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Chapter 3

Under st andi ng Political Conmmunications

Al t hough there is an abundance of heated rhetoric and conjecture,
and everyone who watches television seens to have a view about the
issue, it is surprisingly difficult to find systematic evidence that
proves the videomal ai se hypothesis. There is a broad consensus that the
process of political conmunications has changed, but whether this has
had a major inpact on the contents of election news, still Iless
influenced public attitudes and behavior, remai ns que stionabl e.
Unfortunately often discussions of the perceived problens of the news
media fail to distinguish criticism based on unsystematic observation
from those based on nore solid grounds. Many recent books on the news
medi a, di scussing phenonena such as trends towards ‘soft’ or
“infotai nment’ news, sinply assune that the contents of coverage nust
i nfluence the public, in a sinple ‘hypodermc-syringe nodel, with no
prior evidence. Yet this nodel has been largely abandoned in
conmuni cation research as we have cone to realize that the public
actively reacts, deconstructs and interprets what they watch and read,
rather than sinply absorbing messages like a passive sponge?.
Understanding the political influence of the news nedia raises
difficult theoretical and nethodological challenges. Wat evidence
shows whether political coverage in the news nedia contributes towards
civic mal ai se? Previous studies have generally enpl oyed trend anal ysis,
experimental designs, or cross-sectional surveys, each with certain
pros and cons.

Trend Analysis: Diffuse Theories of Videomal ai se

One approach has been to conpare trends in the contents of news
coverage with trends in public opinion. Popular accounts often assune a
causal connection if negative news about government has grown in recent
years along with public cynicism about political institutions. Content
anal ysis provides a systematic description of the nedia |andscape and
monthly polls monitor the pulse of public opinion. The nedia is
believed to exert a diffuse, long-term and cumul ative influence on the
political culture. It’s the steady repetition of messages over and over
agai n, not individual exposure, which is thought to entrench mai nstream
orientations for nost viewers. The linkage between declining trust in
Ameri can governnent institutions and the rise of television news was
first suggested by Robinson and Sheeney? Austin Ranney neatly
encapsul ates this view “It is hard not to put tw facts side by side
one is the fact that the age of television began in the 1950s and
reached its presence dom nances by the mid-1960s; the other is the fact
that the rise in public cynicism has been continuous through the sane
period.These two facts do not prove that television portrayal of
politics explains all the decline in confidence, but it 1is not
unreasonabl e..to conclude that television has nade a major contribution
to that decline.”® Simlar studies in Germany, Sweden and Japan have
shown how increased coverage of scandals and negative news has
acconpani ed falling confidence in political |eaders?*

This approach is exenplified in an influential study in which
Thomas Patterson argues that there was a shift in the culture and
val ues of Anmerican television journalismin the post -Vietnam and post -



Chapter from Pippa Norris “A Virtuous Circle: Political Communications in Post-
Industrial Societies.””(NY: Cambridge University Press, Fall 2000)

Watergate era that gradually infected the rest of the news nedia® For
evi dence the study exam ned the evaluative tone of coverage of American
presidential elections in Time and Newsweek since the 1960s. The
research found increased negativity in election news: the proportion of
‘bad news’ was about one quarter of canpaign coverage in 1960. It grew
to about 40% in presidential elections from 1964-1976, and then rose to
about 50 to 60% in elections from 1980 to 1992. The data displays a
pattern of stepped plateaus, rather than a steady linear rise. Al though
we lack direct evidence nonitoring the culture of journalismin this
period, Patterson argues that Vietnam and Watergate were the sem nal
events that transfornmed American news, as the press turned against
politicians.

VWhile intuitively plausible, the tinme-series approach faces two
mai n chal | enges before it can be accepted as fully convincing. First,
can we assune that there has been a substantial change in the contents
of news over ting, with the growh of ‘negative news’ or
“infotainment’? The available evidence in the United States is limted
and may be unrepresentative of the broad range of news nedia® and we
lack systematic content analysis allowing us to conpare long-term
trends in typical news coverage across many countries. The declinism
thesis may be falling into the trap of assuming a ‘golden age of

journalism which, in fact, proves nythical. *‘Tabloidization refers
simul taneously, and thereby anbiguously, both to news formats and
subjects. As discussed in detail in the next t wo chapters, one possible

interpretation of developnents in recent decades is that perhaps the
news may have diversified into both nore popular and nore serious
formats, rather than sinply noved down-market in ternms of the type of
stories covered.

Even if we accept the presuned changes in the contents of news,
with the growh of tabloid or negative news in the US and Europe, as
wor ki ng assunptions, we still face large inferential |eaps before we
can establish the inpact of news coverage on public opinion. The
evidence in the nmacro-level studies is open to many alternative
interpretations.

Any parallel trends over time my, in fact, be independent.
There may be no systematic |ink between the type of coverage and the
public’s response. Studies have found that even where political news on
Amrerican networks used a conflict frane, for exanple in covering the
debat e between the President and Congress over the issue of gays in the
mlitary, the public tended to discount such framng, instead
interpreting the story in ternms of the underlying events or the nerits
of particular policy proposals’. Even if news proves negative or
conflictual, therefore, content analysis nmay provide a msleading
picture of how the public responds, constructs, and creates their
under st andi ng fromthe nmessages they see.

O the association may prove spurious, as the result of other
causal factors. An increase in the incidents of government corruption,
for exanple, may logically produce both nore negative nedia coverage
and nore public cynicism about politicians. In the cultural account it
is particularly inportant that the timng of events in Vietnam and
Watergate should relate systematically to changes over time in
political coverage since, of course, many factors nay otherw se have
driven trends in the news in recent decades® The expansion in the
strategic focus of Anerican canpaign news during the 1970s and 1980s,
for exanple, could be plausibly explained by actual changes in
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el ectioneering, such as the rising inportance of primaries, the
| engt heni ng camnpai gn, the decline in salience of many of the 1960's hot

button issues or generational and cultural conflict, and above all the
gromh of professional political marketing. Canpaign news nay have
changed to reflect the fact that election str ategy has becone nore
i mportant, and substantive policy issues have becone less inportant, in
determ ning el ecti on outcones.

Equal ly plausibly, the direction of causality m ght be reversed:
if political news has beconme cynical this mght be the result, rather
than the cause, of the wider political culture. Robinson and Sheehan
acknowl edge that television journalists are part of a broader set of
norms and val ues in society® “To some degree the entire process nust be
circular, wth the networks affecting the public and the public
affecting the networks in return.” They argue that the nedia influences
the public, because in several instances, such as civil rights, the
networks have been ahead of the prevailing view'°. Yet this argument
fails to explain apparent major anonalies where, |like the cavalry, the
news mnedia charged ahead but the poor bloody foot -soldiers failed to
follow W need to explain how the endless onslaught of 'scandal'
coverage in the nedia frenzy that afflicted the second term of the
Cinton presidency failed to danage his long-term public popularity,
and indeed probably boosted it. As John Zaller suggests, we need to
understand the conditionality of mnmedia effects, both when coverage of
scandal matters for public opinion and when it does not . After a
lengthy critique of the tinme-series data presented by Putnam Bennett
concludes that a circular process may be at work: “The well documented
political uses and abuses of television are as much a response to, as
primary causes, of societal breakdown, individual isolation, and
general i zed discontent with politics.” *?

G ven these potential problens, the best that can be said about
trend analysis is that it provides interesting hypotheses deserving
further exam nation but essentially the case remmins unproven, nore
faith than fact.

Experi mental Studies

Another way to try to unravel this issue is through experinents
that nonitor the process of short-term individual -1evel opinion change
in response to specific nmedia nmessages. The logic of the experinent al
approach is disarmngly sinple: if sone people are shown negative news
high-lighting a political scandal, while others watch a clip about the
success of a government program how do both groups react? This method
can potentially provide sonme of the nost convincing and rigorous
evidence to settle the videonal ai se debat e.

A series of experinments have been wused to support the
vi deonal ai se perspective. In the md-1970s M chael Robi nson showed 212

subjects a single controversial docunentary, “The Selling of the
Pentagon”, and he found differences in internal political efficacy
after exposure to the program? In an influential recent study,

Ansol abehere and |Iyengar denonstrated that watching negative or
"attack' television advertising discouraged voter turnout and decreased
political efficacy in the U S

This approach was exenplified in experiments by Cappella and
Jam eson which concluded that American network news was gquilty of
sensationalizing and over -sinplifying conplex policy issues |like health
care, enphasizing the political gane over substantive debate,
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contributing towards a 'spiral of cynicism anong the public. Jam eson
argues that strategic coverage shares certain characteristics, nanely:
wi nning and | osing becomes the central concern; the l|language of wars,
ganes and conpetition predom nates; there is discussion of perforners,
critics and voters; there is nmuch enphasis on the performance and style
of candidates; and great weight is given to polls and position in
eval uati ng candi dates. O course there is nothing new about this, after
all elections are primarily about who wins and fornms the governnent
not just a civics debate educating the public, but over the years
Jam eson argues that this framng has come to predominate in election
coverage®. The assunption is that this change has been driven by a
shift wthin journalism rather than a change in the nature of
canpai gning per se due to the growh of political marketing. To test
the effects of this devel opment, one group was exposed to canpai gn news
in the print and broadcast nedia franmed strategically, where w nning or
losing was the predomnant way of characterizing the notivation of
candi dates. Another group was shown news framed in terns of issues,
where stories concerned problens facing society and proposed sol utions.
Those who saw the strategic frame were nore likely to provide a cynica
response, neaning that they attributed self-interest to the notivation
of politicians: “A story can be framed in terns of the advantages and
di sadvantages for the candidate’'s chances of election or in terns of
the advantages and disadvantages for the constituency. Mstrust of
politicians and their canpaigns arises when strategy framng
domi nat es. " 6.

These experinents certainly cone closer to nailing down causal
effects in a rigorous manner yet they face the common problem of how
far we can generalize fromthe results to the real world. Experinents
may involve a |large nunber of participants who are allocated to stinuli
and control groups wholly at random Yet the results can be the product
of the particular methodology that is wused, including the nessage
stimuli that are selected, the neasurement of political attitudes Iike
‘cynicism, and other artifacts about the design

In contrast to the US results, for exanple, parallel experinents
on the inpact of television news conducted in the 1997 British genera
el ection canpai gn anong 1,125 subjects, found that negative news failed
to damage, while positive news served to boost, levels of party
support!”. As discussed further in the concluding chapter, this pattern
proved significant despite a wide range of controls. The contrasting
findings of the available experinental studies of the effects of
negative television news in Britain, and Ansol abehere and Iyengar’'s
study of negative TV ads in the US, may occur for any one of three
reasons: because of the specific conditions under which they were
conducted (such as the operationalization and nmeasurenent of negativity
and party support); because repetitive 30-second TV ads and | onger
television news stories may plausibly influence viewers in different
ways; or because people react differently wthin different nedia,
electoral and political contexts. Experi nental studies can provide
preci se answers that address the issues of causality in nmedia effects,
but it can be difficult to generalize from the necessarily artificial
conditions of an experinent to the real world.

Surveys: Specific Theories of Videonal ai se

Per haps the mpbst common approach has | ooked for individual -1eve
evi dence from cross-sectional national surveys. Behavioral research has
focused on understanding the conditions of mnedia exposure believed to
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produce certain individual -level effects, including variations in the
source, content, channel, receivers and destination. Studies have often
conpared the attitudes and behavior of regular users of different types
of media, such as newspapers and television news, or viewrs of
tel evi si on debates and canpai gn ads.

This approach was exenplified by Mchael J. Robinson, who used
Ameri can NES survey data fromthe sixties to show that those who relied
on television news had Ilower political efficacy, greater social
di strust and cynicism and weaker party loyalties than those who relied
upon newspapers, radio or nagazines for their political news®®.
Experimental data with 212 subjects was used to confirm the direction
of causality. For Robinson the videonalaise story runs as follows. In
the 1950s and 1960s tel evision news devel oped a mass audi ence, reaching
an ‘inadvertent audience’ who watched the news although they were
otherwise inattentive to political i nformati on. The inadvertent
audience is theorized to be particularly vulnerable to the effects of
what they watch and to believe in the credibility of the networks.
Amreri can television journalism is t hought to share certain
characteristics, nanely to present interpretive, negativist, and anti -
institutional news. The result is that viewers, particularly the
inattentive audience who lack other forns of political information

respond to the <content by growing nore cynical, frustrated and
despai ring about public affairs, and nore disenchanted with social and
political institutions. The main evidence Robinson presented, in

addition to the experinmental results already nentioned, were sinple
cross-tabul ations of the 1968 NES data on internal political efficacy
scores, sub-divided into those relying solely on TV for information,
those relying mainly on TV, and those relying upon some other news
medi um Robi nson concl uded that those who relied solely on TV had | ower
confidence that they could affect the political system ”Those who rely
upon television in following politics are nore confused and nore
cynical that those who do not. And those who rely totally upon
tel evision are the nost confused and cynical of all.”?

Robi nson theorized that six factors explained this relationship:
the size of the television news audience; public perceptions of the
credibility of the networks; the interpretative character of television
news; the emphasis on conflict and violence; and the anti -institutiona
theme in network news. 1In later work, he suggested that network
tel evision news was strongly influenced by the prestige press, notably
the New York Times, the Washington Post and Wall Street Journal, with a
greater focus on ‘inside-the-beltway’ strategic analysis than
traditional coverage of politics in the regional press and wre
services?®. In the post-Watergate era, after the standard NES indicators
of trust in Anerican politicians experienced free-fall, the thesis that
tel evision news was responsible for civic malaise seened plausible to
many. Ot hers broadened the critique; an early study, by Mller et al.,
i nked content analysis of newspapers, particularly critical political
coverage, with feelings of politi cal disaffection experienced by their
r eader s?*.

More recently, Robert Putnam analyzed the U S. Ceneral Soci al
Survey to denonstrate that the heaviest users of television were |east
socially trusting and least willing to join comunity groups %2 These
findings can be related to broader trends in civic engagenent. Putnam
argued that as television saturated American homes in the 1950s this
produced a post-civic generation. This helped to explain the cohort
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patterns of political mobilization and why citizens raised in this
cultural environment were less likely than their parents to trust
others, to join voluntary associations, and to vote. Three hypotheses
are offered: time spent on television may displace other Ileisure
activities and comunity involvenrent outside the home; watching
primetime entertainment television with its enphasis on violence and
crime may produce a 'nmean world syndrone??; and, lastly, TV may have a
particularly strong effect on childhood aggression. Television is
thereby indicted for the dramatic erosion of civic engagenent and
social capital in Anerica.

Anal ysts of cross-sectional surveys face four major challenges in
interpreting the avail able evidence. The nost inportant is that cross -
section surveys carried out at one point in tine make it difficult to
resolve the classic chicken-and-egg direction of <causality. Does
political interest cause us to turn on 'Meet the Press' or 'Nghtline',
or does watching these progranms nmake us nore politically interested?
Does watching television produce less social trust and comunity
i nvol verent ? Or do people who don't trust others and are not engaged in
their comunity prefer, as a matter of personal choice, to stay hone
and watch TV? W cannot tell. The 'uses and gratifications' approach
argues that we select the prograns to watch which are nost in tune with
our prior predispositions and tastes?. In this view, the process of
exposure to the new nedia may thereby reinforce (which is still an
i nportant effect), but it may not change, our political attitudes.

Secondly, <clainms often generalize about ‘newspaper readers’,
"television viewers', or even ‘internet users’, as though there is a
single experience of these nedia. In practice, wth the nodern
fragnentation of television channels, ny TV experience (Nightline, C-
SPAN and ER) is probably far renmoved from your TV experience (Monday
Ni ght Football, MV and Oprah). ldeally we need to conpare the effects
of variance in the nmedia nmessages, so that we can see whether people
who consistently use one distinctive source (such as crinme-focused
local TV news) differ from those who use others (like right -wing chat
radio). Unfortunately in practice it is often difficult to disentangle
news sources through survey research: our neasures of media habits are

often diffuse and inprecise (how many hours do | wusually watch the
news?) . There is often little variance in the contents of mainstream
sources like television news on different channels, so we cannot

contrast the effects of watching ABC or NBC. W usually have multi ple
and overlapping uses of different nedia, for exanple tabloid readers
are often also fans of popular TV; broadsheet readers often listen to
current affairs prograns; people who watch TV news are often newspaper
readers, and so on. One way to nonitor nedia use is to ask the standard
guestion long enployed in American polls: "Were do you get nost of
your news — from the newspapers or radio or television or magazines or
talking to people, or where?” Yet this itemis poorly designed, since
it is akin to asking electors what influenced their vote, rather than
analyzing this process indirectly. The item assunes a trade-off where,
given nultiple uses, mpst of us are unable to provide a sensible
answer. | get nost of my news from Internet newspapers and online TV
bulletins, from NPR and the BBC world service, and, depending upon the
topic, from occasional prograns |like N ghtline and Meet the Press: what
reply should I give? The alternative is to ask about habitual reliance
upon a series of different sources, such as how many days per week |
usually listen to the radio, or watch the TV evening news, or read a
paper. This self-reported nedia exposure is also unsatisfactory, since
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it takes no account of attention, but it provides a nore reliable
i ndicator than a single trade-off question. Qur case is strengthened if
we can establish a significant and consistently positive relationship
between this weak neasure of nedia use and the indicators of civic
engagenent .

Moreover, there is no consensus in the literature as other
studies based on survey analysis have challenged the videonal aise
clainms. Earlier studies by the author have confirmed that heavy use of
tel evision was associated with some indicators of political apathy, as
Put nam suggested, in America and other post -industrial societies?. But
this was not a problem of television news per se: people who often
wat ched TV news and current affairs were anong the nost involved in a
wide range of civic activities, such as voting, canpaigning and
or gani zat i onal menber shi p26. Recently  Stephen Bennett has al so
chal l enged the pernicious effects of Anerican TV news, concluding that
medi a exposure variables are not significant predictors of trust in
government 2. A series of studies have found that regular viewers of
tel evision news, and readers of broadsheet papers, have higher than
average levels of political information, interest and engagenment in
many countries?.

Lastly, individual -level survey analysis is concerned wth
monitoring the specific influence of videonalaise on part icular groups
of news nedia users. Yet this does not address the diffuse version of
the videonalaise thesis. If the whole country have been affected by
simlar trends, for exanple if American journalists are collectively
overtaken by Mnica madness, then it becones alnost inpossible to
di sentangl e the effects of using different nedia sources on the public.
Like the air we breathe, if daily news about political scandals or
government failures is all around us, from The New York Times to The
New York Post, and from The Drudge Report to Larry King Live, we cannot
tell if the public is cynical because of this endless diet from the
media, or whether journalists are sinply feeding the voracious public
appetite for such headline news. O both. Only stringent compar ative
desi gns across countries allow wus to explore cross-cultural
di ff erences.

Conpar ati ve Studies

This leads to the conclusion that the inpact of the news nedia
ideally needs to be studied within a cross-national setting. As
Blum er, MlLeod and Rosengren argue, conparative research allows us to
overcome national and tine-bound limtations on the generalizability of
our theories, assunptions and propositions?. At present the bulk of the
existing research has been conducted within the United States but it
remai ns unclear how far patterns found in these studies are evident in
other countries®. As discussed in chapter 13, many features of the news
environment in the United States may be a product of *American
exceptionalism. Despite the formdable problens facing comparative
research, and the serious limtations of data, such a strategy is
wort hwhi | e because it can start to counteract both ‘naive universalisn
(assumi ng everywhere is the same as us) and ‘unwitting parochialism
(assuming everywhere is different to us)?3.

Conpari ng Post -1 ndustrial Societies

The conparative framework adopted for this book focuses on post -
industrial societies, defined as the 29 nenber states of the
Organi zati on for Econom c Cooperation and Devel opnent. This conparison
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includes nmopst of the major developed economies and established
denocracies in the world, including all G/ and European Union states.

The advantages of this design is that it allows us to conpare a w de
range of advanced industrialized societies and denocratic states which
are reasonably simlar in terns of their levels of economc, social and
political developnent. This follows the classic logic of the °‘nost

simlar system design which assunes that the factors comon to
relati vely honbgeneous societies are irrelevant to explaining their
differences®. Conmon levels of literacy, education and affluence in
post-industrial societies mean that we can discount these factors in
searching for explanations of civic participation. At the sane tine
there remain significant contrasts in the news environnents, in the
political systens, and in dependent variables concerning levels of

political know edge, interest and civic engagement anong citizens in
these states. At the broadest level, we are seeking to move from an
analysis of nations towards an analysis of types of ©political

conmuni cation  systens. The analysis of ‘ newspaper -centric’ and
‘television-centric’ nedia systens presented in Chapter 4 provides one
such exanpl e of this approach®.

[ Tabl e 3.1 about here]

The basic econom ¢ and social indicators of the countries under
conparison are sumarized in Table 3.1. The CECD includes over one
billion people in large and small states, ranging fromthe U S., Japan
Mexi co and Germany at one end of the spectrum down to Luxenbourg and
Iceland at the other. Many of the nost highly affluent societies in the
world, characterized by a CDP per capita of over $30,000, are nenbers
of the CECD, such as Switzerland, Japan, the US and the Scandinavian
states, although at the lower |evel of econom c devel opnent the CECD
has countries with per capita GDP bel ow $10, 000 i ncludi ng nenber states
in Southern, Central and Eastern Europe, as well as Mexico3. Al these
post -industrial economies are overwhelmngly based on the service
sector, absorbing two-thirds of civilian enploynment and roughly the
same proportion of contribution to GDP. Just over one quarter of jobs
in the CECD remain in manufacturing industry while I ess than one tenth
are in agriculture. The only countries with nmore than a fifth of their
workforce in agriculture are Geece, Mxico, Poland and Turkey. The
size of the public sector varies substantially between countries,
whet her neasured by governnent expenditure as a percentage of GDP or by
the size of public sector enploynment. The |argest public sector remains
in the countries of Scandinavia and Northern Europe, especially in
small welfare states with a strong social denocratic tradition such as
Sweden and the Netherlands. In contrast, the level of public service
spending was far lower in Japan and South Korea. Lastly, the indicators
show that CECD societies are ampng the nost highly literate and
educated in the world, with on average over one fifth of their working -
age popul ation attaining some higher education. Conparison between OECD
menber states therefore allows us to explore significant differences in
the news environment, for exanple between countries with predom nately
conmercial or public sector television, or between those with high and
| ow newspaper circulation, controlling for reasonably comon |evels of
soci al and econom c devel oprent .

[ Tabl e 3.2 about here]
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The basic features of the political systens are listed in Table
3. 2. The COCECD contains nost of the world s mgjor established
denocracies as well as three newer denocracies that joined the
organi zation nore recently, nanmely Hungary, Poland and the Czech
Republic. The only exceptions to this generalization are Mexico and
Tur key, which can best be classified as sem -denbcracies. In Mexico the

PRI has held power at the federal | evel since 1929, although under
increasing electoral challenge in recent vyears, and has certain
authoritarian characteristics. Turkey currently lacks inportant
political rights and civil liberties, and has had a m xed and unstable
record of denocratic development3®. The Gastil Index, provided by
Freedom House every year since 1973, has nonitored the Ilevels of
political rights and civil liberties on tw scales, ranging from 1
(nmost free) to 7 (least free). The results show that by the md-1990s
all the nations under conparison fall into the ‘free’ colum, with the

exception of Mexico and Turkey, which are classified as ‘partly free'.

As shown in Table 3.2, the countries conpared in this book
i nclude a wide range of different types of political institutions found
i n denocracies. The electoral system is one of the nost inportant
aspects of any constitution and OECD countries range from proportional
representation using national or regional party lists (such as in the
Net her | ands and Sweden), through mxed systens such as those in Germany
and Italy, to plurality and mgjoritarian systenms, like first past the
post in the UK and US. Party systens also vary substantially, and these
can be classified based on the effective nunber of parlianmentary
parties elected to the lower house (ENPP) in the early to m d-1990s.
This allows us to distinguish between predoni nant one-party systens,
(characteristic of Mexico and Japan), two or two-and-a-half party
systens (found in Australia and the United States), noderate multiparty
pluralism (with between 2.5 and 4.5 ENPP) conmon in many European
systens, and fragnmented nmultiparty pluralism (with an ENPP greater than
4.6)%. The remaining colums in Table 3.2 indicate the opportunities
for electoral participation wthin each system including popular
contests for the Upper House in bicameral |egislatures, direct votes
for the Presidency, and the frequency of national referenduns. The
conpari son of OECD nmenber nations contains inportant differences in the
news environments within a w de range of advanced post-industrialized
econom es and denocratic states.

Cont ent Anal ysis of EU Newspapers and Tel evi sion

For aggregate trends UNESCO provides the nost authoritative and
reliable source of official statistics worldwi de, such as on the
penetration of television sets and circulation of newspapers. Wen we
turn to the content analysis of the news nedia, however, we focus on
the available data in the fifteen nenber states of the European Union.
The content analysis wused in this book is derived from Mnitoring
Euronedia, a nonthly report published by the European Conmm ssion from
January 1995 to Septenmber 1997%. The conpany who carried out the
research, Report International, wused quantitative and qualitative
met hods to study coverage of the European Union in newspapers in all 15
menber states, and television in six nenber states. This source
provi des the nost conprehensive cross-national content analysis dataset
that is currently available. Mnitoring Euronedia exam ned the contents
of 189 newspapers every nonth, including all the national papers as
well as the nost inportant regional papers in all menber states. The
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detailed list of sources is provided in the technical appendix to the
book. The survey included heavywei ght broadsheets |ike Le Mnde, the
Financial Times and the Frankfurter Al lgeneine Zeitung as well as
large-circulation tabloids like Der Bild and The Sun. The weekly
magazi ne press was also included, l|like The Econom st and L’ Express, as
well as dailies and Sundays. The average nonthly report identified
between 11,000-12,000 articles selected as containing information on
the European Union (EU) and its policies. The study then selected a
random sanpl e of 50% of the articles to analyze every nonth, or around
5,000-6,000 articles. Over the whole 33-nonth period the study
therefore anal yzed the contents of just under 200,000 articles.

Each article was coded according to the source, country, date,
and the type of information contained in the article (facts, opinions
or conment).

Articles were also assigned two or three different * topic’ codes
since nmost covered nore than one subject. These categorized topics such
as foreign policy, monetary  policy, EU institutions, and the
enl argenent of the EU.

A selection of stories was also coded on whet her the topic was
evaluated positively or negati vel y. This <can be ternmed the
‘directional’ code or tendency, which was scaled from 1l (very negative)
through 2 (slightly negative), 3 (neutral), 4 (slightly positive) to 5
(very positive). Wien the positive and negative evaluations bal anced
then the stories were given a neutral code. Supervisors checked for
inter-coder reliability and the consistency of coding practices.

Most research on bal ance has concentrated upon how far election
news has proved even-handed in terns of partisanship or ideology, such
as in the anmount of coverage of different candidates or issues . But
elections are special <cases; practices in broadcasting are often
strictly regulated by explicit ‘fair treatnent’ regulations, for
exanple allocating equal tinme to all sides in |eadership debates or
party broadcasts, and in contrast newspaper partisanship is often
hei ghtened during canpaigns. Wile it is particularly inportant that
canpai gn coverage should be balanced, it is difficult to generalize
from patterns found wthin this context to the daily editorial
practices in newsroons. O her conparative research has usually focused
upon how a particular dramatic event was reported in different
countries, like a positive or negative frame when reporting the Culf
war or the downing of the Korean airliner®. Only a couple of studies
have attenpted to conpare typical daily news coverage across different
countries®. Analysis of routine coverage of the EU over a 33-nonth
period provides a unique exam nati on of how the concept of directional
bal ance operates in newspapers and television outside of election
canpaigns. By conparing the anount and balance of EU coverage in
different menber states and over tinme we can analyze whether the news
medi a provides an effective civic forum as discussed in the previous
chapter, encouraging public debate about the European Union.

The nonthly content analysis for television was based on daily
news and current affairs progranmes in six countries (Belgium France,
CGermany, Italy, Spain and the UK). The study recorded the nmain news
programmes in each of these countries, wth details given in the
techni cal appendi x, anal yzing 500-600 programes per nonth. During the
course of the 33-month period the study therefore analyzed around
16, 000- 20,000 progranmes in total. Mnitoring Euronedia included the
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main news bulletins in each country, such as the 6 Oclock and 9
O clock news on BBC1 and Newsnight on BBC2 in Britain, the 6.30am 8pm
and mdnight Telegiornale on Rai Uno in Italy, and the Desayunos de RN
and Telediario on TVE in Spain. The study exam ned how far news stories
in these programres contained i nformation on the European Union and its
policies, and around 300 EU-related stories were coded every nonth
followng the same process as that wused for newspaper articles.
Monitoring Euromedia also conpared coverage of EU special events,
notably the Turin 1GC and the Florence and Dublin Councils in all
menber states, allowing the conparison across all nenber states of
coverage in 73 public and comercial television stations. These sources
therefore allow us to conpare the topic and direction of coverage of
the EU in a wide range of newspaper and tel evision outlets every nonth.
We can nonitor how news coverage changed during these years in response
to political developnents, such as the 1996 Turin |ntergovernental
Conf erence, the process of noving towards Econom c and Mnetary Union,
and events like the British beef crisis caused by ‘mad cow disease.
Using this dataset we can exami ne the anobunt and tone of the news about
the EU, maki ng conpari sons between countries and over tine. If coverage
of the EU policies and institutions becomes nore negative in sone
menber states than in others, for exanple with European policy on the
ban on British beef generating splash Euro skeptic headlines in the
British tabloids, while generating nore popular support in the French
press, we can see whether this leads to changes in public opinion
t owar ds Europe which differ across menber states.

Inevitably reliance upon secondary data limts our ability to
exam ne certain inportant questions raised by theories of videonalaise.
Most inmportantly, we lack any direct evidence whether there has been a
I ong-term change in the news culture since the 1970s, as sone suggest,
for exanple whether there has been increased negativity, the growh of
‘di sdai ning’ commentary by reporters, or a shift from a substantive to
a strategic frane in news stories. Nor can we use this dataset to
exam ne many of the subtle nuances of news coverage of the EU, such as
how far national political l|leaders, EU officials and MEPs are all owed
to speak for thenmselves versus how far journalists provide an
interpretation of events, or how far a national frame, as one would
expect, dominate stories about Europe. Such attributes of news stories
may well play a key role in shaping the contents of news coverage about
Eur ope.

VWat we can do in this study, however, is to examne long-term
effects. If we assune that the typical content of news has changed over
time, increasing public disenchantnent with the political process, as
vi deonal ai se theories hypothesize, then this should be evident in
public opinion nmonitored in the long-term series of surveys we exam ne.
This study analyzes the American public in the series of National
El ection Surveys from 1948 to 1998, and the European public in the
EuroBaroneter series from 1970 to 1998. Vi deomal ai se theories suggest
two alternative hypotheses that we will discuss in detail and test in
subsequent chapters. One possibility is that if changes in news
coverage increasingly turn off all, or a major segnent, of the public
then this should be evident in a shrinkage in the size of the news
audience. In this scenario, many people, disgusted wth negative
journalism can be expected to turn to other channels or to abandon
buying a newspaper. Another possibility is that people continue to
watch TV news and read a paper, perhaps due to habitual |eisure
patterns, but that over tinme those who pay nost attention to the news
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will become increasingly cynical and disenchanted w th government
institutions and political l|leaders. If we assune that news did becone
nmore negative in the US in the 1960s and early 1970s, as many assert,
and this fuelled public disenchantnment with politics then we should see
a changed rel ationship between attention to the American news nedia and
a range of indicators of civic nalaise.

A second potential criticism is that coverage of European
affairs, involving distant, conplex and |ow-salience issues, may differ
in certain inmportant regards from news about donestic politics. The
latter may well provide nore coverage of the drama, personalities and
salient issues nore relevant and immediate to the lives of citizens.
This is true, but in principle it can be argued that these conditions
shoul d nmaxim ze the potential inpact of the news media s coverage. In
donestic politics, the public have nultiple sources of information, for
exanpl e people can evaluate the economic performance of the governnent
based on their own ‘pocket-books', the conditions of their friends,
col | eagues and nei ghbours, and reports of the trade gap, official rate
of inflation, or the growh of jobs reported in the news nedia. Gven
all these sources, people may choose to discount information provided
by the news nedia. In contrast in European affairs, while sonme EU
policies may have a direct and visible inpact, nobst are conducted as
such an abstract and technical level that citizens have to rely al nost
wholly on the news nmedia for their i nformation, along with cues from
opi ni on-1 eaders and personal discussions. In this regard, coverage of
the EU can be regarded as conparable to how public opinion is shaped
towards other foreign policy issues, like conflict in Kosovo, trade
with China, or the @ilf War. Plausibly, if we find few systematic
effects upon public opinion from coverage of the EU, then we m ght
expect to find even weaker effects from news coverage of donestic
politics.

Lastly, the content analysis provides no direct evidence of
coverage in the ‘new news, nmeaning television nagazines, Ilive
di scussi on programes, or talk radio, let alone the flourishing sources
of news on the Internet. This is a valid criticismup to a point. The
content analysis we use draws heavily on the nmainstream evening news
progranms on television. But it does also include |eading current
affairs mamgazines like the BBC s Sunday °‘Breakfast with Frost’ and
BBC2's Newsni ght, as well as CGerman ARD s Europa-magazin and
Pressecl ub, and France 2's Sunday Revue de Presse. These can be seen as
roughly equivalent to American television nagazine prograns |ike * Meet
the Press’, ‘N ghtline’, ‘20/20" or ‘Dateline’. If the ‘new news has
infected traditional standards of mainstream journalism as sone
suggest, then this should be picked up by our analysis. In addition, it
remai ns unclear whether there is a distinct ‘new news sector in

Europe. In Britain, for exanple, one of the oldest BBC radio
progranmes, Any Questions, now forty years old, and the direct
descendent of television's Qestion Time, has always involved Ilive

public questions and debate between political |eaders. News magazi nes,
in different formats, have been popular since the 1960s. Certainly
there are sone equivalents to the American ‘new news in Europe, such
as the Spanish ‘tertulias’, 24-hour radio talk channels, and Internet
magazi nes, but their audience currently remains limted. The content
analysis of television and newspapers used in this study, while l|ess
than ideal in ternms of long-termtinme-series data, and while limted to
the 15 European CECD countries, therefore does provide a suitable basis
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for a conparative study of typical news coverage of European affairs
across the EU.

Publ i ¢ Opi ni on

Content analysis, no matter how conprehensive, remains silent
about the effects of coverage. To understand the inpact of attention to
the news nedia on the public, we draw on two decades of Eurobaroneter
surveys ranging fromthe first European Community Study in 1970 to the
nost recently available survey in March-April 1999. Surveys are
conducted tw to five times a year, wth about 1000 face-to-face
interviews in each nenber state, with reports published on a biannual
basis for the European Conm ssion. These studies have been suppl ement ed
since January 1996 by Europinion, (European Continuous Tracking
Surveys) which have sought to nonitor public opinion towards key issues
and institutions with telephone interviews each week and the results
rel eased on a nonthly basis. These rich datasets allow us to nonitor
whet her people who are nbst attentive to newspapers, television and the
Internet differ in any significant ways in their political attitudes,
opi nions and behaviour towards the European Union, in terns of its
institutions and its policies in the fifteen menber st ates. Were there
are key events — such as the Miastricht agreenent, the introduction of
the Euro, and the resignation of the Santer European Conm ssion, these
sources allow us to conpare coverage in the news media with public
opi ni on. Since European policies often involve fairly conplex and
techni cal issues, where people lack direct experience, this provides a
strong test of the learning effects of the news nmedia. It is difficult
for European citizens to know nmuch about these issues except via the
news nedia, and as such if journalismfails in its informational role,
then this may have inportant inplications for European Union governance
and w despread concerns about a ‘denocratic deficit’. Wthin this
context we can explore the role of the news nmedia as a nobilizing
agent, and the effects of nedia use on political know edge, interest
and activism in different European nmenber states.

One potential criticism of using European data is the ‘Anerican
exceptional i sm ar gunent . Much  of the videonmalaise literatur e
originated in the United States, and many of the clains about changes
in news journalism may relate to specific historical and cultural
factors peculiar to Anerica. As we shall see, the news environment in
the United States is nore television-centric (and wth far nore
commercially-oriented TV) than in nost FEuropean countries. The
predomi nant I|iberal political culture in Anerica may also be nore
m strustful of governnent than the nore social denmbcratic tradition in
the smaller European welfare states. To test whether patterns found in
Eur opean public opinion were also evident in the US we drew on half a
century of survey data from the series of Anerican National E ection
Studies (NES) from 1948-98. (bviously there are sone inportant
differences between the NES and the Eurobarometer, including the
specific questions monitoring nedia use and civic engagenent, as well
as the welectoral context of the NES. Nevertheless by matching
functionally equivalent, if not identical, neasures we can exam ne the
i npact of attention to the Anerican news nmedia on simlar indicators of
political know edge, trust and participation. As nentioned earlier, the
NES al so has the advantage of allowing us to nonitor trends from 1952,
before the television age becane established, until 1998, representing
the early years of the Internet age.
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The next chapter goes on to use official statistics from UNESCO
and other international bodies to exam ne some of the nost inportant
structural trends in the news environment in post-industrialized
societies since the end of the Second Wrld War*, including: press
diversity due to the nunber of national daily newspapers being
publ i shed, changes in circulation and sales figures, and concentration
of owner shi p; television diversity including the structure of
conpetition between public service and conmerci al channels, regul ations
of broadcasting, and the availability and penetration of cable,
satellite and new conmuni cation technology; and lastly internet usage,
a devel opment which has proceeded far faster in sonme countries than in
others. Gven this understanding we can then start to consider what
i npact these differences mght have upon the contents of the news and
its potential effects upon the public.
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Table 3.1: Soci al

and Econom c | ndicators OECD Countri es,

m d- 1990s

GDP Servi ce Sector Si ze of Public Sector E
Country Area Pop. GDP per capita Contri bution Gener al Gover nnent % Pop
(1000’ 5) to GDP Gover nnent Enpl oyment % of | eas
% Ser vi ces Expendi ture % t ot al secon
of GDP enpl oynent (2
1996 1996 (%) 1996 m d- 1990s 1996
Australia 7687 18, 289 21, 375 69.5 35.6 16.0
Austria 84 8, 060 28, 384 67.9 48. 6 22.8
Bel gi um 31 10, 127 25, 409 70. 2 51.7 19.0
Canada 9976 29,964 19, 330 72.1 45.8 19. 6
Czech Rep 79 10, 316 5, 445 58.4 40.5
Denmar k 43 5, 262 33, 230 72.1 59.6 30.7
Fi nl and 338 5,125 24,420 64.9 55.9 25.2
France 549 58, 380 26, 323 71.7 51.6 24.9
Ger many 357 81, 877 28,738 68. 4 46. 6 15.4
Greece 132 10, 465 11, 684 67.9 52.1
Hungary 93 10, 195
I cel and 103 270 27,076 68.5 35.1 19.9
I rel and 70 3,621 19, 525 54.7 36.9 13.4
Italy 301 57,473 21,127 65.5 49.5 16. 1
Japan 378 125, 864 36, 509 60.0 28.5 6.0
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Korea, S. 98 45, 545 10, 644 50.9 15.7

Luxenmbour g 3 418 40, 791 74.9 45.0 12.0
Mexi co 1973 96, 582 3,411 69.5

Net her | ands 41 15, 494 25,511 69. 8 50.0 11.9
NZ 269 3, 640 18, 093 66. 6 22.1
Nor way 324 4,370 36, 020 65.5 45.8 30.8
Pol and 313 38,618

Por t ugal 92 9, 935 10, 425 62.9 42.5 15.3
Spai n 505 39, 270 14, 894 64.8 41.2 15.7
Sweden 450 8,901 28, 283 70.5 63.8 31.2
Swi t zer | and 41 7,085 41, 411 63.5 47.7 14.0
Tur key 781 62, 695 2,894 52.5

UK 245 58, 782 19, 621 70.8 42.3 14.1
us 9373 265, 557 27,821 71.9 34.3 13. 4
Gr 21178 677, 897

EU15 3240 373, 220

CECD Tot al 34727 1,092,208

Source: COECD
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Table 3.2: Political System CECD Countries, md-1990s
Country El ect oral Nunber Nunber of Type of Popul ar Popul ar Nat i onal Politic
System of Effective Party System El ection El ection Referenduns Ri gt
for Lower Menbers Parliamentary for Upper for I nc
House Parties House Presi dent
Lower
House
1996 1996 1991- 95 1991- 95 1996 1996 N. 1945-95 1¢
Australia AV 148 2.42 Two party Yes No 23
Austria PR 183 3.40 Mbder at e No Maj ority- 1
pluralism runof f
Bel gi um PR 150 7.95 Fragnent ed I ndi rect No 1
pluralism
Canada Plurality 295 2.35 Two party No No 1
Czech Rep PR 200 4.85 Fragnment ed Yes No
pluralism
Denmar k PR 179 4.70 Fragmented Uni caneral No 13
pluralism
Fi nl and PR 200 4. 88 Fragmented Uni caneral Maj ority- 1
pluralism runof f
France Maj ority- 577 2.96 Moder at e I ndi rect Maj ority- 12
runof f pluralism runof f
Ger many M xed 656 2.78 Mbder at e No No 0
pluralism
Greece PR 300 2.17 Two party Uni caneral No 4
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150

120
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460

230

350
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.45

.95

.70

.28

.38

.16

.15
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.55
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pluralism
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Swi t zer| and PR 200 5. 60 Pol ari sed Yes No 275
pluralism
Tur key PR 550 4.40 Moderate  Uni caner al No 4
pluralism
UK Plurality 659 2.26 Two party No No 1
us Plurality 435 2.00 Two party Yes El ec. 0
col | ege/
plurality
Gr
EU15
CECD Tot al
Sources: Political Rights, Cvil Liberties and Type of Denpbcracy: Freedom Review ‘Index of Freedom January 1€

El ectoral system *‘ Conparing Denpbcracies’ Lawence LeDuc, Richard Niem and Pippa Norris.1996. London: Sage.

Plurality systems = First Past the Post, AV=Alternative Vote, STV=Single Transferable Vote, PR=Party List M xe
Plurality and Party List systens. Effective nunber of parlianentary parties defined as those with at |east 3%
house in the nost recent election. Type of party system based on ENPP in the |l atest election available: 0 -2.5
4.5=Nbderate pluralism 4.6+=Fragnented pluralism
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