ASS MAEBIA AN

- | DORIS A.GRABER



Eodi iy HoT-H--E-TF E-T:1"0Q N

Mass Media and
American Politics

Doris A. Graber
University of Illinois at Chicago

n‘: )n)\ ri NH

T
CQ PRESs

A Division of SAGE
Washington, D.C.



CQ Press
2300 N Street, NW, Suite 800
Washington, DC 20037

Phone: 202-729-1900; toll-free, 1-866-4CQ-PRESS (1-866-427-7737)
Web: www.cepress.com

Copyright © 2010 by CQ Press, a Division of SAGE. CQ Press is a registered trademark of
Congressional Quarterly Inc.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or
by any means. electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information
storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.

Cover design: Anne C. Kerns, Anne Likes Red, Inc.
Cover illustrations: Anne C. Kerns, Anne Likes Red, Inc.
Composition: C&M Digitals (P) Ltd.

The paper used in this publication exceeds the requirements of the American National
Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials,
ANSI 739.48-1992.

Printed and bound in the United States of America
13 12 11 3 4 5
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Graber, Doris A. (Doris Appel)
Mass media and American politics / Doris A. Graber.—8th ed.
p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-1-60426-460-9 (pbk. : alk. paper) 1. Mass media—Social
aspects—United States. 2. Mass media—Political aspects—United States. 1. Title.

HN90.M3G7 2009
302.230973—dc22

2009024413



CQ Press, a division of SAGE, is a leading publisher of books, directories,
periodicals, and electronic products on American government and politics,
with an expanding list in international affairs, history, and journalism. CQ
Press consistently ranks among the top commercial publishers in terms of
quality, as evidenced by the numerous awards its products have won over
the years. CQ Press owes its existence to Nelson Poynter, former publisher
of the St. Petersburg Times, and his wife Henrietta, with whom he founded
Congressional Quarterly in 1945. Poynter established CQ with the mission of
promoting democracy through education and in 1975 founded the Modern
Media Institute, renamed The Poynter Institute for Media Studies after his
death. The Poynter Institute (www.poynter.org) is a nonprofit organization

dedicated to training journalists and media leaders.

In 2008, CQ Press was acquired by SAGE, a leading international publisher
of journals, books, and electronic media for academic, educational, and
professional markets. Since 1965, SAGE has helped inform and educate
a global community of scholars, practitioners, researchers, and students
spanning a wide range of subject areas, including business, humanities,
social sciences, and science, technology, and medicine. A privately owned
corporation, SAGE has offices in Los Angeles, London, New Delhi, and

Singapore, in addition to the Washington DC office of CQ Press.



To
Tom, Susan, Lee, Jim, and Jack

—my very special students



1-1
1-2
2-1
2-2
4-1

4t
4-3
4-4
5-1
6-1
7-1
7-3

7-3
8-1

8-2

9-1

9-2
9-3

10-1
10-2
10-3

10-4

11-1

News Consumption Patterns, 2004 and 2008 3
Media Roles under Different Regime Types 18

Income Sources of the Public Broadcasting System, 2003 31
U.S. Daily Newspaper Circulation: 2004, 2006, and 2008 33

The State of Journalism: Most Important Problems Facing
Reporters in 2007 76

Sources of Front-Page News Stories 80

Network Coverage of State News, September 2007 to
August 2008 91

Coverage of News Elements in National and Local Broadcasts 104

Principal Sources of News during Crises 114
Framing Categories for Stem Cell Research 141
Bull’s-Eye News Topics: 2004, 2006, and 2008 168
Why Attention to News Stories Is Sagging: Journalists’
Appraisals, 2008 169
Television News Characteristics 178
Voters’ Main Sources of Campaign News, 2000, 2004,

and 2008 195
The Public’s Interest in News versus Extent of News

Coverage 218
Evening News about the Three Branches of Government

on NBC: April 2008—March 2009 227
Changing News Story Emphasis 228
Top Ten Issues on Network Evening News about the

President and Congress, July 2003—June 2004 247
Police versus Newspaper Crime Reports, Chicago 264
Government/Politics News Distribution 273
Regional Focus of Network News Coverage, September
2007—August 2008 274
State Distribution of Network News Attention, Ten

Leaders and Trailers, September 2007—-August 2008 275

News Focus of Major Web Sites: Domestic versus Foreign 287



[ x TABLES, FIGURES, BOXES, AND ILLUSTRATIONS

11-2
11-3
11-4

12-1
12-2

Figures
2-1
4-1

4-2

6-1
6-2
8-1
8-2
8-3
9-1

1-1
2-1
3-1
4-1
5-1
6-1
7-1

8-1
9-1
10-1
11-1
12-1

One Day of CNN World News Headlines, May 14, 2009
Network Coverage of World Regions, March—April 2009

Soviet News Story Topics in the U.S. Press, January
1945-January 1991

News Professionals’ Agreement with Press Criticism

News Consumers Who Believe “All or Most” of News
Venues’ Offerings

The Diverse Holdings of the General Electric Company

The Real World/Media World Reality Gap: The Global
Warming Example

Percentage of Space or Time Given to Major Topics by
Various Media Sectors

Framing Categories for Hurricane Katrina

How Scientists Rate Media Portrayals of Cancer Risks
Focus on Elections in Media Sectors

Top Ten Campaign Storylines, 2008

Grading Election News from A for Excellence to F for Failure

Positive Evaluations of Candidates’ Policies by
Nonpartisan Sources, August 24—November 3, 2008

Hours of Network Television Devoted to Stories with a
Foreign Dateline

Typical Monthly Audiences for Top Ten News Web Sites

“Media” Is a Plural Noun

Audiences under the Microscope
What Makes the Press Free?

A Bird’s-Eye View of News Coverage
Crisis Coverage Dilemmas in Mumbai
An Investigative Journalist Apologizes

From Individual Learning to Informed Public
Opinion: Is the Whole Greater than Its Parts?

Political Humor in Campaigns

Quizzing the President

The CSI Effect

News from the Global Village

Is This the Future of Social Network Sites?

291
299

303
319

320

35

86

89
142
148
208
212
216

233

288
329

40
50
102
124
137

164
202
242
265
308
322



TABLES, FIGURES, BOXES, AND ILLUSTRATIONS

xi

Ilustrations
Ch.1 24/7 News (cartoon)
Ch.2 Newspapers’ Economic Plight (cartoon)
Ch.3 First Amendment Scope (cartoon)
Ch.4 CNN Center Newsroom (photo)
Ch.5 Terror Scene Eye Witness Report (photo)
Ch.6 Thomas Nast on Muckraking (cartoon)
Ch.7 Children’s Exposure to Adult TV (cartoon)
Ch.8 Compassion Displays (photo)
Ch. 8 Politicians Text Citizens (cartoon)
Ch. 8 Presidents’ World-Wide Audiences (photo)
Ch.9 Shoe Hurling at News Conference (photo)
Ch.9 Congress Kowtows to Television (cartoon)
Ch. 10 The Press as Jury (cartoon)
Ch. 11 Battle Front Photography (photo)
Ch. 12 “New Media” Journalism (cartoon)
Ch. 12 Diverse Perceptions of News (photo)

12

37

53

94
120
131
179
199
204
220
241
245
263
298
326
334



ews media are crucial in a democratic society because citizens need

information about ongoing problems and policies. What happens
to public life if established news-gathering institutions contract sharply
because their main sources of income and their audiences are shriveling? What
difference does it make if these debilitating shrinkages are mostly due to the
explosive growth of new news channels? These are important questions at a
time when established media institutions are wrestling with the challenges
created by the Internet. The new technologies that are changing the news
media scene require reinventing the media world. That reinvention was
unfolding when this book went to press in summer 2009.

The reinvention represents a marriage of old and new technologies, fueled
by mutual respect and tolerance for a great deal of diversity. As in previous
periods of rapid technological change, the established media are surviving in
familiar formats or in hybrid shapes, such as Web versions of traditional offer-
ings. However, legacy media are hampered by radically reduced resources, and
their control over news content is sharply diminished. The “new media”
upstarts are filling some of the empty turf but largely rely on legacy media
professionals for deciding what becomes news and then to gather and report it.
The new media primarily provide commentary about the reported happen-
ings. Most notably, much discussion on the Web is interactive, and Web-based
communities of like-minded people have emerged. News transmission chan-
nels have become multidirectional paths, over which ordinary citizens and
media elites engage in genuine conversations, rather than media elites preach-
ing to silent flocks who lack opportunities for responding.

The most urgent problem looming over media development in the sum-
mer of 2009 was uncertainty about the means to pay for news creation and
distribution. Clearly, advertising can no longer be the financial mainstay of
established media, nor can it sustain the many new channels mushrooming on
the Internet. What should take its place? What will take its place? There were
numerous suggestions but no indication of the viability of any of these. It also
remains unclear what choices various publics will make to assemble their indi-
vidual news packages from the overabundance of available news sources on the
Web. In this era of changing demographics and altered personal and business
lifestyles, coupled with advancing technologies, who will determine the main
thrust of political news in the second decade of the twenty-first century?

To make sense of what is currently happening one must understand the
characteristics of the U.S. mass media system as well as the political, economic,
and technological forces that are propelling the current transformations. The
eighth edition of Mass Media and American Politics serves as a guide and interpreter.
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PREFACE

It features up-to-date information about the structural and organizational
characteristics of the current media system and the human factors and events
that continually reshape its contours. The text focuses on news disseminated
by over-the-air and cable television and by print or Web-format newspapers
because they are still the chief sources of current political information for
people in public and private life. But it also gives ample attention to the impact
of the Internet on the information stream and on politics. The chapters high-
light the many public policy issues that the new media have raised. Citizens
must understand the implications of these issues so that they can voice their
concerns when policies are still in the making.

The story told in this new edition draws on the rich array of current
political communication studies, including my own research on television’s
impact on citizens’ understanding of politics. The book’s perspective is multi-
disciplinary and objective, offering a variety of viewpoints about controversial
issues. Readers can form their own opinions and evaluations from this
evidence and from other studies of the news media reported in the ample, up-
to-date citations. The text is written simply and clearly to serve the needs of
novices in this area of knowledge without sacrificing the scholarly depth,
documentation, and precision that more advanced readers require.

This new edition of Mass Media and American Politics, like prior editions,
takes a broad approach to mass-mediated political communication. It covers
the impact of media on all spheres and phases of political life, at all levels of
government, in normal times and times of crisis. It does not limit itself to
studying the relationships between media and politics during elections, which
have been the prime focus of past news media studies.

Chapters 1 and 2 set the stage with descriptions of the mass media as
institutions within the U.S. political system. The chapters explain how govern-
mental structures and functions affect journalists and media institutions and
how the media, in turn, influence politicians and the work of all branches of
government. The discussion highlights the consequences of the proliferation of
news outlets and the continuing debate about appropriate regulatory policies.
Chapter 3 completes the analysis of the legal, political, and economic frame-
work in which U.S. media operate. The discussion focuses on the legal rights
of citizens, public officials, and journalists to gather and publish information
and to seek protection from damaging publicity.

Chapter 4 deals with the many factors that affect the daily selection of
news topics and the creation of stories about people and events. The chapter
highlights reporters’ backgrounds and orientations and details how they go
about their work and the major challenges they face. It also appraises the qual-
ity of current news compared to that of the past. Chapter 5 describes how news
patterns change during crises, such as natural disasters and wars. It clarifies the
important role of news media in dealing with the difficulties facing people and
their governments when normal life is disrupted. Chapter 6 deals with the
ethical problems and political consequences of political activism by journalists.
I define the barriers journalists face when they investigate corruption and



PREFACE

other misbehaviors by public officials, business tycoons, or religious leaders. In
chapter 7, I explore the wealth of new information that political communica-
tion scholars have accumulated to understand political learning and opinion
formation. I also discuss the role of news in fostering pro-social and asocial
behaviors, along with conflicting theories about the circumstances that
increase or decrease media influence on political action.

The powerful role that news media play in a variety of political situations
is the subject of chapters 8—11. These situations include media coverage of
elections (chapter 8) and the interplay between the media and political institu-
tions such as the presidency and Congress (chapter 9). In these chapters I pay
particular attention to technological developments that are transforming the
Internet into a political tool that can empower citizens, if they so choose. The
media’s role in the judicial system and at state and local levels is set forth in
chapter 10. The discussion covers news about courts at the national and state
levels and about the criminal justice system at state and local levels. The chap-
ter explains the inadequacies of news about subnational political issues.
Chapter 11 details the dwindling impact of American news media on global
politics and even on the conduct of American foreign policy. I compare sev-
eral theories about how the American press selects events abroad for coverage.
The chapter also illustrates the difficult trade-offs when First Amendment
freedoms must be balanced against national security concerns. Mass Media and
American Politics concludes with an extensive discussion of developments and
policy trends in the Web 2.0 era. I assess the significance of news making and
distribution by citizens who lack journalism training and then examine the
potential political consequences when netizens from all walks of life converse
extensively via the Internet. The boxed vignette in chapter 12, about social
network sites and cyberactivists, like vignettes in other chapters, casts a spotlight
on an especially intriguing media innovation.

The changes in this new edition reflect the political and technological
events that have transpired since publication of the previous edition, the rich
crop of new mass media studies, and much-appreciated suggestions from
colleagues and students who have adopted the book for their classes. I am
indebted to my research assistants, especially Melanie Mierzejewski, who
created new tables and figures and identified facts that needed updating. The
editorial team at CQ Press and its freelance staff provided valuable assistance
that greatly eased the many chores that are part of writing books. Assistant
editor Allie McKay and production editor Sarah Fell did yeoman’s service. As
always, I am grateful to my family for cheering me on. Memories of my hus-
band’s loving support during all prior editions continue to inspire me; he was
and is a source of strength in all I do.

Doris A. Graber
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chapter

Media Power and
Government Control

n December 2002, Sen. Trent Lott was on the verge of becoming majority

leader of the U.S. Senate. News stories killed that dream. Lott’s fall
from political grace began with a story reported by a young reporter for ABC
News, Ed O’Keefe. O’Keefe took offense at a toast that Lott made during a one-
hundredth-birthday celebration for South Carolina’s senator and onetime
presidential candidate Strom Thurmond. O’Keefe considered Lott’s toast high
praise for the segregationist policies that Thurmond had embraced earlier in
his career. ABC, after initially slighting the story, featured it when it exploded
on the Web. When the embarrassing tale became widely known, Lott’s col-
leagues in the Senate felt that they could not place him into this powerful posi-
tion. Fear of further bad publicity led to his early retirement from the Senate
in December 2007. News stories had undermined his career.!

News stories, which turned out to be false, also brought a major airline
company—United Airlines—to the brink of bankruptcy just hours after they
were widely publicized on September 8, 2008. The stories reported that the
airline had filed for bankruptcy at a time when the economy was declining and
nervous investors were keeping close watch on stock market reports. Investors
panicked and dumped United Airlines stock, along with the stocks of other
airlines. United Airlines stock, which had been worth about $12 a share,
plunged to $3 in less than one hour, triggering a halt in trading. Airline stock
prices recovered quickly, but not completely, when it was discovered that the
bankruptcy story was based on events that had occurred six years earlier.
Somehow, a story reporting a 2002 event had mistakenly resurfaced with a
2008 dateline.? Though false, it carried a devastating economic punch.

POLITICAL IMPORTANCE OF MASS MEDIA

The Trent Lott and United Airlines stories illustrate how mass media reports,
in combination with other political factors, shape the views of political leaders
and citizens about public policies and public officials.’> News stories take mil-
lions of Americans, in all walks of life, to the political and military battlefields
of the world. They give them ringside seats for presidential inaugurations or
basketball championships. They allow the public to share political experiences,

1




MASS MEDIA AND AMERICAN POLITICS

such as watching political debates or congressional investigations. These expe-
riences then undergird public opinions and political actions.

Print, audio, and audiovisual media often serve as attitude and behavior
models. The images that media create suggest which views and behaviors are
acceptable and even praiseworthy and which are outside the mainstream.
Audiences can learn how to conduct themselves at home and at work, how to
cope with crises, and how to evaluate social institutions such as the medical
profession or grocery chains. The mass media also are powerful guardians of
proper political behavior because Americans believe that the press should
inform them about government wrongdoing. Media stories indicate what dif-
ferent groups deem important or unimportant, what conforms to prevailing
standards of justice and morality, and how events are related to each other. In
the process the media set forth cultural values that their audiences are likely to
accept in whole or in part as typical of U.S. society. The media thus help to
integrate and homogenize our society.

Media images are especially potent when they involve aspects of life that
people experience only through the media. The personal and professional con-
duct of politicians, political events beyond hometown boundaries, frenzied
trading at stock exchanges, medical breakthroughs, or corrupt corporate deal-
ings are not generally experienced firsthand. Rather, popular perceptions of
these aspects of life take shape largely in response to news and fictional stories
in media. Like caricatures, media stories often create skewed impressions
because they cannot report most stories in detail or full context. For example,
thanks to a heavy focus on crime news and fiction stories, television exagger-
ates the likelihood of an individual becoming a victim of crime. Viewers there-
fore fear crime excessively, especially if they watch a lot of television.®

Attention to the mass media is pervasive among twenty-first-century
Americans. The average high school graduate today has spent more time
watching televised broadcasts than in school, particularly during his or her
preschool and elementary school days. Even in school, media are the basis for
much learning about current events. An average adult in the United States
spends nearly half of her or his leisure time watching television, listening to the
radio, reading newspapers and magazines, or surfing the Web. Averaged over
an entire week, this amounts to more than seven hours of exposure per day to
some form of mass media news or entertainment. Television, relayed over the
air, via cable, through the Internet, or through a videotape recorder, occupies
three-fourths of this time. Despite considerable dissatisfaction with the quality
of television programs in all of these modalities, television remains the pri-
mary source of news and entertainment for the average American.®

Fifty-two percent of people responding to a national survey in late spring
2008 said that they had watched local television news the day before. Additionally,
34 percent claimed to have read a daily newspaper the day before, and 35 percent
said that they had paid attention to radio news.” The ability to attract such vast
audiences of ordinary people, as well as political elites, is a major ingredient in
the power of the mass media and makes them extraordinarily important for the
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TABLE 1-1 News Consumption Patterns, 2004 and 2008 (in

percentages)
Medium 2004 2008 Change
Local TV news 59 52 -7
Newspapers “read yesterday” 42 34 -8
Radio news “listened yesterday” 40 35 -5
Nightly network news 34 29 -5
Online news “three or more days” 29 37 +8
Fox News 25 23 -2
CNN 22 24 +2
Network morning shows 22 22 0
National Public Radio 16 " -5
NewsHour with Jim Lehrer 5 5 0
C-SPAN 5 4 -1
Source: Adapted from the Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, “Audience Segments
in a Changing News Environment,” August 17, 2008, http://people-press.org.
Note: Telephone interviews conducted between April 30 and June 1, 2008, among a nationwide
sample of 3,615 adults.

individuals and groups whose stories and causes are publicized. Although their
percentages have been shrinking, as Table 1-1 shows, the traditional media retain
their dominance, and the audiences for political Web sites are comparatively
small. A 2007 survey reported that the total volume of traffic to political Web
sites was “about the same as the typical audience for a single broadcast of ABC
World News Tonight.”® Moreover, most of the news content aired on Web sites is
drawn from mainstream media reports.

Politically relevant information is often conveyed through stories that
are not concerned explicitly with politics. In fact, because most people are
exposed far more to nonpolitical information, make-believe media, such as
movies and entertainment television, have become major suppliers of politi-
cal images. In 2008, for example, Comedy Central’s the Daily Show provided
ample and steady coverage of the presidential election campaign in its
“Indecision 2008” commentaries. NBC’s Saturday Night Live election comedy
sketches reached as many as 14 million viewers, more than most competing
prime-time offerings. Young viewers in particular regularly cite Late Show
with David Letterman and the Tonight Show with Jay Leno as their main
sources of political information.’

Such entertainment shows portray social institutions, such as the police or
the schools, in ways that either convey esteem or heap scorn. These shows also
express social judgments about various types of people. For instance, television



