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PREFACE

Kiku Adatto is a Harvard sociologist who has been
a Fellow at the Joan Shorenstein Barone Center on
the Press, Politics and Public Policy for the past
two years, researching a comparative study of
weekday evening newscasts on the three major
commercial networks from Labor Day to Election
Day in 1968 and 1988. With a sense of dogged
dedication, a trained eye for visual detail and a
stopwatch in hand, Dr. Adatto studied 280 news-
casts and concluded that there were dramatic
changes in the way television covered presidential
politics, affecting, as she put it, “the discourse of
democracy.”

“The average ‘sound bite,’ or bloc of uninter-
rupted speech, fell from 42.3 seconds for presiden-
tial candidates in 1968 to only 9.8 seconds in
1988,” she writes in the accompanying study. “In
1968, almost half of all sound bites were 40 sec-
onds or more, compared to less than one percentin
1988. In fact, it was not uncommon in 1968 for
candidates to speak, uninterrupted, for over a
minute on the evening news (21 percent of sound
bites); in 1988, it never happened.”

Dr. Adatto clearly did not intent to convey the
impression that 1968 was the “golden age” of
presidential TV coverage; nor, for that matter, that
1988 represented the “dark ages,” though in retro-
spect many Americans were left wondering about
the quality of presidential politics after observing
the “Hortonized” TV ads and the banality of the
televised debates. Her research in this study
focused on two presidential elections—1968 and
1988—and not on the elections in between; so that
if the difference between 42.3 seconds in 1968 and
9.8 seconds in 1988 was gradual, or suddenly down
between 1968 and 1972, and then slowly leveling
off with each successive election until 1988, as a
different study by Daniel Hallin of the University
of California at San Diego suggests, then that sort
of gradation is not discussed here, because it is be-
yond the scope of this paper.

Similarly beyond its scope are the revolution-
ary changes in technology, which, in this 20-year
period, allowed candidates to be up- and down-
linked to anchors and special audiences around
the country, and the much richer menu of network
broadcast opportunities available to campaigning
candidates. In 1968, for example, there was no
Newshour on PBS, no Nightline on ABC and, most
important, no CNN or other cable outlets. There-
fore, though a candidate’s uninterrupted air-time
on the evening newscasts was decidedly down in

1988, it is possible that his or her air-time overall
might actually have gone up if appearances on
these new outlets had been taken into account.
But such a study, to the best of my knowledge, has
not yet been done.

The special significance of Dr. Adatto’s study
is that it focuses on the three major evening
newscasts on ABC, CBS and NBC, those news-
casts that, for better or worse, remain the prime
targets of presidential campaigning. And while it
is true that audiences for these broadcasts have
been droppingin the past decade, itis also true that
most Americans (depending on the time of the
year, between 60 percent to 65 percent) still get
their news from these broadcasts. Candidate
handlers and managers still plot their campaigns
with this simple statistic in mind. The mark of a
good day on the campaign trail is measured by the
time devoted to the candidate’s activities that gets
on the air. A sound bite added to the picture is an
extra elixir. The tightest bonds develop in the
course of a presidential campaign between the
network field producer and the candidate’s han-
dlers, a relationship that is often carried over from
the campaign into the White House. Susan Zir-
insky, a senior CBS producer, acknowledges in the
Adatto study: “In a funny way, the [Reagan White
House] advancemen and I have the same thing at
heart—we want the piece to look as good as [it]
possibly can.”

Dr. Adatto’s research is important in explain-
ing what has happened to television news cover-
age of presidential campaigns in the last 20 years.
My own belief is that the politicians began to get
super-sophisticated about manipulating television
news during the 1968 campaign and they reached
the highwater mark 20 years later. Maybe Dr.
Adatto’s research can help correct the imbalance
between shadow and substance.

Marvin Kalb

Edward R. Murrow Professor
Director, Joan Shorenstein
Barone Center on the Press,
Politics and Public Policy
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Introduction

SHRINKING SOUND BITES AND THE DISCOURSE OF DEMOCRACY

Standing before a campaign rally in Pennsyl-
vania, the 1968 Democratic Vice Presidential
candidate Edmund Muskie tried to speak, but a
group of anti-war protesters drowned him out.
Muskie offered the hecklers a deal. He would give
the platform to one of their representatives if he
could then speak without interruption.

Rick Brody, the students’ choice, rose to the
microphone where, cigarette in hand, he delivered
an impassioned if disjointed case against the es-
tablishment. Those who saw the demonstrators
as “commie, pinko, rads” were wrong. “We're
here as Americans.” To cheers from the crowd, he
denounced the candidates the 1968 presidential
campaign had to offer. “Wallace is no answer.
Nixon’s no answer and Humphrey’s no answer.
Sit out this election!”

When Brody finished, Muskie made his case
for the Democratic ticket. That night, Muskie’s
confrontation with the demonstrators played
prominently on the network news. NBC showed
57 seconds of Brody’s speech, and over a minute of
Muskie’s.

Twenty years later, things had changed.
Throughout the entire 1988 campaign, no net-
work allowed either presidential candidate tospeak
uninterrupted on the evening news for as long as
Rick Brody spoke in 1968.

By 1988, television’s tolerance for the languid
pace of political discourse, never great, had all but
vanished. An analysis of all weekday evening
newscasts by the three major networks from Labor
Day to Election Day in 1968 and 1988 (more than
280 newscasts) reveals dramatic changes in the
way television covers presidential politics.!

The average “sound bite,” or bloc of uninter-
rupted speech, fell from 42.3 seconds for presiden-
tial candidates in 1968 to only 9.8 seconds in 1988.
In 1968, almost half of all sound bites were 40 sec-
onds or more, compared to less than one percent in
1988. In fact, it was not uncommon in 1968 for
candidates to speak, uninterrupted, for overa min-
ute on the evening news (21 percent of sound
bites); in 1988, it never happened.?

The 1968 style of coverage enabled not only
the candidates but partisans and advocates from
across the political spectrum to speak in their own
voice, to develop an argument on the nightly
news. Lou Smith, a black activist from Watts,
spoke for almost two minutes without interrup-
tion on NBC (Chancellor, October 22).2 Another

network newscast aired over two uninterrupted
minutes of Chicago Mayor Richard Daley’s attack
on media coverage of riots outside the Democratic
convention.* In 1988, George Bush and Michael
Dukakis sometimes spoke less in an entire week
of sound bites than Lou Smith or Mayor Daley or
Rick Brody spoke on a single night in 1968.5

Troubling as it is, the case of the shrinking
sound bite is but one part of a larger change in the
way television covers presidential politics. This
larger change is the tendency of television itself to
become the subject matter of political reporting.
As television news has grown impatient with
political speech in recent years, it has become pre-
occupied with political image-making, with the
efforts by campaigns to produce pictures that will
play on the evening news.

While the time the networks devoted to the
candidates’ words sharply declined over the past
twenty years, the time they devoted to visuals of
the candidates unaccompanied by their words
increased by over 300 percent.

In 1968, most of the time we saw the candi-
dates on the evening news, we also heard them
speaking. In 1988, the reverse was true; most of
the time we saw the candidates, someone else,
usually a reporter, was doing the talking. In a
three-week period in the midst of the 1968 cam-
paign, for example, the candidates spoke for 84
percent of the time their images were on the
screen. In a comparable three-week period in
1988, the candidates spoke only 37 percent of the
time their images appeared on the screen. The rest
of the time, we saw their pictures—not only pos-
ing in media events, but delivering speeches—
without hearing their words.

Television’s growing impatience with politi-
cal speech raises serious questions about the
democratic prospect in a television age: What
becomes of democracy when political discourse is
reduced to sound bites, one-liners, and potent
visuals? And to what extent is television respon-
sible for this development?

Since the Kennedy-Nixon debates of 1960,
television has played a pivotal role in presidential
politics. The Nixon campaign of 1968 was the first
to be managed and orchestrated to play on the
evening news. With the decline of political parties
and the direct appeal to voters in the primaries,
presidential campaigns became more adept at
conveying their messages through visual images,
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not only in political commercials but also in
elaborately staged media events. By the time of
Ronald Reagan, the actor turned President, Mi-
chael Deaver had perfected the techniques of the
video presidency.¢

For television news, the mastery of television
imagery by the politicians posed a temptation and
a challenge. The temptation was to show the
pictures. What network producer could resist the
footage of Reagan at Normandy Beach, or of Bush
in Boston Harbor?

The challenge was to keep reality in focus, to
avoid being entangled in the artifice and imagery
the campaigns dispensed. In 1988, the networks
tried to have it both ways—to meet the challenge
even as they succumbed to the temptation.

On the one hand, they showed the images the
campaigns produced—not only their media events
but even their commercials. Indeed the most
striking images, such as Bush’s “revolving door”
furlough ad, appeared repeatedly in network
newscasts throughout the campaign. At the same
time, the networks sought to retain their objectiv-
ity by exposing the artifice of the images they
showed, by calling constant attention to their self-
conscious design.

The language of political reporting was filled
with accounts of staging and backdrops, camera
angles and scripts, sound bites and spin control,
photo opportunities and media gurus. Soattentive
was television news to the way the campaigns
constructed images for television that political
reporters began to sound like theater critics, re-
porting more on the stagecraft than the substance
of politics.

Theater criticism as a style of political report-
ing took four different forms in 1988: The first was
the tendency to cover media events as contriv-
ances designed for television; the second was to
cover political commercials as news in their own
right; a third was to cover media advisors as ex-
perts, even celebrities; a fourth was to dramatize
trivial incidents—microphone failures or slips of
the tongue—that assumed an importance only
because they could be used by the press to spoil the
images the politicians intended for the screen.

So familiar is this image-conscious style of
coverage that it is difficult to recall the transfor-
mation it represents. The heightened attention to
the construction of images for television, so promi-
nent in 1988 coverage, was all but absent only
twenty years ago. Only six percent of reports in
1968 were devoted to theater criticism compared
to 52 percent in 1988.

Reporters in 1968 were well aware of the
politicians’ growing mastery of television. As Eric

Sevareid observed, “the important figure in the
crowd is the television cameraman. He provides
the significant audience.” John Hart revealed the
facets of image manipulation from timing rallies
toplay on the evening news to setting up photo op-
portunities. Ted Koppel exposed the contrivances
of Nixon’s citizen panel shows. Sevareid noted,
“the fingerprints of Madison Avenue are all over
this operation.”8

Yet even as they reported the first presidential
campaign “made for television,” reporters contin-
ued to reflect the print journalist traditions from
which they had descended. In the marriage of
theater and politics, politics remained the focus of
reporting. The media events of the day—mostly
rallies and press conferences—were covered as
political events, not as exercises in impression
management. Reporters covered what the candi-
dates said, not the image they sought to create for
the evening news. And newscasts featured politi-
cal commentary segments in which members of
the press offered their analysis and opinions.

When political correspondents probed behind
the scenes of the rallies and public statements, it
was to report on political strategy, not to expose
the apparatus of image-construction. Roger Ailes,
who in 1988 was a celebrity in his own right,
labored in obscurity as a Nixon media man. In
1968, his name was never mentioned on the eve-
ning news.

By 1988, television campaign coverage was
transformed. Television displaced politics as the
focus of coverage. Like a gestalt shift, the images
that once formed the background to political
events—the setting and the stagecraft—now occu-
pied the foreground.

Time and again reporters called attention to
the politicians’ use of television imagery. Andyet,
for all their efforts, they did not escape their
entanglement or recover their independent voice.
Instead they became conduits for the very images
they criticized. They showed the potent visuals
even as they attempted to avoid the manipulation
by “deconstructing” the imagery and revealing its
artifice.

Beguiled by the pictures, they often forgot
about the facts. Whether the pictures came from
media events or political commercials, the net-
works covered them as news, often with little
attempt to correct the distortions they contained.
Alerting the viewer to the construction of televi-
sion images proved no substitute for fact correc-
tion, no way back to objectivity.

A superficial “balance” replaced objectivity as
the measure of fairness, a balance consisting of
equal time for media events, equal time for com-
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