FTETIRETN  ARLSA E D= TH 8 AT L i~ -

e

Politics and Public Policy Series

Advisory Editor
Robert 1. Peabody

Johns Honkins University

Interest Groups, Lobbyin:
and Policymaking
Noarman ). Orneiein
Shirley Clder

Finanwing Folitics:
Mancy, Elections and Politicai
Relorm, Second Edition
Herboer E. Alccander

Congressional Procedures and
the Policy Process
Wolier ). Olesreh

Invitaiion to Sirupels:
Congress, tha Fresident and
foreign Policy
Cecil /. Crabh, Jr.

Pat M. llolt

- Mass Media
and

American Politics

Doris A. Graber
University of lllinols, Chicago Circle

co
_z_ﬁ_

Congressional Quarterly Press

a divislon of

CONGRISSIONAL QUARTERLY INC.
1414 22nd Strect N.W., Washington, D.C. 20037




N.\Ww

56 Mass Media and American Politics

READINGS
. Mass Medio Ownership: Assessing
Baer, Walter 8. et al. Concentration of ics, Cal.: Rand Corp., 1974.
gl?ﬂl?{‘.?‘! p New York: Basic

Barnouw, Erik. The Sponsor: Notes on ¢ Modern Potentate.
.-3.”!— The Profsssional Journaliat, 4th. od. New York: Holt, Rine-

Erla -y .r.rl.i. E-“Qh.w. Edward; and Bowman, William. The Z.E.t-otr.
Urbana, O: Univemsity of Nlioois Prese, 1976. . =
Owen w-:_l- Economics and Freedom of Expression: t«-&n truc
?LI?.?: Ao Who Mn.._..s.r e Masy Modial }Hﬂ..« Myths and Eco-
i H.
i ol New 0” Hastings House, 1970.
Small, Willilam. To Kill & Messenger. __-. . AN
Worid. New York: Columbia University Prees, 1977,

Newsmaking and News Reporting

“The biggest heist of the 1870s never made it on the five o’clock
news. The biggest heist of the 1970s was the five o’clock news. The sales-
men fook it. ... By the 1970s, an extravagant proportion of television
news . . . answered less to the description of ‘journalism’ than to that of
‘show business.'” The accuser is Ron Powers, Pulitzer-prize-winning
television critic. The consequences of this show business approach to
bews, Powers believes, are ominous.! When *‘news” programs are domi-
nated by trivial chatter to gratify “the audience’s surface whims, not
supplying its deeper informational needs . . . an insidious hoax is being
perpetrated on American viewers. . . . The hoax is made more insidious
by the fact that very few TV news-watchers are aware of what informa-
tion is left out of a newscast in order to male room for the audience-
building gimmicks.'?

What should be news? What is news? How do newspeople decide
what to publicize? Of all the new developments each day that may be
relevant to the lives and interests of audiences, which are the news that
is likely to be published? Which are likely to be ignored? In the previous
~ chapters, we have discussed some of the important factors which have a
,  bearing on these questions. In this chapter, we will describe the process
{ i dotail and suggest the effects it has on the product brought forth by
- the mass media and the consequences it spells for politics.

Tunstall, Jeremy. The Media Are American:

MODELS OF THE NEWSMAKING PROCESS

Four models of the newsmaking process have been proposed and de-
bated among scholars. Each represents a judgment of what the major
forces behind newsmaking are or ought to be. Each of these varied
conceptions of newsmaking has profound consequences for the nature of
mews and its political impact. "

Proponents of the mirror model contend that news is and should be
a reflection of reality. Newspeople observe the world around them and
veport what they see as accurately and objectively as possible. As propo-
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nents of this view say, “we don’t make the news, we merely report it.”
The implication is that newspeople are merely a conduit for information
which is produced by others. They reflect whatever comes to their atten-
tion; they do not shape it in any way.

Critics of the mirror model charge that it is unrealistic. In a vast
world in which millions of significant events take place every day, it is
impossible for the media merely to reflect events. Choices must be made
about the general categories and specific stories to be included. Stories
that are chosen inevitably loom larger than life, distorting the picture
which the real world presents. Stories that are omitted drop out of the
picture, leaving unrealistic gaps. Even films and photographs distort re-
ality. A small group of demonstrators looks like an invading army when
cameras zoom in on them.

In the professional model, newsmaking is viewed as an endeavor of
highly skilled professionals who put together an interesting collage of
eventa selected for importance, attractiveness to media audiences, and
balance among the various elements of the news offering. For economic
reasons, audience appeal is the most important consideration. This, in a
sense, makes the audience the ultimate judge of what stories may pass
through the gates of editorial scrutiny to publication and what will be
refused paseage. In a word, people are “‘gatekeepers.” What they accept,
thrives. What they reject, languishes or dies.*

?%&&a&ﬂ&ourisggg.?_

proponents contend that news selection emerges from the pressures
inherent in organizational processes and goals. Pressures springing from

interpersonal relations and professional norms within the news organiza-

tion ere important, as are constraints arising from technical news
production processes, cost-benefit considerations, and legal regulations,
such as the PFCC’s faimess rules. ;

Finally, the political model rests on the assumption that news
everywhere is a product of the ideological biases of individual
newspeople, as well as the pressures of the political environment in
which the news organization operates. When the prevailing political
environment is capitalist democracy, with a moderately strong social
welfare orientation, as is true in the United States, this orientation sets
the tone for the world view implicit in most fact and fiction programs.
Supporters of the prevailing system are pictured as good guys, oppo-
nents as bad guys. High-status people and institutions are covered;
those who are outside the system or in low-visibility positions are gen-
erally ignored.

None of these models, by itself, can explain the newsmaking pro-
cess. Rather, that process is a combination of all of them. The precise
wix of factom which explains newsmaking in any particular instance de-
pends on the orientations of news personnel as well as on the demands of

a particular medium.
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THE GATEKEEPERS

. Relatively few people are usually involved in the news i
np.oroov...u-..... operation. They include wire service and 3.8..-..”23.35-&
who make E.EL story choices, editors who make story assignments and
accept or reject submitted stories, disc jockeys at radio stations who
present 5-minute news breaks, and television program executives. For
the average newspaper or news weekly, fewer than 25 people Bd in
volved. .O= the three major networks, the combined editorial ..-25-_
responsible for the news number fewer than 50 people. e
As ?—m_oo_u. Wamner has described it for a single network, “three
men constitute the ‘power slits’ of the television news _vo_m&...“ A vice
qgonn in charge of news lays down the ground rules for general news
b Ln_ﬂawuar.“soﬂc»“ﬂ" vaucpon selects n“.ﬂ-a.-g_ determines the sequence
t an amount m and word cove
M_co-. to them. ‘The number three person is an associate .-Su.p-am“o-oﬂﬂ..
- _““~ who shares the executive producer’s workload. Besides these
0&8... =o_“u- r....—ooEa_..- ...-:h__w invclve a Washington bureau chief, a news
. Who keeps up with the progress of various stories and edits filme
.-ua!- Eﬁou“...m .““ p_““n%ﬂosn editor who apportions staff and camera
A ons, and one or more writers who i
.!_._nr they or !_..3_8_. newscaster will present on the air. Cﬂ”.-.“._n.w -ﬂ"ﬂ
is also a copy editor who funnels wire service copy and stories from lead
ing papers and newscasts to the newsroom pereonnel, Ive..a-iiroa_.
loct the atories initially, and one or more §8~&8§B§§§.
The latter may simply read or write and rewrite their own copy and de.
n-&". s.r_m_.. stories need verbal commentary or merely a raised or lowered
n«r“enﬂl zg&er!uooﬂ-osg—wggsnr.ﬂ:v:n
though not to publicity seekers who vie for their attention® .
.Hro.l few people, particularly those who make news choices for
H-n._oamsuo audiences, have a tremendous amount of political power at
their ._._.-.u.o-_. r.. fact, 500 leading citizens polled by U.S. News & World
h.am.o...u in >_un_ 1974 rated television as the greatest influence on de-
-augm and actions affecting the nation as a whole. The White House
o upreme Court were tied in second place. Newspapers were third ¢
As ._“n .“.1 in .—mr-_x..n 1, recent studies have amply demonstrated that
R ﬂr“br E_HH what ordinary people as well as political elites will
e about,. ..7:. enough, media gatekeepers are not entirely
._.. n.:. story nro.a_l O_sizo of certain stories, such as wars,
E_a ations, and -5..3- _.ue-nrmsu-. cannot be avojded. But others
could be omitted. Probing into the operations of the FBI or CIA. or
."_F.EI) N.n ﬂ_ﬂ.”".s- role in the labor market are examples. .
A few y respected national newscasters .
dinarily m.-_....x_:...-_ individuals by singling out ﬂo“.-.wq”ﬂo .M“ H—--.ﬂ”-
or negative commentary. When Walter Cronkite or Eric Sevareid or
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.._””.!Eo-l peace is unattainable, popular support for these policies

may plunge. A sixty-second verbal barrage on the evening news may de-

i had
se of the war. What Walter Cronkite and o:ﬁ._. commentators
M”._.__..x_ a defeat for the South Vietnamese pE- American forces was really
a defeat for the North Vietnamese. Yet, in nJ. wake of these SB:J.“
interpretations which heightened existing antiwar gﬁmg ¢
the war collapsed, American withdrawal began in earnest, s

Johnson abandoned a second-term race.’ People may differ al

wisdom of the end result, but we do need to concern ourselves with the |

great weight given to such media interpretations.

GENERAL FACTORS IN NEWS SELECTION

What becomes news depends, in part, on ..,r- background, training,
personal makeup, und professional socislization of news %—.ﬂ-ﬂ-
indicated in Orn_!b._u.?ztcnmi m?«l%!ﬂ.‘..nomb ) Bh
upwardly mobile, well-educated whits males whose poli s._.utoun e
zeﬂ-—-!ulroocgromuoeﬁgﬂﬂovﬁnoﬂspr-g b
cial responsibility journalism. It does not noﬂ.o...-__w mean H.BM:-:. :
minorities, although their pumbers have been rising in the wi ir

33-.3... olitics of n!..._-_
's political context demands ?.3_.-1__- images
—h:“u::o. pews and entertuinment will reflect this outlook. H_Muno-.m_-_
criticism of minorities is officially mandated, the same stories whic ’m
be used elsewhere to praise minorities will be used to defame them.

: influential as well. Within each news e-..nvﬂ_u-no... g.ovoz!.-
--.“ “.o.bl compete for time and space and prominence of position for
their atories. News organizations _.rqc.a-..

compete with each other for
‘o case of the natworks for _
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affiliates. If one station or network has a very popular program, others
will copy the format and often will try to place an squally attractive pro-
gram into a competing time slot to capture its competitor's audiences
and advertisers. Likewise, papers may feel compelled to carry stories
which they might otherwise ignore, simply because another medium
available in the same market has carried the story. Stories in the Wash-
ington Post, New York Times or Christian Science Monitor become
models to be followed. :

Political pressures also leave their mark. Media personnel depend
for much of their information on political leaders and are therefore sub-
ject to the manipulation by these sourres which springs from intevsive
contact and the desire to keep relationships cordial. For instance, when
journalists were asked about their relationship with Governor Nelson
Rockefeller, they agreed that he “co-opted the press in varying degress
and thus avoided ... critical detachment or impassionate analysis.”
Newspeople admittedly were under his spell becauss “Rockefeller made
himself and state political news interesting to reporters and their editors

and then to the public. Not only did he skillfully work to make news ...

but he orchestrated it superbly and, whenever he could, wied to accom-
modate the professional necessities of newawriters.’® The ability to use
the media to political advantage without antagonizing newspeople is the
mark of the astute politician. Reporters can rarely resist such pressures
without alienating powerful and important news sources.

Economic pressures are even more potent than political pressures in
molding the news and entertainment which media produce. Newspapers
and magazines need sufficient income to cover their production costs.
Except for publications which are subsidized by individual or group
sponsors, they must raise this income from subscription rates, from
advertisers, or from a combination of these sousces. For television and
radio programming most costs are covered solely by advertising income.
Medis offerings must therefore appeal to large numbers of potential cus-
tomers for the products that advertisers sell. This means thst programs
and stories must be directed either t» general audiences in the prime
consumption middle years, or to selected special audiences who are key
targets for particular advertiser appeals. For instance, while toothpasts,
laundry detergent, and breukfast cereals are best marketed to the huge
nationwide audiences who watch the regular nighttime situation com-
edies or detective stories, personal home computers, fancy foreign sports
cars, or raft trips down the Amazon are most likely to find customaers
among a select few. Advertisers for these products are attracted to
limited circulation journals like National Geographic or Psychology To-
day or to specialized television documentaries.

Since the bulk of programming must be directed to the general pub-
lic, television and radio must maintain a smooth flow of appealing pro-
grams throughout the prime evening hours. Paul Klein, an audiencs re-
search executive at NBC, contends that people watch television as such,

™ - T g ——
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rather than specific programs. As long a3 they are satisfied through ) )
.._sl..ovwaﬂ.z. Programming” (L.O.P.), they will remain with i to cover each item. For instance, st the height of the Vietnam War,
the station."! But if boring or controversial programs come on, a sizable Thic BB—.M—-B-: were ordered to concentrate on bloody battle scenes.
ﬁ!...&n‘-%1:&&8«852&!-8:85;3!%2.‘-8# plocsd r.n story emphasis on the military. Later on, the focus was
for the rest of the evening. Such considerations deter producers from -.—-.___ pr-nunino.u-_ corruption, black-marketeering, political opposition,
mizing serious programs with light entertainment in prime time. ro—y >...E.._= of ex-Viet Cong, to prepare the home front for with-
This need to keep sudiences watching a particular station even af- - erican troops from Vietnam."?
focts the format of news and public service programs. News presentation _ What determines the choice of particular stories? There are five
in a bantering, joke-filled form — Happy Talk — was adopted to keep important criteria that most newspeople use. All relate to audience ap-
the audience tuned in for later shows. Fairly rapid public disenchant- peal rather than the political significance of the story, its educational
ment with happy talk news, along with high popularity -of a few value, its broad social purposes, or newspeople’s political views. This
documentaries such as the chroniies of the Adams family, show that emphasis, and the economic necessities which mandate it, needs to be
media people occasionally underestimate the tastes of the public for kept in mind when media output is evaluated. it explains why the
serious presentations. But these are the exceptions rather than the rule. amount -=._._ kind of coverage of important issues is not commensurate
H. L. Mencken was probably right when he said that “nobody ever went 1—9 their significance in the real world at the time of publication. For
broke by underestimating the public’s taste.” As one station manager instance, a single heinous crime may tum the focus on crime stories and
reminded his staff somewhat condescendingly: H...u Mh...n....u._w- in :....u.hs%_a a6 promiiees of swchstorias, This
Remem majorl viewsrs us-collar jobs. The appearance of a crime wave at a time when crime rates are
vast lpﬂpﬁﬂﬂ.iﬁsﬁpslﬁ.ﬂfi ...ﬂ“:@& actually going down. A crystallizing event like the Surgeon General's
our viewers have never been on an . The vast majority of our Report on Smoking and Health may call attention to a long-standing
viewers have never seen a copy of New Yorh Times. The vast problem which has not changed in newsworthiness. By the same token
li&igigiinﬁoiﬂogrﬁ%ﬁlﬁl an important continuing event that has already received a lot of ooqn
790, Jond ...F??E&?!EH&EE:: erage may be dropped from peak attention because its news value is

When we say that what is publishable news is/a decision that hinges declining, even though its real world significance may be increasing.'
aﬂi.&ﬂ&lﬁi%-&nrowpggnﬂ_gasaag Table 3-1 presents graphic evidence that news coverage and signifi-
cance do not go hand in hend. A 10-year coraparison of media stories

e:.l..:.xmn_Ev&na-_.oﬁun-.l.p!l«?xﬁpnnr&?gn.i. .

cal quality that makes something “news.” What is publishable in one with corresponding statistics on escalation of the Vietnam War, crime

setting for one medium is not necessarily appropriate for another. rates, and urban riots revealed that stories often peak ahead of events.

Ziﬁilginiogll:c&ggasgﬁr For instance, the peak year for riots was 1968; the peak year for riot sto-
ries was 1967. In 1967, the ratio of riots to riot stories was 4 to 1; in 1968

audience to audience, and time to time. Thus in 1803, when the Wright
brothers invited the press to Kitty Hawk to cover their attempts to fly, it was 12 to 1. With riots no longer anything “special,” the ratio went to

inifﬂgqg.gnnroga.oa_uggio.ﬁg ) 16 to 1 in 1969 and 65 to 1 in 1970.
papers considered the event =ot-t2...v.< enough to print stories about What are the five criteria for choosing news stories? First of all, sto-

the flight, and only two papers gave it front-page play. Seventy-six years ries must have a high impact on readers or list -
later, when a pilot crossed the English Channel in the Gossamer dians starving in Calcutta would not get the a n.-.bﬂo-“uogm .._””-
Albatross, a plane using human pedal power, large crowds of reporters two children starving in Minneapolis would get. The EE..L:“.

came and the story received nationwide press and television coverage. would have a high impact on American readers. The Calcutta story

would not. People presumably want to read about things relevant

. : to
_n_z__ﬂ own lives, m..--.oﬂ. pouring from a window next door, the death of a
ocal mayor, or a sick youngster's lost d ake i

Beyond deciding what, in general, is publishable news, gatekeepers people than things happening far away “ “E”..io._d Sren Tmgast.on

CRITERIA FOR CHOOSING SPECIFIC NEWS STORIES

must choose particular news items to include in their mix e_. oa.uaun-. The second element of newswort it .
The New York Times’ motta, “All the News That's Fit to Print,” is an lence, conflict, disaster, ors . i_-nul-_.-. s is na :”._.m“.ﬂo-hﬂ.__.ﬂﬂ NH.
impossible myth. There is far more publishable news available to the accidents, or sex scandals involving _u.dE-ﬂqﬂ:ao.. T, . . rssb i~

pers must also decide how they kinds of things that excite avdiences. In fact, inexpensive mass news-

paper than it can possibly use. Gatekee
papers became viable business ventures in the United States only after
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1970
241
185

474
15
245

1969

1967 1968
160 123
385 486 536
21 35
1922 2235 2471
17 4]
172

1966
1667

160
184

1965

1512

49
18

1964
1440

11

1961 1962 1963
1292

1960
naz

*Media data come from content snalysis of Time, Newsweek, and U.S. News & World Report. Related statistics come from Statistical

Abstracts of the United States.

SOURCE: G. Ray Punkhouser, “Trends in Media Coverage of the Lassues of the '80s," Journalism Quorterty 50 (Fall 1873): 536.

Reprinted by permission of Journalism Quarterly.

Table 3-1 Comparison of Media Coverage and Related Statistics for Selected lasues®

Number of American
troope in Vietncm

Number of articles
(in 1,000's)

on war in Yietnam
Number of articles
on crime

100,000 people
Number of articles
on urban riots
Number of civil
disturbances

Crimes per
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1833 when the publishers of the New York Sun discovered that papers
filled with breezy crime and sex stories far outsold their more staid
competitors. Mass sales permitted sharp price reductions. Thus the
“penny-press” was born.

People remember violent behavior better than nonviolent fare. For
instance, in 1978, the most widely followed and remembered news event
was the murder-suicide of 900 members of an American religious sect in
Guyana. Ninety-eight percent of the respondents to a Gallup poll knew
of the event — a number matched only by those who remembered the
attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941 and those who recalled the dropping of
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagesaki in 1945.

A third element in newsworthiness is familiarity. News is attractive
if it involves _.-:1:5 situations about which many people are concerned
or pertains to well-known people.

The v:v:“m keen interest in celebrities is demonstrated by the
amazing amount of detail that people absorb and retain about the pow-
erful and famous. More than ten years after the assassination of Presi.
dent John F. Kennedy, most Americans still remembered details of the
funeral ceremony, as well as where they themselves were when they
heard the news. The sense of personal grief and loss lingered, bridging
the gap between the average person’s private and public worlds. People
value the feeling of personal intimacy that comes from knowing details

of a famous person’s life.'s

The fourth element in newsworthiness, which is particularly impor-

tant for newspapers and local television, is that an event must be close
to home. This heavy preference for local news rests on the assumption
that people are most interested in what happens near them. Local media
continue to exist because local events are their exclusive province, free
from competition by national television and national print media. In
fact, roughly 75 percent of their space is used for local stories.!* Since na-
tional television news must concentrate on matters of interest to viewers
throughout the entire country, it cannot depict events close to every-
one’s home. But because the public receives so much news from Wash-
ington and a few major metropolitan areas, these cities and their
newsmakers have become familiar to the nation. This, in a sense, makes
them “local” events in what Marshall McLuhan has called the “global
village” created by television.

Lastly, news should be timely and novel. It must be something that
hes just occurred and is out of the ordinary either in the sense that it
does not happen all the time, like the regular departure of airplanes or
the daily opening of grocery stores, or in the sense that it is not part of
the lives of ordinary persons.

Among these five basic criteria, conflict, proximity, and timeliness
are most important, judging from a survey of television and newspaper
editors.'” These editors were given 64 fictitious stories by a team of
researchers and were asked which they would use and their reasons for
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68 Mass Media and American Politics

using them. Conspicuously ahsent from their choice criteria was the sto-
ry's overall significance. Significance does play a part, however, when a
very major event is involved, such as the outcome of a national election,
the death of a well-known leader, or a major natural disaster. Still, most
stories are selected primarily to satisfy the five criteria mentioned

earlier.

GATHERING THE NEWS

Once newspeople agree on what is publishable news, they know
where this news is moet likely to happen and where to place reporters to
gather it. This has led to the “beat” system. News organizations estab-
lish regular listening posts, or beats, in those places where events of in-
terest to the public are moet likely to occur. In the United States the
public presumably wants to know sbout the affairs of political and social
leaders and institutions. It wants to know about deviations in natural
phenomens, scientific developments, and social occurrences, such as

international wars, domestic strife, or interpersonal crime.

To report such events, news organizations establish beats at the
centers of government, where they cover major political executives, leg-
islative bodies, court systems, and international organizations. Places
where deviations are most likely to be reported, such as police stations
and hospitals, stock and commodity markets, and institutions recording
economic trends, are monitored. Some beats are functionally defined,
such as a “health” or “education” beat. Reporters assigned to them gen-
erally cover a wider array of institutions on a less regular schedule than
is true of the more usual beats. Stories emanating from the traditional
beats have an excellent chance of publication, either because of their
intrinsic significance or because they come from a regularly covered
beat. In the New York Times and Washington Post, for instance, stories
from regular beats outnumber other stories two to one and capture the
bulk of front-page headlines.'

All the major media tend to monitor the same places, sc that the
news patterns are stable and uniform throughout the country. As Table
3.2 documents, the media are wrivals in conformity."”® The table is
based on daily content analyses of three Chicago newspapers and five
nightly news telecasts, two of them local to Chicago. It shows the propor-
tionate frequency of mention of various news topics. It presents striking
evidence that the same kinds of stories and story types — though not
necessarily identical stories — are reported by newspapers, local, and

pational television. The same holds true for other media appealing to

similar clienteles in other cities throughout the country ®
Each day, stories report what is new and current, of course, but the
subjects and topics are familiar. News, as media scholar Leon Sigal has

put it, is always “‘the standardized exceptional.”?' Each day's or week's
2l - _taw with alicht changes in the scenes and dia-

v
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logue, and with frequent re i
; . placements in the cast of mino
W”Nn:qnar Hﬂ”_ major ones. Z.o.._i is exceptional in the sense that it “_Horu..“..
s M s _W-Nconom..:h __uruo M_-._.H..- breakfast or washing clothes or tak
rk. standardized in the sense that it deals wi :
same types of topics in familiar wa vt oy
! ys and produces standardi -
Hﬂ-ﬂﬂnoﬂﬂhm__ﬁw ouoonh._.._uo:»n throughout the nocspQ.nOo“_”M_uwn“n
. ar scenes over and over again conveys to th i
”.oh___.__.h—maﬂwnw g““.._p n..:_.ﬂ.n n_nooun::n to expectations nun_ ar-..ouﬂ_“”_““ ””“
, there is little to worry about. It has all h .
Even large news organizations ¢ T T A
annot afford to have full te
reporters and camera crews all over th S
erally station teams in half a dozen ci ion. Locati e A
ly sta n cities. Locations are ch
availability of good resources in terms i e gl
of equipment, su
”u_”o!- vo._.-_o..:o_. They are not selected with an eye to g%:ﬂ“a -""bn..:“q“m
_.m.ua_.“_ﬁ m:-__._w well or to providing diverse settinge .
able 3-3 shows the percentage of network news 8 i
| . time, |
qp.-ﬁ_anaoa. D.C., coverage, which was devoted to 4-10503”.“”-“ Mn.&.
3““.:. States in broadcasts monitored from 1973 to 1976. The table -_u“
:QR..M-Q the —.o-.oosnnuu of n_:w population which lived in these states
nsus) and an “Attention Index’ which shows the discrepancy

Table 3-3 Network News Time Devoted to Regions of the U.S.*

Region Percentage of Percentage of Attention

news time  population index®*

Mid

Zoz_._._“ﬂ-p " 18.6 26 -8.6
North 246 21 +35
i A 12.2 12 +0.2
Pacific a4 13 o
Middle Atlantic ._.o . kg
New England 65 : P
nnisnhm-. n._. 1 n 24

ains 3.2 pA H ww
T
‘otal 100 100

Total news time (in minutes) 2,301

*Ex
cludes Washington, D.C., news and stories not limited to a particular location.

**This index shows the dis
igt-ol tatal mews dovored te tho .‘nmo—.._o.nic!. percentage of total population and percent.

mocznm..._i_.z‘? ..
Commiinication uﬂ (Fall _%s-."q..".noro.. Geographic Blss in National TV News,” Joumnai of
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between percentage of total population and percentage of total news in
the region. One or two states in each region received the bulk of coverage
while the rest were ignored. For instance, 72 percent of :o_..n_..o-.n news
time went to New York. Ninety percent of Pacific region time went to
California. For the deprived states, only one or two state stories, often
trivial ones, were reported. For some, there was no coverage at all, deny-
ing their news and their problems a national audience. - .
Ninety percent of picture coverage comes from the cities in which

camera crews are regularly stationed. Besides Washington, where fully -

50 percent of all news originates, these generally include Z.os. York,
Cleveland, Boston, Chicago, and Loe Angeles 2 Of course, special events
will be covered anywhere in the country. Every network reported the
1976 Republican convention in Kansas City and followed m.w....noa.. Car-
ter's visits to Camp David in the Marylund mountains, or rm- journeys to
hie home town of Plains, Georgia. A sensational murder trial in a ..E-._
community like Aspen, Colorado attracted teams of reporters, as did the
crash of a meteorite in Alaska. But these are exceptional events. More-
over, some of these events in remote sites are scheduled in advance so
that plans can be made to have crews available.

Because of the problem of moving camera crews around, .nun_ the
time needed to process and edit pictures, many stories require prior
planning. This leads to an emphasis on predictable events such as for-
mal -isits by digniteries, legislative hearings, or on...ncnz_o press con-
ferences. The development of portable camera equipment producing
videotapes that can be broadcast with little further processing has eased
this problem somewhat. “Spot news™ can be filmed and broadcast rap-
idly. This is only one example of the profound impact of technological
developments on the content of the news.

NEWS PRODUCTION CONSTRAINTS

Many of the factors that affect news story seledtion spring m..c..b the
requirement that news must be processed rapid and published as
quickly as poesible. Time pressures explain why the press _.nuoz,.- 80
many peeudo-events — events created for easy reporting by the media or
for the media. In television news, these constitute almost 70 percent of
all stories.® For example, politicians frequently plan ....?81_.__% attrac-
tive events, like dedicating a dam or visiting a fair, at just 2... right time
and place to accommodate newspaper or _uann_.n-.-n deadlines. When
newspeople need a quick story about a _deo_..&n—.. in __.-.u or ways to cope
with gas pump waiting lines, they arrange interviews with familiar lead-
ers, whose remarks, knowledgeable or not, then instantly become the
Iran or the gas shortage story.

Onee stories reach print and electrunic media news offices, selec-
tions have to be made extremely rapidly. Ben Bagdikian, a former
Washington Post editor who studied gatekeeping at eight newspapers,

L
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found that stories usually are sifted and chosen on the spot. They are not
assembled and carefully examined for their overall policy effect. Here is
how Bagdikian described the scene in a typical newspaper office:

The news editor arrives at 6 A.M. to find an overnight accumula-

tion of fifty thousand words, most of it regional and national news from

the wire services, some of it from the paper's reporters in outlying bu-

reaus, who transmitted it by teletype the night before,

In addition to making decisions on incoming wire stories, this
particular news editor makes decisions on local stories handed him by

the city editor and the state editor. He also is handed the output of two

wire-photo machines that during the day produce ninety-six photo-

graphs from which he selects sixteen

In the course of the day, the news editor chooses additional items for
publication by scanning the news from three wire-service machines as
well as locally originated news. The editor examines roughly 110,000
words of wire news during the day, equivalent to the size of an average
book. During the day, this editor must also judge and edit 5,000 words of
news from the local staff. Other tasks are selection of photographs,
which must be processed hours before press time, consultation with city
editors about story assignments, and decisions about what to place on
page one in light of the changing news scene.

Bagdikian reports that the typical newspaper gatekeeper was able
to scan and discard stories in one to two seconds. When reasons for
rejecting stories were investigated, only 2.5 percent were rejected be-
cause the editor did not care for the substance of the story or objected to
its ideological slant. Twenty-six percent were rejected because of lack of
space. The remaining 71.6 percent were rejected because they were
judged to lack some or all of the elements of newsworthiness discussed
earlier.

Rejection rates varied for different types of stories. Overall 89
percent of all wire service news was rejected. So were 93 percent of all
human interest stories, 92 percent of crime news, 74 percent of farm
news and 69 percent of science news. Even though much of the human
interest information was rejected, it still constituted the largest single
news category — 23 percent of total news. By contrast, science news took
b percent of total space and farm stories 6 percent.®

For stories that were accepted, it took fast gatekeepers four seconds
to skim through the entire story and even make minor changes. The
average reading time was six seconds. Stories of 225 words were disposed
of in 2 to 10 seconds. At such speeds, judgments are almost instanta-
neous with no time for reflection or weighing of alternatives among the
total batch of news available for the day. Stories are judged more by how
they balance previously selected stories than by their intrinsic impor-
tance. If the gatekeeper has ideological preferences, these are served
instinctively. if at all, rather than deliberately.

Because the flood tide of information continues throughout the day,
the gatekeeper accepts very few stories in the early hours of each shift.
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B deadline, when news has to go to press, the pace of story
mﬁﬂeﬂ M_Haros-. When the deadline arrives, a new story must be
extraordinarily important to replace stories that have -._3-% been n_-n.
cepted or are already in press. Stories left over at the tail end of .._.m : Mﬂ
will not ordinarily be used on the next day because by then they wil
old, and newer stories will have replaced them. A.-.._u means that a -ﬂod_
which breaks late in the publishing day, unless it is very EE-E.re_.
significant, has little chance for publication. What becomes news thus
depends heavily on when it happens. West Coast p?oaoc.: stories ﬂb_.m
frequent casualties because they are woq-o..-__w too late to be .._oo_.ﬂ“ﬂ _
into the network evening news, which is run on an m-% Coast sc Z.._. e.
Public relations managers know the deadlines of important pu _o“.
tions like the New York Times, Wall Street Journal, Time, Newsweer,
and the network television news. They time oe..::u and news releases so
that stories arrive in gatekeepers’ offices u_..o...._-o_u__ !_..au. -....2_2_. Thus
the news production process, though it has its own _:..o--sv—.a ..uoquu..“m
tum, is not immune to conscious control. News for J—..nr a E_E___-pu__.ﬂ
publicity is desired is announced just past ....on&.:_o-. prefera y on
weekends, when few newscasts are scheduled. For instance, the Z.Mn..a
administration fired the special Watergate prosecutor on the weeken _...s
what became known as the “Saturday night massacre. The hope ..r-..
the timing would minimize publicity was only partially fulfilled in that
case.
ications with less frequent deadlines, such as weekly news
Eu-””””_un have a lot more time to decide what to -.EE.._._. News maga-
zine staffs also have more resources than most daily papers to dig .“E.
background information and present stories in a context which he _"_.o
readers to evaluate them. These magazines are therefore :—o.-_ .?. people
who want quick, interpretive news that concentrates on a limited num-
vents. o
et m.“.oﬂoi-,o: news staffs have even less time for investigative _.ov...i.-.._n
than newspapers, and far less time to v-oe_r_o vworn._dc:n mun_._:...b_..
pretation for the news they present. When _.E__B:u%mﬁ stories do "v.
pear on television, they usually originated in the _5.1.. BR_.-.. A ow
highly popular investigstive programs, such as CBS’s m._uaw Minutes,
are a much appreciated exception. Besides inadequate time for _.u_dwnm.
ing stories, radio and television news also have the problem of 5-_... X _.
cient time to present a story. When the average news story e-roo. up lit a_n
more than a minute, it is not surprising nr-m it conveys primarily head-
lines. Complex stories must be omitted entirely if they cannot be con-
into such a brief format.
a_oauﬂ._.:_._”p“u&m- have space problems as well, but they are less severe.
The average newspaper must reserve 56 percent of ita space for R_con.n._..
ing. Out of its 45 percent “newshole,” generally 27 ._8-83 noﬂo or
straight news stories, the remainder for features of various types. Some
e moee emonve o atandardized amount of space for news; others expand
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or contract the newshole depending on the flow of news and advertising.
But there is rarely enough space to cover stories as fully as reporters and
editors would like. This holds true whether the paper is a slim eight-
page version or five to ten times that size.®

Besides the need to condense a news story into a brief capsule, tele-
vision reporters also need stories with visual appeal. Unfortunately,
what is visually appealing may not be important. For instance, during
political campaigns, motorcades, rallies, hecklers, and cheering crowds
make good pictures. Candidates delivering speeches are visually dull by
comparison. Television cameras therefore concentrate on the colorful
scenes, rather than the speechmaker. If such scenes are flashed on the
screen in competition with the speech, the pictures distract from what
the candidate is saying. Events that make dull pictures may have to be
omitted. _

Since picture production is expensive for television as well as print,
picture stories selected early are likely to be kept even if more important
stories break later. Likewise, almost all information originated by the
staff is used, for financial and personnel reasons. News organizations
prefer stories from people already on their payroll to wire service stories
by unknown reporters or stories from outside sources for which addi-
tional fees must be paid. News executives also have personal relation-

ships with their own staffs and do not want to disappoint them by killing
their stories.

EFFECTS OF GATEKEEPING

The gatekeeping influences which we have been discussing give a
distinctive character to the American news product, considered as a
whole. There are many exceptions, of course, when one looks at individ-
ual news outlets or at individual programs or specific news and feature
stories. But, in general, several characteristics stand out. We shall dis-
cuss these under four headings, the first two adapted from Herbert
Gans' study of news magazine and network television news.?

People in the News

The gatekeeping process winnows the group of newsworthy people
down to a very small array of familiar and unfamiliar figures. Familiar
people appear in three out of every four spots in the news. Most are
political figures. Fewer than 60 are in the news regularly. The list is
headed by the incumbent president. Other people receive coverage pri-
marily for unusual or important activities, but incumbent presidents are
covered regardless of what they do. News about presidential candidates
ranks next. In presidential election years, it often outnumbers stories
about the president.

A third well-covered group consists of major federai officials, such
as political leaders in the House and Senate, the heads of major congres-
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i mmittees, and cabinet members in active departments. m... the
Mﬂﬂﬂfﬂoﬁn.ﬁ-g period, major White House staff B.._Bvan_ have joined
the circle. The Supreme Court is in the news only intermittently, gen-
erally when important decisions are announced. ..’n.oanw ro-n_-.n-_d_w
make the news, except when they announce new policies or ?.:n with the
president. Finally, there are some people who are regularly in the news
regardless of what their current political status may be, merely because
their names are household words. Members of the Kennedy clan are the

ime example.
_.::.wo_o! aﬂo federal level, the activities of governors and mayors m_.oq.n
the larger ctates and cities are newsworthy if they involve major —Ed.__n
policy issues, or if the incumbent is unusual because of race, sex, o prior
newsworthy activities. Notorious individuals also receive -__.Bccm: news
attention if their deeds have involved well-known v..cw-... T.o-.n_nsﬂ._p_
assassins, mass murderers, or members of extremist political groups like.
the Symbionese Liberation Army fall into this category. Ample coverage
also goes to targets of congressional investigations and mo?:&.....ﬁ in
political trials, such as the Watergate defendants or key figures in the

nta Papers case.

h Zu“.”w v%“omc_ people are rarely covered in the news. Among the
excluded are economic leaders, such as the heads of large nomvo..-:o:..
financiers, and leaders of organized business, such as the National Asso-
ciation of Manufacturers or the U.S. Chamber of Commerce. A few
colorful labor leaders, like George Meary and James Hoffa, have been
news figures, but this was probably due more to their oo_oq?_. personal-
ities than to their jobs. Important military leaders -_l.u remain obscure
except on rare occasions when they are involved m..p major 5._:-.Q oper-
ations. Political party leaders surface during elections _E.n remain in the
shadows at other times. Political protest leaders like omq._ rights figures
or the heads of minority parties, or consumer -Q.T_-G like Ralph Z.!._o_..
come and go from the news scene, depending on the amount of visible
conflict they are able to produce. The same holds true for the heads of
voluntary associations, such as antiabortion groups or church leaders.

The names of most ordinary people never make the news because
their activities must be very unusual to come to the ..aw.o-.n.mo_- of
newspeople. Ordinary people have their best chance for publicity if .._S.v.

participate in protests or riots or strikes, particularly if :62." are di-
rected against the government. The next best chance goes to victims of
disasters, personal tragedy, and crime, and to the actors who brought

about their plight. The grisly nature of crimes, disasters, or other r:-.:-__..

tragedies, rather than the identity of the people involved, 498..3.:3

their newsworthiness. Ordinary people also make the news if z_.ow _8

come involved in highly unusual life styles or social activities, or if their

behavior diverges greatiy from what one would normally expect of -X_H

sons of their age, sex, and status. Finally, ordinary people B-Jn ¢ :

news in large numbers as nameless members of groups whose statistica

. L4
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profile is reported or whose opinions have been tapped through polls or
elections.

Actions in the News

A limited array of activities are likely candidates for coverage. The
list is headed by conflicts and disagreements among government of-
ficials, particularly friction between the president and Congress. A large
number of these conflicts concern economic policies.

Stories sbout government policies and ceremonies also provide fre-
quent story material. These generally deal with policymaking rather
than policy operation. Government personnel changes, including cam-
paigns for office, are another news focus.

Several types of conflict action are routinely reported. These in-
clude violent and nonviolent protest, much of it about governmental
activities, crimes, scandals and investigations, and impending or actual
disasters. When the nation is involved in war, they also include a large
number of war stories. Finally, two aspects of normal social change re-
ceive substantial coverage from time to time. They are major national
ceremonies, like inaugurations or moon landings, and major social, cul-
tural or technological developments, like the entry of women into posi-
tions previously closed to them, or major advances in the fight against
cancer. ;

Characteristics of the News

The criteria for newsworthiness and the news production con-
straints (both discussed earlier) also contribute in a general way to the
shape of American news, regardless of the subject under discussion. Sev-
eral features stand out.

Effects of Stress on Novelty and Entertainment. The requirement
that a story be new and exciting means that some news drowns out other
news that may be of more lasting significance. For instance, eight times
as much space and time is devoted to sports news than to news about lo-
cal community problems such as school finance or housing.® Sensa-
tional news certainly drowned out other news of importance in March
1977, for example, when the media focused on the terrorist activities of a
Moslem sect in Washington. A remarkable presidential press conference
occurring at the same time was all but swamped. In this conference,
President Carter proposed a $1.5 billion youth employment bill, a Youth
Conservation Corps, a new approach to peace in the Middle East, new
procedures for the withdrawal of American troops from South Korea,
and a new atomic weapons agreement with the Soviet Union. As James
Reston commented in the New York Times, “It is hard to remember any
time since the last World War when an American President made so
much news in a press conference or anywhere else . . . but nobody could
hear him for the noise and the headlines about the terrorists.'”®
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The emphasis on the novel also leads to stress on trivial aspects of
serious stories. Complex issues are presented in the form of -E.E___..&
human interest stories. The reasons for inflation are hardly explained by
showing pictures of a housewife paying high prices in -._..o Evo_.BB.ro.” or
a homeowner struggling to pay the mortgage, but judging from attention
patterns, audiences enjoy these stories. .

The search for novelty and entertainment produces news that fo-
cuses on the present and ignores the past and future. The _-o:.. and now
is what counts. The news also tends to be fragmented and discontinu-
ous. It is aired as it is received, so that background needed to v_.-oo a
story in context is often missing. Clarifications are usually buried in the
back puges. On television, snippets of news may be E.o-o.-awm_ Snan10.4 to
drive home an easily understandable theme, such as “Washington is in a
mess” or “the inner city is decaying.” The theme may come through,
but the individual news item is biurred. )

Fragmentation makes it difficult for audiences to piece »wuo_.—_on a
coherent narrative of events. More background and FS..v...oFﬁoa ._.zw.._n
help, but would also increase the chance for subjective interpretations
by news commentators. A few papers, such as the Christian Science
Monitor, do cover fewer stories in more detail. People who _.m-..._ Monitor
stories carefully acquire a better background for understanding social is-
sues, but they miss out on other news for which there is no -v-no..ﬂmou
may also get skewed information if newspeople misinterpret the signifi-
cance of complex events.

Effects of Stress on Familiarity and Similarity. The need for sto-
ries that involve familiar people and events close to home -_S. has a
number of consequences for the shape of news. There is, first, a a:,n_.-_mn
aspect to such coverage; familiar people and situations are 3.33."_ mi-
nutely, which makes them even more a part of the audience’s life and
therefore even more worthy of publicity. The reverse is -._uo true.

During the 1976 presidential election campaign, for instance, mom..
ators Hubert Humphrey and Edward Kennedy, who were frequently in
the news, became candidates in many people’s minds, even though they
never entered the race officially. Senatora Lloyd Bentsen and m._!_ Har-
ris, though they were official entrants, received less media attention and
remained unfamiliar. They were forced to abandon the quest.

Familiar people may become objects of prying nclc-m..w...:b mrn de-
tails of their private lives. These details may take up an inordinately
large amount of time and space in the mass media. _.,.o_. oun.uw.o. when
Mayor Daley of Chicago died in 1977, the media provided a E:.__._S.g:
minute accourt of his last moments. People were told about his blood
pressure, about the emergency medical v_.S.x_E.o-. performed, and
wbout the manner in which his family was told about his death. For sev-

eral days, much of the news in the Chicago area was taken up by these
; t ¢ . . emnen «ienificant atories. The important

A

story, obscured initially, was that the mayor's death had launched a ma-
jor power struggle for control of Chicago's politics.

Another important consequence of the criteria of newsworthiness is
that American news is very parochial, compared with news in other
countries. Foreign coverage will be treated more fully in Chapter 9, but
here we should say that this neglect of news about foreign people and
cultures leaves Americans deficient in their understanding of interna-
tional affairs.

Again, there is a circularity involved. If, for instance, events in
Afghanistan are rarely covered, stories about Afghanistan require a lot of
background to make sense to Americans. Except during a crisis, this
may take more scarce time and space than the media are willing to give
to any story. Therefore, much of the foreign coverage in American media
is about people to whom Americans feel culturally close and whose poli-
cies are somewhat familiar, like the English, the Canadians, and the
Australians and people in Northern European countries. Foreign news
concentrates on situations that are easy to report, which often means
violent events, like revolutions, major disasters, and the like. This type
of coverage conveys the impression that most foreign countries are al-
ways in serious disarray.

Newsmaking and News Reporting ' 77
\

Neglect of Social Problems. Despite the ascendancy of social
responsibility journalism, the constraints of news production still force
the media to neglect major ongoing social problems such as alcoholism,
drug addiction, environmental pollution, or care of the elderly and dis-
abled. The pattern changes when a dramatic event takes place, such as
a rash of deaths in old folks’ homes or a big welfare fraud case. If a re-
porter investigates and finds that six elderly people starved to death be-
cause of neglect or that a few clients prosper on welfare, the spot-lighted
incident may then lead to a series of reports on food in retirement
homes. The recent deaths provide the element of novelty and entertain-
ment. After that novelty has worn off, interest dims and media attention
flags, even if much news still remains to be reported.

Social problems also are neglected because most media staffs are
inadequately trained to cover them. Appraisal of the administration of
nursing homes or prisons or pollution control programs requires tech-
nical knowledge. Specialized reporters who have expertise in such areas
as urban affairs, or science, or finance are as yet available only in the
larger news organizations. Even then, a science reporter can hardly be
expected to be an expert in all fields of science. Nor can a reporter
skilled in “‘urban problems” be expected simultaneously to master the
intricacies of a major city’s budget, its transportation system, and its
services to juveniles. Since most news organizations throughout the
country lack the trained staffs to discuss major social problems
constructively, politicians can easily challenge the merits of media sto-
ries criticizing their policies.



?‘o Mass Media and American Politics

Then, too, most of the public, judging from media use patterns, is
not very interested in social problems or the hazards of alcohol and to-
bacco use. For those people who are interested and might be in a po-
sition Lo combat such prablems, medis silence makes it more difficult to
rouse public support.

Effects of Emphasis on Conflict and Violence. The heavy news
emphasis on conflict and bad news is moet prevalent in big city media.
It has three major consequences. First, and perhape most far-reaching in
its impact, emphasis on negative news events may create dangerous
distortions of reality. This is particularly true with crime coverage. Me-
dia stories rarely mention that many neighborhoods are relatively free of
crime. They convey the impression to many people that the whole city,
but particularly inner city areas, are dangerous jungles. The impression
may become a self-fulfilling prophecy. In the wake of crime publicity,
many people have avoided the inner city.They even shun comparatively
safe neighborhoods after a single, highly publicized crime. The empty
streets then make crime more likely.

Studies of people’s perceptions of the incidence of crime and the
chances that they will be attacked indicate that their fears are geared to
media realities. In the world of television, one has a 30 to 64 percent
chance of being involved in violence; in the real world, the chance is only
one-third of one percent.® Similarly, heavy media emphasis on air
crashes and de-emphasis of automobile accidents have left the public
with distorted notions of the dangers of each mode of transportation.

A second result of the emphasis on news involving conflict is the

perception of many people that violence is the only acceptable way to
settle disputes. Some argue that by bringing conflict into the open, me-
dia may promote its resolution, but clearly they may also make it
worse.® This often happens when media dramatize a conflict by high-
lighting its more sensational aspects and oversimplifying it, picturing it
as a confrontation between two clearly defined sides. It is the hawks
against the doves in war, the victors or losers in a legislative battle, the
communists versus anticommunists in a struggle abroad. Even when
there is little actual confrontation in a situation the media often struc-
ture it as a battle and call it a clash or a feud or a fight. Yet divergent
viewpoints expressed by parties or unions or members of a legislature
may not mean at all that they are locked in battle.
. Average people, when presented with clashing claims, often feel
confused and find it extremely difficult to determine where the truth
lies. They have neither the facts nor the time to explore the issues. They
are also left with the disquieting sense that conflict and turmoil reign
nearly everywhere. This impression is likely to affect people’s feeling to-
ward society in general. They may contract “yideomalaise,” character-
ized by lack of trust, cynicism, and fear.32 The impact of such feslings on
the climate of political action and the conduct of politics in the United
States is a subject for speculation.
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CAMERA FOCUS SHAPES MEANING

A tight shot (insert) exaggerates crowd sixe.

Finally, the popularity of violence stories has encouraged groupe
who seek media coverage to behave violently or sensationally to enhance
their chances for publicity. One example comes from a lengthy strike by
a union of Chicano workers against a Texas furniture company. During
the first year, the nonviolent strike received very little publicity. To at-
tract media coverage, the leaders therefore decided to stage noisy
marches to the Capitol on the first and second anniversaries of the
-.ixo. Moderate language in appeals to the company and city authori-
ties was replaced by fighting words. City councilors were called
“rednecks” and challenged to stop the union's marches. This language
created a confrontation, brought city police to the scene, and heightened
tensions. Celebrities, including Senators Edmund Muskie of Maine and
Birch Bayh of Indiana, and farm labor leader Cesar Chavez were invited
to enter the fray. These maneuvers broke the year-long dearth of medis
coverage. No longer peaceful, the strike finally received ample publicity.
In turn, this created sufficient pressure to bring about a settlement

A taste for conflict is not the same as a taste for controversy, how:
ever. The fear of offending members of the mass audience, or wire ser-
vice subscribers, or affiliated station managers, through stories dealing
with controversial subjects like abortion or corruption in the church, of-
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i i k television.
h problems out of the media, especially networ!
-_M.”rrooa“o!n.“vcwp&. the treatment is generslly En...._.. a.!d?. lly __o.nn&.
and nﬂ-a_w provocative. In fact, the world IEnnﬂoS_ocwn.o-.. __M t-ln_on....._w“u
;ewer generally lags behind e real wor in i -
v..o-_oc_...“ oew n..”.aa:,h..ﬁ_.-..n_nc-aam-_ changes. The civil rights nnn_.nu_o. im.....
“..an fight for equality, and changing sexual mores all were widesprea _._o:
real life long before they became common osznro S_oﬁ-_””b Sﬂa-aoﬂ.... A”u o
i i tion in the print media. Newspapers ]

”““m nﬂr::ﬂ:- E-..SN__Q&-F_. because normally there is no o...—.n_. daily pa-
per in the same market. Moreover, the nature of nr.._ medium makes it

easier for the audience to ignore stories they find distasteful.

support for the Establishment

i i basically supports
tekeeping process also yields news that .
nﬁa,-...—n.o.)n_“omn-:v.ﬂe:sno_ and social institutions. »M_nro_:-nr a_Mo ¢”u-“ﬂ__“
f ; pcin . s fa
pose official misbehavior and .=o3.n_o=n.3. they display a f ,
M”:Emo toward the established >Bo:o-_= vo!!_n .n-eﬂoa““r-”“_ “_p.-o _M”.w“
i i bols and rituals, -
ods of operations. They treat its sym s e s Birh
rts and elections, and patriotic celebration :
M“”No. Mmroqa-o“an. which lends legitimacy to them. They cast & .-nnu:no
light on anti-establishment behavior, such as inflammatory speec o-_u_.w
militants or looting during u riot. Obscenity and profanity in public
edited out of news events. .
v_-ﬂmo“ﬁ““womn”:uvo; for the establishment and :z__. m.:;:- a..“m.“...ﬁ””
i i 3 Most institutions within any pa
unique to the media, of course.™ 1 Lol apiegir
i along with it if they wish to prosper. P th
Wﬂr_m”ﬂ_.._-“m-ﬂo-”-.ne-on?:ua& to believe in the Eo_.:on of q“..-_a:. NM_H__:M“_
i ter to advertisers -
structures. In the media, moreover, they ca or .
i tem. Staff mem
i ho firmly support the American political sys . :
M.oohn“.“o vn...-oqw-_ m%oa_eﬁl differ nevertheless go m_nsn 1=w~.ﬂa““_
lished norms, to avoid conflict with their —xluo-. ; 2_4«3.-2“. w_. al __o .M o
stations which may refuse to carry offensive v:..n—-_ﬂ-. ohwuro_.ou..
perately want to believe that their government 18 oo_uvﬂ.h: . ‘ .
and working hard to solve the problems. ._.Jou. do not welcome ” avo&-:-r.
which destroy these comforting Bvavm. Zo“___- E_u”.a_.” _.A..“. the esta
thus helps to raise respect for it and perpetuate it. . y
Bu_.:m:_uﬁoﬂ _.Mna the establishment is further strengthened by ﬂon_..ﬂs_._.mr
ance on government information and press releases. ﬁo t ua_ B
States, the bulk of news, particularly when _n.%o]un -.3%» ﬂ”-m.o. e
unities’ boundaries, comes from officia and age :
n““__oo-ﬂ”.n_”:.. “.. Official viewpoints are likely to be v-_.m.ncun_._w no.::s””..
ﬂ_..o... ..ouo_,mh_.- must preserve access to their -von_-_. beats, .__ro S.o.
Pentagon or Justice Department, or when story _u_.&:%n”: mu.“u,”“._.”».o ” ”
istance in collecting or gaining access to data. J
Jﬂﬂoﬂﬂ.ﬂ“ﬁ -3.._5:3_ are needed to transport correspondents to war
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zones, or when film producers need demonstrations of moon-flight re-
search, the resulting stories are apt to support official views.?”

Government officials and agencies are also used routinely for ver-
ification of information. Reporters generally equate official position and
rank of sources with accuracy. The higher the official level and rank, the
better. The assumption that official sources, like police departments, or
Department of Agriculture spokesmen, or presidential press aides are
reliable is, of course, debatable. Many private groupa have complained
that such reliance deprives them of the chance to publicize their own,
more accurate, versions of stories and that it results in one-sided report-
ing, tilted toward support of the establishment.

An interesting illustration of establishment support is provided by a
study of media coverage of the Durham, N.C., city council. A team of
researchers at Duke University®® observed city council sessions and then
examined the newspaper reports about them. The sessions had been
rather disorderly with little work done for much of the time. Council
members had been observed ‘‘dozing off to sleep just as a vote is being
taken on a crucial issue” and “‘smacking with abandon on a large wad of
gum while the intricacies of a public housing dispute are discussed.””
The mayor had cracked a number of jokes about the issues under consid-
eration. The audience had screamed and had booed council proposals.
Finally, toward the end of the lengthy sessions, when everybody was
tired, a few resolutions were passed.

The published reports of the sessions conveyed a quite different
impression. Nothing was said about the unprofesecional behavior. Coun-
¢il members were quoted only for their meaningful remarks and not for
their often pointless or facetious comments.  They were described
respectfully, each designated by official title. The stories made it appear
that the city council sat down at the appointed time, immediately went
about its business, and completed it promptly and efficiently without
interruptions by the audience. This impression was conveyed by indicat-
ing the precise time the sessions were called to order, outlining the
agenda topics, quoting a few of the arguments made during the debates,
and then indicating the final decisions. Decisionmaking appeared to be
a careful, deliberate, logical process, with the likely consequences of
these decisions fully explored. Of course, nothing could have been fur-
ther from the truth. _

The type of reporting practiced in Durham is quite typical of reports
of meetings in other places. Most Americans knew little about the con-
duct of meetings during the Nixon administration until the unexpur-
gated Watergate tapes provided a realistic inside view, People in public
life frequently behave in ways that do not meet the highest standards of
decorum and honesty. But newspeople normally wink at this type of
behavior, at least while the actors are in high office. For instance, the
relationship between a Mafia-linked show girl, Judith Campbell Exner,
and President John F. Kennedy did not surface until the mid-1970s.
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_ tive conventions have been relaxed -oEe!?.-n in the poet-
ﬂﬁ“h”ﬁi but it is doubtful whether the change will last. :
Newspeople commonly ignore personal E.-.mo.ﬁcﬁ and scandals,
but they often draw the line when matters of o.Bn_-_ conduct #ona_u..” —“5.
volved. For instance, the sex scandal surrounding Representative Wi Mq
Mills, a powerful and highly ..o.voo__.om member ...m nosn_d_-u_ ..:B pub-
licized when Mills became embroiled in a public incident invoiving vow
lice action. In earlier years, even that might have brought only casua
mention. Representative Wayne Hays of Ohio received media noco;q_._
because he paid his mistress by putting her on the government _uuwﬂ_. :
That made the private affair a public concern -vo:m which the pu _mn
was entitled to be informed. But the more usual practice is to give public
officials an aura of dignity and to put the results of their efforts r..b-_.-
context of rationality and coherence, regardless of the actual facts in the
i ion. .
-::-_M...-:E.. to disclose private and public misbehavior by .-oc._.:aosh
officials and sugar-coating of political reality is both detrimental ﬂ._.
beneficial to the public interest. It is detrimental if -..o_:.n_-:- neg .ﬂn
the public business or behave irresponsibly. Such stories -_545 aovcs ..
The fear of publicity might have salutary &.?8. and voters E.n!.oau.:_
on guard. There are, however. situations in ...__Za_. covering up of _o-:..
misconduct may be helpful if negative publicity about public officials is

unnecessarily harmful.

APPRAISING THE NEWSMAKING w.ﬂOﬁmmm

newspeople do a good job in selecting news and entertainment
n-a.““moo to w“ewgoi the proportion of time and space to be -__38.;
to each of these categories, and the E&imsn_.&n ngs 8._8 included in
them? It depends on the standards that the critic is applying. If one con-
tends that news can and should be a mirror of society that faithfully re-
produces a teacup version of life, the newsmaking process leaves much
to be desired. With its emphasis on the exceptional, rather than the c._am
dinary, its focus on a limited number of regular beats to the exclusion m
other sources of news, and its preference for conflict and bad news, it
pictures a world which is far from reality * If one adopts the classical —
albeit debatable — American notion that the Bo&- should _uo nra.ow.o-
and ears of intelligent and aware citizens who are interested E.._E-:_w in
news which is of major social and political significance to their commu-
nity and country, one must again find fault with the nmeoroov:.n pro-
cess. Obviously, much space and time is given to trivia and 5—-.__.1
significant developments are ignored or reported so briefly -.rn”u their
meaning is lost. Often the human ms..a:m-.. appeal of a story is em-

ized over its chief substance or meaning.

ﬂ?n-“nm:._m suid that, it becomes a very oa-..n_dqo_.-m-_ matter to ....pEoM
specific significant events that failed to receive the amount and kind

M

coverage they deserved. What is and is not significant, as well as grada-
tions and ranks in significance, depends on the observer’'s world view
and political orientation. Much of the published criticism of the media
consists of polemical works which take the media to task for omitting
the author’s areas of special concern. But what is one person’s intellec-
tual meat is another's poison. Conservatives decry the emphasis on civil
rights, misdeeds of the CIA and FBI, and the lack of support for defense
spending. Liberals complain that the media legitimize big business and
the military and neglect social reforms and radical perspectives.

Frequently, there is the additional charge that the choices made
about inclusion and exclusion of media fare and about story focus and
tone were dictated by political bias. These charges have been particu-
larly common when the media have featured controversial public policy
issues such as the dangers of atomic energy generation, or the merits of a
new weapons system, or when political campaigns or demonstrations
were covered.

A number of content analyses of such events definitely refute the
charges of political bias if bias is defined as lopsided coverage of one can-
didate or selected issue or deliberate slanting of news. Instead, these
analyses show that media lean toward covering a balanced array of is-
sues in a neutral manner, and include contrasting viewpoints.** But
these analyses have usually involved situations in which bias charges
could be anticipated and media personnel could therefore be expected to
take exceptional care to treat the situation even-handedly. It is possible,
therefore, that future studies of different situations may still turn up
deliberate political bias.

When coverage is imbalanced, the reasons generally spring from the
newsmaking process itself, rather than politically motivated slanting.
For instance, candidate Ronald Reagan received more coverage of his
campaign activities during the 1980 primaries than candidate Philip
Crane, who campaigned far more vigorously. Reagan was a familiar,
newsworthy figure, and Crane was not. Events in Chicago are reported
more fully than similar events in Denver because the networks have a
permanently leased wire from Chicago to New York, but not from Den-
ver to New York. The New Hampshire primary receives disproportion-
ately ample coverage because it happens to be the first in a presidential
election.

Inevitably the stories chosen represent a small, unsystematic sam-
ple of the news of the day. In this sense, every issue of a newspaper or ev-
ery television newscast is a ““biased sample” of current events. Published
stories often generate follow-up coverage, heightening the bias effect. At-
tempts to be.even-handed may lead to similar coverage of dissimilar
events, thereby introducing bias.

Besides evaluating news as a mirror of society and a reflection of so-
cially and politically significant events, one can also evaluate it from the
standpoint of audience preferences. By and large the media gatekeepers
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appear to be dving well by that standard. People like their products well
enough to consume them on a scale unheard of in the past. Three out of
every four adults claim tc read newspapers regularly; nearly all homes
have radio and television, which most adults use. In the average house-
hold, the radio is turned on for three hours a day and television for
seven. Millions of viewers, by their own free choice, have switched from
other pre-television age sources of diversion to watching shows con-
demned as “trash” by social critics. These same people ignore shows and
newspaper stories which have the critics’ seal of approval.

Overall, if one views the media simultaneously from all three
perspectives, one can say that they have developed a balanced ap-
proach. Most newspapers and broadcast enterprises try to mirror at least
a portion of the world. Most also see it as their function to present some
serious political and social information and analysis. At the same time,
most cater to the audience’s appetite for easily digested entertainment
and diversion. The end product cannot fully satisfy anyone.

84 Mass Media and American Politics

SUMMARY

What is news depends on what a particular society deems socially

significant and/or personally satisfying to media audiences. The prevail-

ing political and social ideology therefore determines what type of in-
formation will be gathered and the range of meanings which will be
given to it. News collection is structured through the beat system to pro-
duce the desired information.

Beyond the larger framework, which is rooted in America’s current
politicai ideology, overt political considerations for news selection are
rare. Instead, the profit motive and technical constraints of news
production become paramount selection criteria. These criteria impose
more stringent constraints on television than on print media because
television deals with larger, more heterogeneous audiences and requires
pictures to match word stories. Television, unlike newspapers which
have no competition in the local market, must compete with several
nther electronic outlets for attention.

The end products of these various constraints on newsmaking are
news media which support the American political system in general, but
emphasize its shortcomings and conflicts — because journalists see
themselves as watchdogs of public honesty and because conflict is excit-
ing. News is geared primarily to attract and entertain rather than edu-
cate the audience about politically significant events.

The pressures to report news rapidly while it is happening often lead
to presentation of disjointed fragments and disparate commentary. This
leaves the audience with the impossible task of weaving the fragments
into a meaningful tapestry of interrelated events.

The end product of the gatekeeping process is inadequate, if judged
in terms of the information needs of the ideal citizen in the ideal democ-
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racy. ..—._..mn is especially true of television, which provides little more tha:
a To-n_:; service for news and which mirrors the world like the curve«
5.:.2.-.2 the county fair. Reslity is there, but badly out of shape anc
proportion.

.wcn if one concedes, as I do, that most of us only faintly resembl
the ideal citizen, and that most look to the media for entertainment
rather than .o::u__nosn.ou.. a different appraisal suggests itself. By anc
large, >=..a:o..... mass media do serve the general public about as well a:
:-.nn public wants to be served in practice, rather than theory. Enter
tainment is interspersed with a smattering of serious information
w.qa-%r of coverage is preferred over narrow depth. In times of acute cri-
sie, as we -r.u: see in Chapter 8, the media can and do follow a different
pattern. Serious news displaces entertainment, and the broad sweep of
events turns into a narrow, in-depth focus on the crisis. Short of acute
crisis, superficiality prevails most of the time,
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