt that the biases of news firm owners, pro-
ducers, editors, and journalists also seep into news coverage—recent 
evidence makes this clear. But, this only happens as the market allows. 
Conservative journalists will have the opportunity to reach larger audi-
ences in “live free or die” New Hampshire than they would in socialist 
utopia Vermont. Many of Fox News’ journalists and commentators have 
personal ideologies in line with their product’s ideological reputation, 
but imagine a situation in which FNC’s conservative audience disap-
peared to be replaced by a liberal audience. To stay employed and in 
business, the journalists and commentators at Fox would have to change 
their coverage immediately, despite their personal preferences, to meet 
the demands of the altered market. In this way, journalistic sincerity is 
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greatly overstated: it doesn’t matter much whether the reporters agree 
with the news they report; it only matters whether audiences agree with 
it. If they don’t, they will not be in the audience for long.    

Other supply-side models can offer some explanatory power as well, 
but with just as many pitfalls. Models of corporate and government con-
trol, respectively, may offer leverage in some instances, and evidence has 
been amassed in their favor (e.g. Bennett et al. 2007). But, in the long 
run corporate and government perspectives need an audience, and if 
they don’t get it, news outlets favoring those perspectives will lose cred-
ibility, lose audiences, and perhaps cease to exist. 

Events and circumstances drive news as well—but only very loosely. 
Obviously, the news would not be able to cover troop casualties in 
the Iraq War if the Iraq War never happened. But, there are millions 
of events occurring on any given day, and should a news firm need a 
story to meet a particular demand, it can find it. As sociologist Brian 
Monahan (2010:4) points out, the news we read, hear, and see is not a 
mirror-image reflection of reality; it is the product of a series of mostly 
purposeful choices: 

News is a social construction, which suggests that what audiences see as 
“news” (i.e., the finished product that arrives in our televisions, radios, 
newspapers, magazines, and computer monitors) is actually the tangible 
manifestation of a series of decisions made by the people—editors, pro-
ducers, reporters, anchors, guest bookers, news promoters, and other 
media figures—who determine which events, issues, and individuals will 
be attended to, what resources will be allocated to their coverage, what 
aspects of an event or issue will be the focal point, which plotlines will be 
followed, which characters will be promoted, and so on. From a construc-
tionist perspective, all news is a collection of individual news elements: 
facts and figures, images, eyewitness accounts, expert commentary, and 
the like. The differences in form and content are largely in the selection of 
news elements and the manner in which they are presented to the audi-
ence. Information and images become part of the news not because they 
are inherently important or provide an accurate reflection of objective 
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reality but because they have been defined as “newsworthy” by those 
whose job it is to identify potential news items and to transform them to 
appeal to the needs of both media officials and media audiences.  

The “War on Terror” was a huge story from 2001 through 2008. At 
that point, the war took a back seat to a series of other, supposedly more 
important stories. Troops were still being killed, and the United States 
faced the same challenges it had in previous years. But somehow, news 
addressing the war on terror faded into the background. This change 
in coverage represented a purposeful choice—the public’s interests had 
changed. Likewise, the overwhelming negativity found in our news 
media is not the product of a terrible and mean world. Bad things do 
happen, and news outlets do cover those bad events. But, the choice to 
report overwhelmingly negative news is the product of a series of deci-
sions that serve both producers and customers. 

In chapter 1, I argued that news firms constructed news with several 
demands in mind. In chapter 2, I looked specifically at how demands for 
information drove news firms to report certain issue areas. Using nearly 
forty years of data collected from the nightly network news broadcasts, I 
compared issue content to public concerns. The results suggested that the 
firms meet demands for information in many instances: they report sto-
ries that fall into the issue areas that concern the public. While on the one 
hand meeting demands for information can provide the audience with 
what it needs to know, on the other hand, it allows audiences to dictate 
their information environment. If audiences demand coverage of issues 
that are not particularly important, then journalists are abdicating their 
duty if they follow those demands. Audiences may simply choose not to 
demand information about subjects that are important and in need of 
attention; in these cases, should journalists ignore such stories? As Mona-
han suggests, someone, at some point, must decide what will be reported 
and what will not be reported. As models of traditional journalism sug-
gest, journalists should have a greater say over news content than they do, 
and audiences should have a smaller say than they do. Journalists are not 
there just to report; they are there to decide what should be reported. 



142 << Where Can We Go?

Chapter 3 began by showing how the distribution of political ideology 
in the public has driven the branding of the cable news market as well 
as the ratings successes of individual networks. The latter half of chapter 
3 demonstrated how the supposedly more traditional nightly network 
news firms follow mass partisanship in constructing the issue agenda of 
the nightly news. As the public became more Republican, the networks 
subsequently reported more Republican-owned issues (Defense, Law & 
Crime). As the public become more Democratic, the networks followed 
by reporting more Democratic-owned issues (Civil Rights, Social Wel-
fare, and Labor). Whereas traditional journalism would probably not 
allow for journalists putting their thumb to the wind and following the 
partisan disposition of the audience, it happens in cable, and even in 
the long-standing and long-respected traditional nightly news. Outlets 
shape the news to suit the audience’s political dispositions.

Chapter 4 discussed the methods that outlets use to gather informa-
tion about audiences. As it stands, news outlets are laden with built-in 
techniques for following audience opinions. Web-based news almost 
always allows for reader/viewer comments and feedback. Cable news 
frequently solicits opinions from its viewers. Given this, outlets can now 
react instantaneously to short-term fluctuations in public opinion. Their 
ability to react so quickly to a wide range of opinions has been a major 
driver of their success. With these tools, firms no longer need to wait for 
opinions to solidify over longer periods to react—now they have instant 
barometers up and running twenty-four hours a day. News reaction to 
shifts in opinions has been more accurate and instantaneous than has 
ever been possible in the past.    

It is clear that news firms have the motives to shape their products 
to follow market demands. If they don’t, they will probably go out of 
business. If journalists turn off audiences, or cannot attract an audience 
for their work, they lose their jobs. If firms cannot attract audiences, 
advertising dollars dry up. Outlets also have the means. Polling has been 
in use by media firms for decades, along with ratings reports. New tech-
nologies have allowed for even greater feedback from audiences over a 
range of topics. And the evidence suggests that economic motives drive 
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firms to gather and use audience information in crafting their content, 
so as to meet demand. But, the purpose of this work goes beyond simply 
documenting the influence of audiences and markets on news content. 

Just understanding the forces that influence news content can lead to 
better behavior by news consumers. Consider a person who walks into 
a used car dealership assuming the salesman will act in the consumer’s 
interest. That person would be naive; the car salesman is well aware of 
his own interests, and is obliged to act on them by getting the highest 
price for the cheapest car. It is the salesman’s job. Most people, however, 
are not so naive and are well aware of the car dealership’s incentive struc-
ture. Informed consumers walk into the dealership expecting to want 
to pay less than the salesman may want them to pay. After negotiation, 
they may reach a price that suits both seller and buyer. In the car dealer-
ship, the feedback is direct and the incentives of all parties are clear and 
inherent.       

With the media, all the incentives are there, just as in the used car 
lot. News firms have incentives to draw in audiences with their product; 
this is what determines their revenue and livelihood. And news con-
sumers have incentives to negotiate for better product (one that bet-
ter meets their demands), perhaps at a cheaper cost (costs in this case 
might be less direct, such as the amount of time and space allotted to 
advertising). However, these incentives are not quite as visible as in the 
used car lot. Most people assume the car salesperson wants to sell as 
many cars as possible at the highest prices possible. With the news, the 
motivations driving the content are more opaque. Audiences are not 
necessarily aware that markets and economics drive content. This leaves 
audiences at a disadvantage in being able to react to the news that news 
firms provide. If people operate, partially or wholly, under the assump-
tion that the news reported is “the” news, then they will not be inclined 
to demand much better.  

News firms obscure their incentive structures from news consumers, 
and instead attempt to convince audiences that they follow “traditional 
standards” or special “rules of ethical conduct.” A brief perusal of any 
local nightly news broadcast or national news broadcast would indicate 



144 << Where Can We Go?

as much. Outlets advertise their product with prototypical catchphrases 
such as “the news you need to know,” “if it is important, we cover it 
here,” or “keeping you up to date with what matters.” The message from 
news firms is that their content stems from journalists’ independent 
judgments regarding what information is necessary for participants in a 
democratic society. 

News firms do not draw in audiences with catchphrases such as “the 
news you want to hear,” “the news that makes you feel good about what 
you already believe,” or “the news that will draw your attention with 
violent, gruesome, and strange events.” Unfortunately, such catchphrases 
would be better suited to the products and intents behind them. Oddly, 
there are many popular entertainment shows on television that adver-
tise the latter—the content for such shows, in many instances, is similar 
to the opening salvos on local and cable broadcasts. By using deceiv-
ing marketing to put on the appearance of traditional journalism, news 
firms essentially “trick” consumers into thinking that the content they 
offer is something that performs a function that it does not.

The question then arises, How are consumers to know the quality 
news from the lesser quality news? If the public views journalists as gen-
erally out to bring the most important stories to light (even if those jour-
nalists might be ideologically biased in their coverage), wouldn’t news 
coverage then, no matter its content, be viewed as the most important 
and necessary? What training do audiences have to decide that mun-
dane traffic accidents and convenience store hold-ups, though tragic, 
are usually not the most important issues facing the community? How 
can audiences know that minor fluctuations in daily tracking polls are 
not the most important issues of the day? How can audiences come to 
decide that common gaffes and miscues from politicians and media per-
sonalities are not important stories? Judging by the amount of coverage 
given to the former representative Anthony Weiner (D-NY) virtual sex 
scandal, one would assume that Anthony Weiner was not one of 535 
legislators, but rather someone who had real power to unilaterally affect 
policy. He did not. Furthermore, one would have assumed from the cov-
erage it amassed that Weiner was using his virtual sexcapades to craft 
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important bills that would affect our lives immeasurably. Or consider 
the attention paid to Senator Marco Rubio’s sip out of a water bottle 
during the State of the Union rebuttal in 2013. This sip became more 
reported than any of his substantive arguments. Why would one not 
assume that if a story is in the news, it is important?   

The news has changed much in recent decades. But, the forces driv-
ing news content have remained the same. Content has become even 
more sensationalistic, more poll driven, more interactive over the last 
few decades. News is now transmitted more ways; through phones, com-
puters, satellite, and cable. But still, the forces that drive these changes 
are the same. This work shows that public demands have long influenced 
coverage in meaningful ways. In short, audiences probably have no idea 
what news would look like if it actually delivered what it advertised: 
the most important stories. Given this, audiences probably have a dif-
ficult time understanding the reach of markets into newsrooms, and the 
effects of markets in obscuring important issues from public view as a 
consequence. 

It is difficult to blame audiences for not knowing what market-insu-
lated news might look like. Perhaps it might look similar to the news 
provided by NPR or PBS, but then again, both of those stations must 
follow their audience’s demands in seeking funding; they simply do it 
in different ways. If no one watched PBS or listened to NPR, no one 
would be there to contribute during pledge week, and there would be 
little political pressure for Congress to continue funding them. With 
this work being no exception, scholars have generally avoided explicitly 
stating what non-market-driven news would look like, except in gener-
alities. This and other works are quick to point out what independent 
traditional journalists should not do: if they follow the vagaries of public 
opinion, if they aim to increase audience size first, if they account for 
the demographics of the intended market, then they are probably not 
following traditional journalistic standards. 

Occasionally scholars make recommendations for improving the 
news. Synthesizing many such prior arguments, I will attempt later to 
provide a series of mechanisms for firms to maintain audiences while 
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providing journalists with greater independent say over news content 
and audiences with more important and informative news.

While news consumers may not have the greatest handle on under-
standing the influence of markets, they have adapted to the news envi-
ronment well in at least a few ways. First, news consumers have figured 
out how to ideologically sort themselves in the currently bifurcated 
media market. Given the number of choices, conservatives have flocked 
to Fox News, and liberals, as of 2008, have flocked to MSNBC. This 
phenomenon is similar with the internet: studies show that blog use is 
driven by political ideology—people read like-minded news and opin-
ion (Lawrence et al. 2010). People are attracted to gratifying material; 
and they respond well by choosing the “correct” outlets. Second, news 
consumers have adapted to changing media delivery systems, and this 
demand has in turn created a healthy supply of news available at all 
hours of the day, on cable, on the internet, on the cell phone, etc. The 
demand for more news in more ways has created a public good—con-
sumers now have information available to them with fewer barriers than 
were present only a few years ago. The willingness of consumers to move 
away from the once-a-night format or daily hard-copy format, often 
looked upon with dismay by media scholars, has driven the availability 
of news in ways never before imagined. There exists the infrastructure 
for good news to impact society; on the other hand, the overabundance 
of space to fill presents perverse incentive structures. 
 But, with this said, audiences are still kept at a disadvantage because 
they do not know the “good” from the “not-as-good.” Some might make 
the argument that if people knew what was good for them, they would 
make better choices when it came time to choose which news to con-
sume. Arguments in favor of government involvement in food labeling 
follow this track: people do not know what food is good for them and 
what food is bad for them. The most striking point of such an argument 
is that there are some foods that are generally healthier than others—
caloric, fat, sugar, carbohydrate, and preservative content can all be mea-
sured and their effects on health can be assessed. So, for instance, a meal 
full of saturated fats should be passed over in favor of a meal with less 
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such fats. But, with news content, the story driven by economic interests 
may not be distinguishable from the story stemming from a journalist’s 
genuine independent judgment. Because the difference in the reporting 
may be in the motivation for the story, and not in the story itself, it may 
be difficult for consumers to make judgments on a story-by-story basis, 
the way people can judge each individual meal. Certainly, a government 
agency could not judge either.

So, what does this mean? Certainly, in some of the most flagrant 
instances, consumers can easily pick out stories that are reported purely 
to draw in audiences: people getting naked, animals doing strange 
things, etc. In these instances, it would be quite a leap to seriously sug-
gest that these stories are the most important of the day, help society, or 
meet democratic ideals. 

A more difficult case may occur in local televised news coverage. 
Generally these programs focus on car accidents, shootings, stabbings, 
or some other violent act or gruesome outcome. No doubt this style 
of coverage is market driven, but some of these stories may very well 
be important. For instance, if a particular intersection is the home of 
repeated death and injury, then the news should cover it to perhaps bring 
about public concern and resolution. On the other hand, if the story is 
not intended to bring about resolution, but instead is reported because 
it allows the opportunity to show graphic and grisly material, then it 
is likely that the story may not be that important for society. Although 
this may be hard to parse at times, the distinction lies in the motivation. 
And, in the example of traffic accidents, the style of reporting may say 
a lot. If those interviewed include passersby who are shocked by the 
accident, or if the visual shots include close-ups of police tape, chalk 
outlines, or smashed cars, it is likely that the outlet is interested in little 
more than appealing to the audience’s natural demands for shocking 
material. If, on the other hand, the story featured interviews with traffic 
specialists, police, administrators, etc., or if the coverage shots included 
facts, figures, and relevant information, then this might indicate that 
the journalists were making an effort to use the event to improve the 
community.
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In short, the ability of audiences to discern the market-driven news 
from the traditional journalism may be difficult, even for sophisticated 
news consumers. Because of this, beyond self-selecting the mode of 
news delivery and the political ideology of the news they prefer, audi-
ences have not yet begun to act like good consumers of news. This is an 
important point, because when consumers demand a particular product, 
the available supply of products will morph to meet those demands. The 
fast-food industry provides an example of this: when salads came into 
fashion in the early 1980s, fast-food restaurants began installing salad 
bars. When chicken became viewed as a healthy alternative to burgers, 
restaurants began offering chicken nuggets and tenders. When french 
fries fell into disfavor, restaurants began offering apple slices.  And when 
high-end coffees became all the rage, fast-food restaurants began offer-
ing lattes. In short, demand drives supply. Unfortunately, the demand 
for independent traditional journalism has not yet reached a mass criti-
cal enough to transform the currently poor quality of news.

In the next few sections, I will discuss what the findings of this book 
mean for American democracy, followed by solutions that could fix the 
problems caused by a demand-driven media. I will also include an oft-
proposed solution to the problem of poor news quality; government 
intervention. I will argue that government-run solutions are likely to do 
more harm than good.

Public Influence and What It Means

This work argues that public demands drive substantive news content. 
But, so what? If news firms provide news that people want to consume, 
is that really so bad? If news firms have to turn a profit to stay in busi-
ness, aren’t we better off with news tailored to public demands rather 
than no news at all? What is the harm?

Many scholars have written about traditional journalism and its value 
to democracy. An independent media, following traditional journalis-
tic values, can inform the public about pressing issues and seek reso-
lution, describe alternatives available to voters, discourage wrongdoing 



Where Can We Go? >> 149

by leaders, and educate the public so as to create a more enlightened 
society. These tasks are of monumental importance and are necessary in 
democratic society. But as chapter 1 argued, the current media environ-
ment often fails in these tasks, and study after study has alluded to the 
negative consequences these failures have for society.

Public opinions matter greatly in determining substantive news con-
tent. It comes as little shock that news outlets try to appeal as widely 
as possible with nonsubstantive aspects of news: visual displays, graph-
ics, attractive anchors and reporters, etc. But, there is less clarity in the 
determinants of the substantive aspects of news. Audiences occasionally 
question the choices that newspeople make in constructing content, but, 
those questions rarely revolve around public influence. This book, and 
other works like it, attempt to shed light on the feedback loop between 
media and audience. In short, if change is not made in the near future, 
the harms done by a public-influenced news media will come to full 
fruition.

We have already experienced negative effects. Attention to historical 
fact first suggests that media outlets always had to make money in this 
country; at no point were the media ever free of the burdens of econom-
ics. If some were to refer to the days of yore when journalism was truly 
independent, democratic, and free of market influence, they would be 
viewing the past with rosy (and incorrect) hindsight. As chapters 2 and 
3 point out, even outlets considered traditional news organizations have 
followed the vagaries of public opinion for decades. This influence has 
grown over time because the mechanism for using public demands to 
construct content is becoming more efficient.

The methods for gathering information about audiences have become 
less costly. Scientific public polling is one way that firms learn about 
the public. Accurate public polling has existed since the 1930s and ‘40s, 
but it has become increasingly less costly and therefore more frequent. 
Surveys over the telephone can now be automated, and surveys can be 
cheaply administered over the internet as well. As chapter 4 illustrated, 
news firms have undertaken a variety of methods for knowing the pre-
cise preferences of audiences. Market research that in the past was costly 
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is now often free, instantaneous, and more precise. In short, news firms 
have gotten increasingly proficient at monitoring their target audiences. 
This has made it much easier for news firms to construct content with 
those preferences in mind. While some opinions are stable across time, 
new questions come along frequently and news firms may not know 
immediately if the audience demands coverage of those, how much, and 
in what way. With newer techniques of gathering opinions afforded by 
interactive technology, news firms can know immediately. 

Given this, it is safe to assume that news firms will cater even more 
closely to audience demands as time goes on, as the use of current 
technology improves. And, as costs of delivering news and advertising 
decrease over time, we should also expect a more segmented media mar-
ket. This is the case because, as production becomes cheaper, more pro-
ducers can enter the market and compete for a slice of it. We have seen 
this for the last forty years: as cable lowered the barriers to entry, more 
and more channels have entered. And, as they have, newer channels, 
such as Fox News and MSNBC, have chased specific groups of people. 
This is especially true of internet news sources that have followed the 
same practices. Sites chase niche groups such as intelligent specialists, 
people on the left, people on the right, etc. And, this has not seemed to 
hamper the flow of advertising dollars. As news sources chase specific 
segments of the market, advertisers are better able than ever before to 
focus their attention on those most likely to purchase their product. For 
example, newer technologies allow advertisers to market their products 
specific to the audience’s region, and even browsing history. So, the mar-
ket segmentation of the news has provided advertisers with highly spe-
cific markets to saturate. 

Some degree of segmentation has always been with us. Large cit-
ies have long hosted multiple newspapers and television stations, each 
addressing differing demands. However, the common sources of news, 
such the broadcast news programs, have lost considerable audience 
size in the last three decades. Newspapers have become less popular. 
And, internet sources of news vary widely, and even when they focus on 
similar content, consumers can pick and choose which stories to read, 
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without much attention paid to what producers denote as the top stories. 
In short, the current media market allows each individual to choose his 
or her own news—journalists’ decisions about what matters now may 
have less of an impact—and as a result, citizens are not exposed to the 
stories that are deemed most important by an independent body. Audi-
ences are not pushed beyond their comfort zones, and there is no longer 
a public sphere of common content. People now choose from a variety 
of sources the news that most pleases them (if any), and as a result, each 
person is exposed to a vastly different array of information. Next-door 
neighbors, because of their news choices, may be living in very different 
worlds. This cuts the public sphere into a series of scattered pieces, and 
does not allow for a common discourse of events, issues, and politics. 

This media segmentation is often cited as a prime cause of politi-
cal polarization. Polarization can lead to policy deadlock or, when poli-
cies do pass, to extremist policy. Many studies argue that polarization 
is currently wide, and appears to be widening due to media coverage 
(e.g. Baum and Groeling 2008). Because people can self-select into their 
own realities, “truth” among people will vary widely, people will become 
more accustomed to using news mainly for purposes of gratification, 
and citizens will have less and less experience over time encountering 
information that counters their prior views. And, in terms of holding 
government accountable for its actions or providing serious, unbiased 
policy analysis, news firms will have less and less incentive to impugn 
politicians and policies that their particular segment of the audience 
favors. Does any serious observer believe MSNBC’s Chris Matthews 
offers an unbiased critique of President Obama?

Under current trends, more and more people will hold increasingly 
disparate views of reality. There will probably cease to be a common con-
tent and baseline of knowledge. How can such an outcome be avoided? 
No doubt, criticisms of the news media are vast. But, viable solutions are 
few and far between. Let me briefly examine some of the more popular 
proposed solutions, and provide critique. Then, I will suggest solutions 
that will allow the market to run its course but at the same time provide 
a far more enriching news environment for democracy. 
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Potential Solutions

One solution to the problem of an audience-driven media is to have 
government involvement. Since the introduction of radio and television, 
the government has played a major role in managing competition within 
markets and a very minor role governing content through the FCC. The 
result of these policies has never been to improve the quality of news, 
nor have any of the provisions designed to make particular outlets fair 
done so. Much of the data presented in this book refers to periods under 
the “Fairness Doctrine,” and the FCC managed licensing of outlets and 
content standards during the entirety of the time period from which this 
data was drawn. The data suggest that FCC oversight did not stop firms 
from following audience demands. FCC regulations over the years have 
stifled competition, but there is little indication that this led to better 
news quality; it simply shielded current competitors from market entry.   
 But, what if controls were imposed by the government compelling 
news firms to provide “better-quality” news? How could such a policy 
work? I would argue that it could not. Democratic media must, by their 
very nature, be independent.  If government required reporting of cer-
tain stories, or even more generally, certain types of stories over oth-
ers, journalists could no longer be independent from government. This 
would be worse than dependence on market demands. Perhaps the larg-
est fear stemming from this is that criticism of government officials and 
policy would be easily quashed in favor of news that puts the govern-
ment in a good light. At worst, the media would become a propaganda 
machine for the bureaucracy and for political leaders. The cure would 
be worse than the ailment: the current audience-driven news may not 
be independent from markets, but it is mostly independent from gov-
ernment. And, because government is likely to be the object of news 
coverage, and has the means to enforce its will with force, it is simply 
unfeasible to allow it to regulate coverage of itself. 

For this reason, government control of news content is unfeasible, 
but what about government control of other aspects of news, such as 
funding? Could news operations become government funded without 
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government interference into the actual content of news? In theory, yes, 
but in practice, no. Let’s say for instance that government decided to 
fund the news media, but not interfere in its content. Given that the 
government would be holding the purse strings, it is difficult to imagine 
that influence could not be peddled or, worse, coerced from newsrooms. 
With funding on the line, journalists would no doubt pull or report cer-
tain stories following political pressures. This has been the case with 
PBS, who relies on some funding from government. When Republicans 
have had control of Congress, PBS faces threats of budget cuts—such 
proposals to cut funding are usually accompanied by complaints about 
the programming. PBS has had to be very mindful of the political winds 
in Congress. Funding for PBS became a wedge issue in the 2012 presi-
dential election—Big Bird was repeatedly mentioned on the campaign 
stump. In short, an entity that controls the funding will eventually exert 
great influence over the content—this would not be unlike the public 
exercising control over content because their choice to consume drives 
the funding. Only in this case, the control would be from government 
officials rather than audiences. A further problem with government 
involvement in news is that with so many news outlets, it would be an 
impossible undertaking no matter the resources invested. Government 
involvement could not, and would not, solve the problem—it would 
probably only present greater dangers and be more odious than current 
arrangements. 

Even more discouraging is that because news producers have chased 
audiences for so long, it is unlikely they would know how to move away 
from their current routines or what new routines might look like. To 
provide a guide for news outlets to improve the quality of their product, 
the following section provides seven minimally intrusive suggestions. 

1. Limit sensationalism;
2. Provide substantive information;
3. Provide higher-quality commentators; 
4. Displace politics with policy;
5. Allow less public voice;
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6. Create clearer demarcation between news and commentary;
7. Achieve ideological parity.

These suggestions constitute attempts to improve news quality while still 
drawing in audiences.  

First, news firms chase after audiences with sensational stories—often 
tragedy, scandal, violence, corruption, etc. These stories shock audiences 
and provide high entertainment value. But unfortunately, once the shock 
wears off, news firms move on to the next story without seeking reso-
lution. There are probably reasons for this, for example, solutions take 
time. If the media act as watchdogs and expose a problem in or with 
government, then hearings, trials, policy solutions, and implementation 
could take years—these processes extend temporally beyond the audi-
ence’s attention span. But, as a consequence, stories exposed by the news 
often don’t find resolution, and if they do, the resolution is often not as 
widely discussed as the initial problem. 

Firms can continue to report shocking material, but perhaps limit 
it only to those stories that may call for a solution or resolution. A lit-
mus test for reporting stories (this applies most prominently to televised 
news) could be simple: Would the firm report the story if it could not 
provide a visual?  Without visuals of police tape, smashed cars, chalk 
outlines, or naked people, reporters would probably overlook many of 
the stories that currently top headlines. Firms should also integrate fol-
low-ups to stories months or even years down the road. Content could 
answer questions such as, Where is the story now? What has been done 
about it? What policies have been implemented, and what are their 
effects? Such follow-up stories would not only provide quality news, but 
they could also draw in audiences. If the story was originally attrac-
tive enough to report in the first place, then a follow-up could certainly 
draw on that initial interest to frame the substantive coverage of the 
ongoing aftermath or resolution. Many news outlets at the local and 
national level already do this to some degree. For example, The O’Reilly 
Factor features a segment called “Factor Follow Up” in which the current 
status of previous stories is reported. The Dr. Phil Show has done this 
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successfully as well—many of the episodes feature updates on previous 
guests to see if their problems have been resolved. If Dr. Phil can draw 
in audiences with such a strategy, then it could work on the news.

  Second, firms should allocate more time/space to the substantive 
stories they currently cover. News firms address important issues, but 
barely address their complexities because they attempt to fit the stories 
into short segments. For example, cable news firms address big, impor-
tant issues, but they cut serious discussions down to two- or three-min-
ute segments. It is simply impossible to have an informative discussion 
on a broad topic, like health care reform, in a ninety-second format. To 
address this, the internet could be put to better use. Firms could provide 
ongoing coverage of smaller facets of an issue, and meaningfully pack-
age them together online. Given that the internet provides limitless time 
and space, firms can now provide limitless amounts of quality informa-
tion to audiences, and reap benefits from targeted online advertising. 
Firms do already provide complimentary coverage on many issues, but 
the potential has yet to be reached.   

Third, firms should invite higher-quality guests onto radio and televi-
sion and higher-quality sources for print. Cable news stations are per-
haps the worst offender in terms of guest quality—stories focusing on 
highly technical policy issues are often discussed by people who have, in 
practice, little expertise in the policy area. Programs often invite “strate-
gists,” journalists, and campaign operatives to discuss policy; these types 
of guests often have little expertise in assessing actual policy. Such guests 
tend to convey ideological viewpoints more than to provide substantive 
information to viewers. A close look at cable news programming sug-
gests that programming has become overrun with strategists of varying 
levels of expertise. As a consequence, many cable news discussions of 
policy focus on normative and strategy questions, rather than on any-
thing relating to the actual language, provisions, or predicted outcomes 
of the legislation. Journalists as well are too often asked to provide com-
mentary—in this role they do little better than the strategists. The reason 
for this is simple: journalists are not usually analysts, policy-wonks, or 
experts in any given field (sometimes they are, but often they are not). 
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Journalists are trained at reporting the news—and in many instances, 
not much else. Their commentary may be little more meaningful than 
anyone else’s. Finally, campaign operatives (or, for that matter, former 
politicians, etc.) may have little more to offer than personal opinions. 
While these may occasionally supply the broader arguments, these 
guests often do little to justify their opinions with meaningful evidence 
or debate. 

To address this, news firms should move away from these guests 
generally. Instead, firms should address policy discussions with people 
who have an expertise in the area and can provide reliable information. 
Such people do exist! Think tanks, policy groups, and academia can pro-
vide such expertise. One need not look further than C-SPAN’s week-
day morning programming to find a wealth of experts who can provide 
valuable information. Many experts are not only knowledgeable but also 
media savvy and can provide a pleasant news presence at the same time 
they provide expert information. No commentators or guests are per-
fect, but news firms should seek better. 

Fourth, policy should displace politics. News firms have long cov-
ered politics as a strategic game where the only goal is to win rather 
than make good policy. This form of coverage has become so engrained 
in reporters that almost all campaign news focuses on polls, campaign 
strategy, and the horse race. This type of coverage is nearly meaningless 
and unfortunately, this coverage has been passed off as news for decades. 
Little attention is paid to the actual policies or their consequences and 
little substantive information is provided to consumers. 

While scholars have long commented on the overwhelming preva-
lence and side effects of such coverage, little has been done to curb it. If 
anything, its amount has increased with the ever-increasing availabil-
ity of polling data. It is very common to hear reports that begin with 
“new poll numbers out tonight” or ”shocking new poll numbers.” Polling 
data, as was feared for decades, has become news in and of itself (this is 
especially true during campaigns). Candidate issue positions rarely take 
center stage, unless they involve gaffes, controversy, or contention. More 
frequently, government officials and candidates are asked about strategy 
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rather than policy. As a result, the focus of most political reporting is on 
strategy, which candidate is winning, and where the candidate stands 
in the polls, as opposed to what exactly the candidates stand for and 
what it would mean if their policies were implemented. Elections and 
policy debates have consequences; the public must know what those are 
in order to effectively participate. Unfortunately, much of what currently 
passes as political coverage does not work toward this end. Therefore, 
this type of coverage should be limited and replaced with more substan-
tive policy coverage. A sample target for news firms might be to mention 
only one poll on a given topic per week.  

Fifth, the public’s voice should constitute a lower percentage of news 
coverage. Currently, news stations include poll results, viewer/reader let-
ters, and audience tweets and texts as news. There is no greater evidence 
for the devolution of the news media than the fact that tweets from random 
audience members now count as news stories. This type of coverage should 
be the first to go in exchange for substantive policy discussions. No doubt, 
the media do a public good by providing a sphere for the public to dis-
cuss the issues of the day. Letters to the editor sections of newspapers have 
done this rather well for nearly three centuries. And, internet news articles 
now allow comments from readers. Such input from viewers should not 
be eliminated totally from all news sources, but it should not substitute as 
news. In mediums where space and time are more limited, such as half-
hour broadcasts, viewer feedback should be eliminated entirely.

The dissemination of survey results should also be dramatically cur-
tailed. Its absence should also allow room for more substantive coverage. 
Yes, poll results do serve a purpose. Representative democracy depends 
on representatives following the will of the people, and it is important 
for representatives to know public sentiment just as it is important for 
the public to know if discrepancies exist between public views and gov-
ernment policy. But, with this said, too much coverage has been devoted 
to poll numbers with the consequence that they have become news in 
and of themselves. 

Sixth, news providers must provide clearer demarcations between 
news and non-news commentary programming. The lines have become 
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increasingly blurred in recent decades. News has become commentary, 
and commentary has become news. Cable news networks are perhaps 
the most guilty of this, but newspapers are not far behind. Cable news 
networks have added an increasing amount of commentary-based pro-
gramming. Examples include the Rachel Maddow Show, The O’Reilly 
Factor, Hannity, etc. These programs do provide commentary—and they 
say as much. But, even though these programs bill themselves as com-
mentary or analysis programs, they backhandedly claim to be motivated 
by journalistic ideals to provide news. It is easy for people to view con-
suming these programs the same as consuming more substantive news 
programs. Newspapers have gone in the same direction: print com-
mentators abound. And commentary is often used as an easy substitute 
for more meaningful reporting. Commentary can be fine, but it is pro-
vided far more than it should be and it is not separated starkly enough 
from actual news. And, the quality of the commentary is often suspect. 
Because they are asked to discuss a wide range of issues, commentators 
are not experts in many of the subjects they discuss. Paul Krugman, for 
example, was awarded the Nobel Prize for work in international trade—
but in his column for the New York Times, Krugman often makes claims 
ranging well out of his specialization.

The seventh and final suggestion is for ideological parity. First, if they 
are going to provide commentary, outlets should include commentators 
of varying ideologies, and each should be given a fair shake. Second, 
journalists at any given outlet should be made to have greater ideological 
diversity as well. Currently, and for the past several decades, journalists’ 
opinions have run far to the left of the general public (Goldberg 2009; 
Lichter et al. 1986). This does not instill trust in the public (Ladd 2012), 
and furthermore, the ideologically slanted newsrooms have in many 
instances become ideological echo chambers. Given the deep psycho-
logical character of political ideology and partisanship, it is very difficult 
for people to set their personal preferences aside and act in an unbi-
ased manner. This is only made worse when newsrooms are occupied 
by people all of one viewpoint. A variety of viewpoints in the newsroom 
would force journalists to be more mindful of how their views affect 
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their reporting. News editors, producers, upper management, and own-
ership should be no different. It would be difficult to have an affirma-
tive action policy for political ideology in newsrooms and boardrooms; 
however, greater attention should be paid to ideological diversity.     

The above seven suggestions could be implemented slowly and vol-
untarily over time, and in such a way as to maintain revenues as news 
quality improves. Readers should note as well that the suggestions above 
do not call for all news to become high-end and wonkish. Instead, news 
firms should implement fixes to limit the amount of space provided for 
low-quality coverage. 

The next discussion focuses on broader fixes to society in general. 
News firms can change their products—but, demands need to change as 
well if higher-quality news is to be economically viable. Unfortunately, 
societal fixes are unlikely to come in the short term, if at all—they are 
expensive undertakings. But, they deserve discussion because they 
would benefit society in their own right. These fall into three catego-
ries: education for masses, training for journalists, and watchdogs for 
the media. 

First, K-12 education standards must be raised. Students should leave 
high school education with a far greater understanding of societal issues 
than they do now. First, students must get a more stringent education in 
basic skills: reading, writing, arithmetic, and scientific reasoning. This 
should create a knowledgeable citizenry who can competently follow 
high-level news coverage. Second, students in the K-12 levels should 
receive more substantive exposure to political science, public policy, 
philosophy, law, sociology, communication, and psychology. These 
subjects are generally given short shrift until college (and not everyone 
attends college), but they are necessary for good democratic decision 
making. 

Second, journalists should have better training. Journalists should 
have expertise in the areas they cover, but many do not. Journalists 
are often asked to report and comment on a wide variety of topics that 
stretch the bounds of their knowledge. A simple fix might encourage 
future newspeople to double major in both journalism and, say, political 
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science, economics, criminology, etc., while in college. Journalists per-
haps should be encouraged to get master’s degrees not in journalism but 
in the substantive area they cover as well. In addition to having a sub-
stantive knowledge base, journalists should have a broad understanding 
of science, statistics, economic data, polling data, etc. Those who trans-
mit information should understand the information themselves.   

Third, media watchdog groups should become more prevalent. News 
firms should face great scrutiny, just as politicians should face great 
scrutiny. Media watchdogs have recently sprung up, and have done a 
good job of watching for media bias. Unfortunately, these groups, such 
as Media Research Center and Media Matters, do this from their own 
biased ideological viewpoints. Recently, groups such as PolitFact have 
gained notoriety as supposedly unbiased arbiters of statements politi-
cians make about important policy issues. Fact-checking has entered 
public discussions, particularly during campaign seasons. What jour-
nalism requires is perhaps a hybrid of these two types of groups—a 
group(s) that can monitor news content and grade it on the basis of 
several dimensions of quality, accuracy, unbiasedness, etc. This could 
act like a Consumer Reports for media outlets. This way, news consumers 
can know what they are getting. 

Conclusion

News institutions are important parts of democratic societies. They can 
make democracy better, or they can make it worse. The news currently 
provides some of what democracy requires of it—but not all. Some of 
the news that firms do supply actually hinders democracy—perhaps to 
the point of negating any gains. News firms can take painless steps to 
improve their coverage so that it becomes more beneficial to democratic 
citizens. And society can take steps to better produce democratic citi-
zens. But in the long term, the news reflects society—the uneducated, 
the uninterested, and the hyper-ideological receive exactly what they 
ask for: unsophisticated, nonrelevant, and biased news. Until society 
invests in making the long-term systematic changes that will forever 
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alter society in such a way that demands change, it is unlikely that mas-
sive changes will ever truly take hold.

The media have been targeted with a great deal of criticism over the 
years. Some of it is deserved. Some of it is not. But, when we criticize the 
news, who are we really criticizing? Public demands drive coverage, and 
whether critics want to admit it or not, the audience is more to blame 
than the producers. Until our demands change, we can probably expect 
more of the same.
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Notes

Notes to Chapter 1
1. Company 2010; Emily Guskin and Tom Rosenstiel, “Economics” section of “The 

State of the News Media 2012: An Annual Report on American Journalism,” Pew 
Research Center’s Project for Excellence in Journalism, available at http://stateofthe-
media.org/2012/network-news-the-pace-of-change-accelerates/network-by-the-
numbers/#economics, last accessed May 1, 2013.

2. The broadcast media does face some regulation from the FCC; but even with this, 
the FCC does not regulate the content of news programming in any substantial 
way.  

3. These two categories are often exclusive, but not necessarily: a story could both 
serve the public good and draw in large audiences.  

4. I do note, however, that in some circumstances, soft news programs can reach 
news-averse audiences (Baum 2002).  

5. According to LexisNexis.
6. According to LexisNexis. 
7. “Media Bias Basics: How the Media Vote,” Media Research Center, available at 

http://archive.mrc.org/biasbasics/biasbasics3.asp#TV%20and%20Newspaper%20
Journalists, last accessed May 1, 2013.

8. Daniel Newshauser, 2012, “Miami Attack May Push Ban on Bath Salts,” available 
at http://www.rollcall.com/issues/57_144/Miami-Attack-May-Push-Action-on-
Bath-Salts-Ban-215013-1.html, last accessed June 10, 2013.

Notes to Chapter 2
1. I note here that having public news sources as a comparison would be advanta-

geous.  However, transcripts for PBS and NPR are not available for a substantial 
portion of the time frame under study.  

2. This archive is used frequently; recent examples include Schneider and Jacoby 
(2005), Eshbaugh-Soha and Peake (2005), and Damore (2005). For more on the 
Vanderbilt Archive, see Lynch (1996).  

3. Two coders each coded half of the data. The two coders were not aware of the 
hypotheses being tested. The coders read the abstracts and placed them into one 

http://archive.mrc.org/biasbasics/biasbasics3.asp#TV%20and%20Newspaper%20Journalists
http://archive.mrc.org/biasbasics/biasbasics3.asp#TV%20and%20Newspaper%20Journalists
http://www.rollcall.com/issues/57_144/Miami-Attack-May-Push-Action-on-Bath-Salts-Ban-215013-1.html
http://www.rollcall.com/issues/57_144/Miami-Attack-May-Push-Action-on-Bath-Salts-Ban-215013-1.html
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/network-news-the-pace-of-change-accelerates/network-by-thenumbers/#economics
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/network-news-the-pace-of-change-accelerates/network-by-thenumbers/#economics
http://stateofthemedia.org/2012/network-news-the-pace-of-change-accelerates/network-by-thenumbers/#economics
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of the categories. To ensure reliability, each coder was instructed to recode a 
random sample of the other’s stories. This provided 1,378 recoded stories; the cod-
ers agreed on 94 percent. I calculated Krippendorff ’s Alpha for the whole of the 
recoded stories, and between similar categories of stories—this led to coefficients 
of an acceptable range, above .8.  

4. The first quarter in the study is truncated as Vanderbilt did not begin archiving 
until the middle of the third quarter, 1968. This provides a range of 234 to 398 sto-
ries per quarter and a standard deviation of thirteen stories per quarter. Excluding 
that first quarter leads to a range of 368 to 396. I include this first observation in 
later analyses and address it by employing percentages.  

5. The Policy Agendas project has compiled this time-series by averaging responses 
to several polls during each quarter. This data is only available through 2007; 
therefore the analysis runs 1968 through 2007. Networks attempt to attract the 
audience demographics most desired by their advertisers; this segment, or the tar-
get audience, is not necessarily equivalent to the population represented in public 
opinion samples. However, the 25- to 54-year-old target audience generally sought 
after by advertisers is not a far cry from the Gallup national samples (Ozanich and 
Wirth 2004).  

6. This is in opposition to designs that include multiples sources of news and pub-
lics. For instance, Gentzkow and Shapiro (2006) use multiple local news broad-
casts and cross-sectional measures of localized public opinion.  Pollock and col-
leagues (1998, 1999, 2004, 2006a, 2005), as well as Branton and Dunaway (2009), 
employ newspaper coverage from multiple local markets and compare coverage to 
local characteristics such as income, partisan affiliation, and religious affiliation.  

7. More detailed results of the statistical tests may be obtained from the author.

Notes to Chapter 3
1. Issue ownership is nuanced and may vary over time (Walgrave et al. 2009; Brasher 

2009; Pope and Woon 2009; Sides 2006:413–14; Holian 2004; Petrocik 1996). 
Party reputations are long-standing, but not impervious to change in response to 
conditions, the arrival of new issues, and party performance. With this said, pre-
vious literature shows that ownership of these five issues is fairly stable during the 
years 1968–2004 (Puglisi 2011); the public consistently identifies these as “owned.” 
Accordingly, the analysis here will speak to those years specifically.

2. I initially operationalize these as the proportion of those identifying Democratic-
owned issues to those identifying Republican-owned issues; however, I parse 
these out in subsequent analyses.

3. Operationalizing these separately leads to similar results. 
4.  Besides the variables mentioned here, I tested a broad range of others.  None 

predicted the news agenda very well.
5. Impulse response functions are available upon request from the author.
6. One important concept not tested so far in this chapter is the role that bias of 

newspeople plays. If newspeople’s partisanship shifts the same way over time as 
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the population’s partisanship, then the results of this chapter probably speak to a 
supply-side model of news content rather than to the demand-side model so far 
argued for. The results found here would simply indicate that reporters’ partisan-
ship, rather than the mass public’s partisanship, affects news content. To examine 
this, it would be ideal to have an uninterrupted time-series of broadcast news-
people’s partisanship to compare to the time-series of mass partisanship. If news-
people’s and the public’s partisanship fluctuated the same way, then we would cast 
doubt on the ability of the public to affect the reporting of party-owned issues 
through their partisanship. Unfortunately, such a time-series of news personnel 
partisanship does not exist. With this said, sporadic polls have asked journalists 
their partisan preferences. Using these, I constructed an interrupted time-series of 
newspeople’s partisanship and compared it to macropartisanship. This compari-
son suggests that newspeople’s partisanship does not follow the same trajectory 
as the public’s; this is probably because newspeople are highly informed elites 
with well-formed political opinions. Thus, the evidence suggests that the public’s
changing partisanship affects news content.

7. This is partially due to combining Republican- and Democratic-owned issues 
in this way. When they are separated, we find results similar to those found in 
chapter 2.

Notes to Chapter 4
1. Lydia Saad, “Tea Partiers Are Fairly Mainstream in Their Demographics,” Gallup 

Politics, April 5, 2010, available at http://www.gallup.com/poll/127181/tea-partiers-
fairly-mainstream-demographics.aspx, last accessed May 1, 2013.

http://www.gallup.com/poll/127181/tea-partiersfairly-mainstream-demographics.aspx
http://www.gallup.com/poll/127181/tea-partiersfairly-mainstream-demographics.aspx
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