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IN THE PUBLIC INTEREST? 
 

A Content Study of Early Press Coverage 
 of the 2000 Presidential Campaign 

 
   

EMBARGOED UNTIL THURSDAY FEBRUARY 3, 9 A.M. EST 
 

 
The news media are offering the American public a fine education in campaign 

tactics but telling them little about matters that actually will affect them as citizens, a new 
study of presidential campaign coverage finds. 

Leading up to Iowa and New Hampshire, the press has provided only scant 
reporting on the candidates’ backgrounds, records, or ideas, according to the study by the 
Project for Excellence in Journalism, a journalist-run group in Washington D.C. 

And in all, only 13% of the stories produced were about things that would 
actually impact the American public if the candidates were elected, such as their ideas, 
their honesty or how their constituents in the past have been affected. 

More than 80% of the stories, in contrast, focused on matters that impact the 
politicians or parties, such as changes in tactics, who has more money, or internal 
organizational problems.  

Contrary to conventional criticism, the reporting is not particularly framed around 
the horse race. Nor is it tilted in favor of one candidate over another, including so-called 
media darling John McCain. 

Instead, the reporting is overwhelmingly focused on the internal tactics and 
strategies of the campaigns—concerns that research suggests people do not care much 
about and that even the study researchers found numbing to read. 

Remarkably less than one percent of the stories—or just two out of 430 
examined--explored the candidates’ past records in office in more than a passing 
reference. 

The study examined 430 stories published or aired over two weeks leading up to 
the Iowa and New Hampshire contests, in five major newspapers and nine television 
programs on five networks. This was the period when voters were beginning to more 
seriously focus in on the presidential contest.  

Some journalists might counter that the kind of background reporting that is 
missing was done earlier. While we cannot quantify or confirm this, most evidence 
suggests that, even if it were true, the public was not yet paying attention. However, the 
study did capture a time when some papers were doing their big background stories—
including three major takeouts in the Washington Post on Bill Bradley’s formative years. 
Yet this reflects what a small percentage of the mix these pieces represent. 

At times, some in the press even sounded resentful of the campaign. Listen to 
Bryant Gumbel interviewing Hotline editor Chris Crawford January 17 on CBS’s The 
Early Show:  

 
Gumbel:  “I stumbled upon Saturday’s (debate) and it seemed a rather sad show. I 
mean, here were all the Republican candidates sitting there on a Saturday 
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afternoon answering questions from people in Iowa, and it seemed like, you 
know, it was just going through the motions.” 
Crawford: “Yeah...these debates are sort of like phantom pain...It’s sort of—its 
gone away, but we still feel it.”  
  
Looking just at the topics with which stories were predominantly concerned, the 

majority of the stories, 54%, were about political topics, such as fundraising or tactics. A 
sizable minority, 24%, were ostensibly policy related. Another 11% related to the 
candidates’ leadership style or health.  

But when we looked at how these stories were put together—or framed—around 
these topics, the coverage takes on a more tactical cast. Only 4% of stories were 
developed to clearly explore the candidates’ ideas. Only another 3% were developed 
around the broader theme of their core convictions.  

And for all the talk about the importance of character, just 5% of stories were 
framed around the candidates’ personality or character. Just 4% looked at the candidate’s 
leadership style. 

Overall, the coverage paints a picture not of a contest of ideas between men but of 
a massive chess game of calculation and calibration in which little seems spontaneous or 
genuine. And occasionally, the camera turns to the audience for a shot of its reaction.  

This comes even though many reporters have called this an unusually issue-
oriented campaign. It also comes relatively early in the process, a time when it is still 
possible to explore the candidates in a larger sense before the dizzying pace of the 
primaries following Iowa and New Hampshire has begun. 

The findings are also striking, given research this year that suggests people do not 
care to read about internal tactical matters. Rather they say this year they want to know 
most about the public character of these candidates, including their records, their honesty, 
and how they connect with people, according to data from the Pew Research Center for 
the People and the Press.1 What’s more, the focus on so-called inside baseball is hardly 
new, and the political press has vowed in years past to seek better ways of connecting 
with voters, and making the campaign more relevant. Apparently, even in the early days 
of the campaign, the press has had difficulty keeping sight of that goal.  

The study, which was designed and written by the Project and executed by 
researchers at Princeton Survey Research Associates, examined stories produced during 
the week ending January 20 and the week ending December 15.  The newspapers studied 
were the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Los Angeles Times, the Orlando Sentinel, the New 
York Times and the Washington Post.  In broadcast, the study looked at ABC World 
News Tonight, ABC Good Morning America, CBS Evening News, CBS Early Show, 
NBC Nightly News, NBC Today, CNN The World and the PBS News Hour and Larry 
King Live. 

                                                 
1 “Bradley and McCain Bios Count More: Campaign Incidents Have Little Punch, December 16, 
1999, The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press.  “Candidate Qualities May Trump 
Issues in 2000,”  The Pew Research Center for the People and the Press, October 18, 1999. 
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The sample, while not exhaustive, is an attempt to be representative of the media 
universe from which the largest number of Americans get their news about the 
campaign. 

 The Project for Excellence in Journalism is funded by the Pew Charitable 
Trusts and is affiliated with the Columbia University Graduate School of 
Journalism. 
 

As for the candidates, the study finds: 
 
• Attacking a candidate is not the surest way to get coverage. Only 6% of the 

stories were triggered by a candidate or campaign attacking a rival. 
 

• Getting more national coverage does not necessarily translate into better 
electoral results, at least early on. Steve Forbes and Alan Keyes, for example, 
received almost no individual coverage leading up to Iowa. 

 
• If politics in part is a battle for control of message, Al Gore fared better than 

Bill Bradley. The coverage of Bradley focused more on his personality and 
health than on his much-touted “big ideas.” The coverage of Al Gore, in 
contrast, was arguably closer to the campaign he wanted to run, paying scant 
attention to his supposed weak spot—his personality—and emphasizing 
matters over which he wanted to challenge Bradley—his ideas.  

 
• Among Republican candidates, John McCain arguably had the most control 

over his message—in the sense that more of his coverage was candidate 
driven rather than driven by the press or others. 

 
As for the press, the study finds: 
• Coverage is not predominantly triggered by what the candidates say or do on 

the stump. It is almost twice as likely to be initiated by decisions in the 
newsroom to do an analysis or other enterprise piece. 

 
• In print, the more local the newspaper, the more it covered policy topics. The 

Orlando Sentinel was the most likely to cover policy, 37% of stories. USA 
Today was least likely, 18% of stories. 

 
• The New York Times tends to cover what the candidates say and do more as 

straight news and then write political analysis stories alongside. The 
Washington Post, in contrast, tends to initiate its own stories, but focus more 
of them around the candidates’ characters and policies. 

 
 

WHAT THE STUDY EXAMINED 
The study, the first of several the Project will provide through the course of the 

campaign, examined two weeks of coverage, enough to be sizable and still allow the 

 4



results to be timely. Future studies will focus on other areas as well, such as the Internet 
and on additional cable outlets, though these reach far fewer people in general.  

 The goal of this study was to identify what was covered, how, and to whom it 
related. 

To do so, the study broke each story down three ways. First, it identified what 
each story was about, topic. Then it noted how each story was put together (Was it a 
straight news account, or was it framed around political concerns like tactics, around 
policy, personality, etc.?) 

Third, who was affected by what the story was about, or who did it impact? Was 
it citizens? Politicians? Interest groups? Or a combination? 

In addition to these measurements, the study also noted two other features for 
each story.  

The first was what initiated the story, its trigger: Was it something a candidate 
said or did? Something from his campaign surrogates? An outsider? Or was it press 
enterprise? 

Finally, the study measured the tone of each story. Within its frame, was the story 
predominantly positive, negative or neutral? In order to fall into the positive or negative 
category, 50% more of the stories had to fall clearly on one side of that line or the other. 

 
Topic 
Even just looking at what subjects were covered, the majority of stories (54%) 

concerned strictly political matters—polls, tactics, fundraising, etc.  
 Tactical maneuvering was the most common political topic, accounting for 21% 
of all stories, followed by candidate performance (9%). Polls and momentum was the 
next most common political topic (7%), followed by stories about the political calendar 

(4%) and advertisements (4%). 
On the surface, about a quarter of the coverage (24%) 

was nominally about policy. Another 11% concerned the 
personal background of the candidates. Fewer than one in ten 
(7%) concerned voters. And just a fraction (1%), concerned 
the candidates records. 

THE TOPICS COVERED 
Political  54% 
Policy  24 
Personal  11 
Electorate 7 
Public Record 1 
Other  3 
 
Total               100 When it came to policy alone, social issues were the 

most common (7% of all stories or 31 in all), followed by 
taxes (5% or 20 stories), health care (3% or 11 stories) and both campaign finance reform 
(2%) and military issues (2%) 

 
Frame 
But when we looked to see how these topics were treated—or framed--we found  

that in the writing or production process many of these stories were refocused so that they 
became predominantly about something else.  

Consider how, on December 14th’s Good Morning America, George 
Stephanopoulos frames John McCain’s opposition to federal subsidies for the alternative 
fuel called ethanol. “It’s what a friend of mine called a ‘candor pander,’ and what he’s 
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doing here is hoping that this straight talk, even though it would end up sacrificing the 
state of Iowa, will appeal to the rest of the country where it fits in with his point that 
special interests have too much influence in Washington.” 

The inverted pyramid, or straight news account, remains the most common way of 
telling a story. But it is hardly the dominant one. This is a story in which the news is 
presented not in any thematic way, but as a traditional description of what happened, 
offering who, what, when, where, why, and how in rough order of their importance. In 
all, 38% of stories were written as straight news.  

Interestingly, straight news accounts are the primary way in which the press 
writes about candidates’ ideas. Four out of ten straight news accounts were about policy 
topics. 

On the other hand, reporters apparently 
believe that policy stories are a turn off. When 
they develop stories about a policy oriented 
event into something other than a straight 
news account of the facts, they rarely choose 
to explicitly explore policy. While policy 
made up 24% of the topics covered, only 4% 
of stories were framed as explorations of those 
ideas. 

 

 After straight news accounts, the next most
build it around strategy and tactics. Fully 22%, nea
within a tactical frame. 

Another 9% of stories were told as horse ra
down. 

A significant number of stories, 12%, were
about larger issues involving the political system, s
changing role of primaries.   

Yet relatively few stories were developed i
himself. For all the talk about character this year, j
candidates’ personality and temperament. Four per
style. And 3% considered the health of a candidate

In a way, the character of each of the candi
strategy. Tactics becomes the motive for everythin
an air of insincerity and calculation. 

Consider this Washington Post story Decem
with John McCain on finance reform and taxes. Bu
political judo....By highlighting points on which M
Bush is trying to build a firewall around New Ham

 

COMMON WAYS OF FRAMING STORIES

Straight news  38% 
Tactics & Strategy 22 
Political system 12 
Horse race    9 
Temperament   5 
Leadership style   4 
Policy    4 
Candidate’s health   3 
Other political   3 

   
Total  100 
 common way of telling a story was to 
rly a quarter of all stories, were told 

ce stories, who was moving up or 

 crafted in a way that they told us more 
uch as the concerns of voters, or the 

n a way that delved into the candidate 
ust 5% were framed around a 
cent looked at a candidate’s leadership 
.  
dates is lost in the focus on tactics and 
g. Even the candidates’ beliefs take on 

ber 15 about George Bush differing 
sh’s differences, it said, are “a sort of 
cCain strays from party orthodoxy, 
pshire—in the Iowa caucuses a week 
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before the Granite State primary, for example, and in the South Carolina primary soon 
after.” 

  
 
Tone 
For all that the press is often charged with negativity and cynicism, there is no 

proof that the coverage is biased toward one party over another, one candidate over 
another, or is relentlessly negative. Overall, fully 44% of the coverage was neutral in tone  
toward the dominant figure in the story.  An evenly balanced 24% was positive, and 24% 
negative.  The numbers were virtually identical when it came to coverage of Republicans 
or of Democrats.  

 
Speculativeness 
The study also tried to find out how much of the coverage involved journalists 

speculating on the future.  To do so, we looked at each story to see if it was mostly about 
things had already happened or things yet to come which the journalist could not know 
for sure.  For example, did a story about tactics mostly discuss the latest move by a 
candidate or did it speculate as to whether the journalist thought those tactics would lead 
the candidate to a victory in New Hampshire? 

We found that the press was not particularly speculative.  Less than two in ten 
stories were mostly speculative in nature.  A full 84% were not.  What’s more, this was 
true for both print and broadcast. 

 
 Frame and Tone 

The tone of stories tended to be influenced by how the reporter framed the story. 
When reporters develop stories around policy, they apparently take pains to avoid making 
judgments.  Policy stories were much more likely than others—including even straight 
news accounts—to have a neutral tone, 63%. Straight news accounts were neutral 56% of 
the time. 

When reporters developed stories around political matters, however, they 
apparently feel more confident making or seeking out normative judgments. Only 30% of 
the tactics and strategy stories were deemed neutral, as were 26% of the horse race 
stories. 

 
Impact 
The study also tried to isolate whether the coverage was relevant or not to 

citizens. One way of doing that is to note who is primarily affected or impacted by the 
concerns that the story is talking about. We called this measurement impact. Did the story 
affect citizens? Was it talking about things that only impacted the candidates and their 
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parties? Did it affect specific interest groups? Or did the story touch on how several of 
these constituencies might be affected? 

The topic of the story does not necessarily determine its impact. Even a story 
about internal political matters could be written in a way that impacts citizens, if the story 
made clear that how a campaign is run reveals how a candidate would govern. Few 
stories we saw attempted to make this link between tactics and their relevance. 

An overwhelming amount of the coverage (82%) dealt with things that mainly 
affected only the candidates, their campaigns and campaign workers. This involved such 
matters as who was winning or losing, their strategies, fundraising, etc. 

Only a little more than one in ten stories (13%) dealt with matters that affected 
mainly citizens, subgroups of citizens, or even subgroups in a given state or county. 
These are such things as a candidates record, his honesty, his policy ideas, his ethical 
background, etc. 

A small percentage of the coverage (4%) mainly affected specific interest groups, 
such as the National Rifle Association or the National Association for the Advancement 
of Colored People.  

Remarkably, only 1% of all the stories were written in such a way that they 
addressed how multiple stakeholders would be impacted. 

A story need not just impact one group, citizens versus politicians. It can be 
written in ways that show how different groups, or what some call “stakeholders,” are 
affected. A story about Bill Bradley’s health care plan, for instance, could explore both 
how he was being attacked for it and who it covered versus his rival’s plan. Again, 
however, few stories were written in a way to make clear their relevance to more than 
one constituency. 

Overall, the findings here suggest that journalists may want to be far more 
conscious of crafting stories in ways that, regardless of the general topic, make their 
relevance clear and address the concerns of voters, not just insiders. In that sense, this 
idea of writing a story with a mind toward its impact may be a way of helping journalists 
cover matters they consider newsworthy and making sure that their coverage remains 
relevant to the largest possible audience. 

 
Frame and Impact  
One way of doing this is to consider how stories are framed.  
The most popular story frames identified in this study tend to leave citizens out. 
For instance, 95% of the stories framed around tactics and strategy impacted 

politicians. This was also true of every single story framed around horse race. 
Stories framed around the political system as a whole or the nature of politics, 

however, were much more likely to be about things that affected voters. Fully 35% of 
these stories had citizen impact, though 54% still related overwhelmingly to politicians.  
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The Impacts of Common Frames 
    Tactics    Horserace   The System   Policy   
Politicians     95%        100%          54%           25% 
Citizens         3       0        35              50 
Interest Groups              2       0        11          25 
 
Total     100           100            100            100 

Journalists were most 
likely to write stories that 
impacted citizens when they 
developed a topic by exploring the 
policy issue involved, which, as 
mentioned above, they did little of 
in this study. Still, 50% of stories 

framed around policy were written in such a way that they made clear the impact on 
citizens. A quarter of these stories impacted specific interest groups and another quarter 
impacted candidates.     

 
The Watchdog Role 

 Playing watchdog--by scrutinizing the veracity of rhetoric or advertisements or  
conducting investigations--has not made up a large percentage of the press’ role, at least 
in the period studied. All told, only nine of the 430 stories were of a watchdog nature. 
There were no investigative reports. Most of the rest were ad watches, more than half of 
which were published by one news organization, the Washington Post.  
 
 THE CANDIDATES 
 The study reveals some clear differences in the way candidates were covered, not 
so much positively or negatively, but the nature of the coverage, what got covered and 
who controlled the coverage. 
   

Bill Bradley 
 If the former Senator from New Jersey wanted to be the candidate of big ideas, he 
did not succeed in doing so in the press in the middle of December and January.  
 To begin with, he was less successful than rival Al Gore in projecting himself in 
the press as talking about ideas. Only 12% of the coverage of Bradley focused on the 
topic of his ideas.  

Arguably, this may be because Bradley rolled out some of his major policy 
positions in November, the month before the study began. Yet the numbers here reveal 
how hard it can be to sustain press coverage of one’s ideas for very long. Remember, too, 
that while the campaign started early, many voters even in Iowa and New Hampshire—
let alone elsewhere—may not have been paying close attention before December.  

Rather than focus on Bradley’s ideas, the press had its gaze on his health or 
fitness for office. Fully 36% of the stories in which Bradley was the dominant figure 
focused on the topic of his health, compared with 6% for candidates overall. Bradley’s 
first incident of a heart murmur occurred during the first week the study examined. 
Interestingly, this event was a minor story in print, accounting for just 3% of coverage. 
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Yet it was a major event on television, the second biggest story after the then-pending 
Iowa caucuses themselves. 

One reason, perhaps, is that the networks are now heavily invested in health 
reporting, with doctor-reporters on staff, ready to mull over the implications of any 
medical event. In this case, the networks may have focused heavily on an incident that 
the medical community has clearly established poses no meaningful risk whatsoever to 
Bradley’s fitness for office. “The disorder amounts to little more than a nuisance, 
according to the American Heart Association,” as the Atlanta Journal and Constitution, 
and many other newspapers reported. 

 
Al Gore 
The Vice President, in contrast, managed to get coverage that matched the kind of 

campaign he wanted to project.  
As an example, 45% of the stories about Gore were candidate driven (that is, they 

were triggered by things the candidates themselves said or did).2 By comparison, only 
33% of Bradley stories were candidate driven. Gore, in fact, had the most candidate-
driven coverage of any candidate in either party. To the extent that political candidates 
see their relationship as a struggle for control with the press over the story that is told 
about them, Gore was the most successful candidate in dictating his coverage.  

In a similar vein, Gore had more success in controlling his coverage than Bradley, 
or any other candidate, in the sense that more of the stories were written as straight news 
accounts rather than framed around some more analytical or thematic story angle of the 
news outlet’s choosing. Fully 47% of the coverage of Gore was written as straight news 
compared with 34% for Bradley.  

Perhaps this explains something else. If Gore wanted to project himself as a 
candidate of ideas—not just Bill Clinton’s Vice President--and to downplay his 
reputation as a dull or stiff personality, he succeeded in the press. The Vice President was 
nearly three times as likely as Bradley to get coverage of his policy ideas (30% versus 
12% for Bradley). And he was ten times less likely to have stories focused on his 
personality or personal fitness (4% versus 44% for Bradley). 

For Gore, as for others, most of the coverage focused on political matters like 
tactics. This, too, may have helped him somewhat, for it came at a time when he was 
righting his campaign before Iowa and gaining momentum. This is part of the inevitable 
challenge for political reporters. How are they to write about candidates without 
amplifying the momentum up or down? In this case, the overwhelming focus of the 
coverage on tactics and strategy tended to benefit the candidate on the rise and frustrate 
the one sinking. 

                                                 
2 Candidate-driven coverage could be triggered by any candidate, but overwhelmingly the study 
found that the statements were made by the candidate himself.  
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John McCain 
The Arizona Senator was the most successful of the Republicans at controlling his 

coverage in the sense that stories about him were candidate driven.  Fully 40% of the 
stories about McCain were candidate driven compared with 26% for Bush, and 17% for 
all other Republicans. 

McCain also got more coverage of his ideas than any other Republican. Fully 
31% of the McCain stories were about his policy ideas, compared with 25% for Bush and 
17% for the others. 

This may be a signal that accessibility pays. McCain offers reporters constant 
access, unlike any candidate in years. The result is not so much that the coverage is more 
positive, but that the candidate is a direct link to the reporters covering him. The 
campaign is not filtered through aides and spin doctors. The candidate is the story, and so 
can dictate to a greater degree what he wants the coverage to be about. 

  
George W. Bush  
The Texas Governor stood out in one significant feature. He won the race for the 

most coverage. A full 18% of all the stories studied were predominantly about Bush, 
compared with 14% about Bradley, 14% about McCain, and 11% about Gore.  
 One feature of the Bush coverage is that nothing stood out. The press, in other 
words, did not fix on a particular feature or question about his candidacy, as it did in the 
case of Bradley’s health. Bush was the only candidate to receive any coverage explicitly 
focused on how smart he might be, five stories in all, or roughly 7% of the coverage in 
which he was the dominant figure. Another 13% of the coverage of Bush examined his 
performance as a candidate. During the debates leading up to Iowa and New Hampshire, 
some critics questioned whether Bush had handled himself well, especially given the high 
expectations about his skills on the stump. These may even in some people’s minds have 
connected to whether he was up to the job of president intellectually. Yet the amount of 
coverage, while noticeable, does not rise to the level of becoming a major story at this 
point, as Bradley’s health clearly did.  

Roughly half of the Bush stories (54%) dealt with political topics, less than was 
true of McCain or the other GOP contenders.  

  
Other Republicans 

 Outside of the two main contenders, Bush and McCain, Republicans had little 
luck getting coverage of their ideas at all. In total, only one story was produced that 
focused solely on the policy positions of Steve Forbes, Alan Keyes, Orrin Hatch, or Gary 
Bauer. Two more did look at their core convictions. The vast majority concerned political 
matters. The debates clearly helped these candidates in that they were events at which 
they stood as equals to Bush and McCain. They also provided them with TV exposure 
that they would not have otherwise gotten in the national press. 
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 Steve Forbes 
 For all the money he spent and his success in Iowa, the business magazine 
publisher generated only marginal coverage, accounting for just 3% of the stories. Only 
two of these stories were candidate driven. Of all the candidates in either party, Forbes 
stood out for having the largest percentage of his coverage be about his tactics and 
strategy, roughly six out of ten stories.  
 

The study also suggests, perhaps, two models for candidates to drive coverage of 
their campaigns. One is the Gore model, which is tightly focused and controlled, and 
aided, of course, by the fact that the Vice President has the trappings of his office, the 
experience of White House staffers and the logistics of the Secret Service and the 
executive branch at his disposal. The other might be called the McCain model, in which 
openness and access to the candidate leads to coverage of the ideas he’s running on and 
the policies he might implement.  
 
 

WHAT TRIGGERS A STORY? 

What Triggers a Story? 
The Press 54% 
The Candidates 28 
The Campaigns   8 
Observers   8 
Independent Polls    1 
Other    1 
 
Total  100 

 What makes something a story in campaign coverage? Apparently, the decisions 
of reporters, editors, correspondents and producers are the main answer. Fully 54% of all 
stories were initiated not by events outside but within the newsroom in the form of 
analytical or enterprise stories. The most common of these was to do analysis stories, 
which made up 42% of all the press driven coverage. Another quarter of these press 
driven stories were enterprise pieces that probed the 
candidate’s history, the status of the campaign, etc.  
Media polls made up another 10% of the media driven 
stories. 
 Policing political advertising and rhetoric did not 
constitute a sizable amount of the coverage, as 
mentioned above under the watchdog role. 
 The second most common way to make news is 
through what the candidates say themselves, but it was much less likely to generate a 
story than was the enterprise or analysis of journalists. Roughly 15% of the stories were 
initiated by an individual candidate speaking on the stump. 

 
Looking deeper, it is not true that the candidate needs to talk trash to make news. 

Candidates generated slightly more stories (9%) with non-accusatory rhetoric than with 
attack statements, which accounted for just 6% of all stories. This does not, however, 
account for nasty things a candidate might have said in a debate. Another 9% of the 
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coverage was triggered by debates, a place where such vitriol seems generally safer, 
presumably because the opponent is there and can defend himself.  
 

Trigger and Topic 
Candidates apparently want to talk about policy more than do others in the 

campaign community, including the press. When stories were triggered by something the 
candidate said or did, roughly half (48%) were policy related.  In contrast, when the press 
initiates a story, it seems to be most interested in politics. A notable 58% of all press-
initiated stories were about internal political topics. The press divided the rest of its 
stories among policy topics (14%), the personal background of the candidates (13%) and 
the electorate at large (11%).  

When others trigger stories—be they outside observers, campaign surrogates or 
advertisements, the topic was also largely political in nature (61% and 62% respectively). 

 
Trigger and Frame 
 Even when candidates triggered stories about policy topics, journalists did not 

always develop those into policy stories. Stories triggered by candidates were usually 
either a straight account of what the candidate said or did (72%) or were developed 
around tactics and strategy (16%).  

Only 3% of stories triggered by the candidates were written or produced by 
journalists as explorations of their policy positions.  
 Stories the press initiated, on the other hand, were mostly about tactics and 
strategy (28%) or the electorate and the nature of politics (22%).  Another 14% 
developed the theme of who was winning or losing.  
 
 WHAT PEOPLE WANT TO KNOW 
 There is a good deal of social science research now suggesting that people are not 
interested in learning about the inside baseball of politics, or being educated in the black 
arts of how to run campaigns. The survey data from this year tends to reinforce that. In 
October Americans told pollsters from the Pew Research Center for the People and the 
Press that what they considered most important to learn about a future president was first, 
his honesty, second, how well he connected with people, and third his record. Subsequent 
data has tended to corroborate that people are not just saying what they think is socially 
acceptable. The discovery that Al Gore had feminist author Naomi Wolfe advising him 
on how to reach women voters had no impact on how voters felt about him, Pew research 
in December found. Conversely, people’s view of John McCain was influenced by how 
he handled his experience in Vietnam and stories about his temper.  
  
 NEWSPAPERS  
 Different papers clearly approach the campaign with noticeably different styles.  
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 In general, the more local the paper, the more policy oriented the coverage, the 
more straight news accounts it provided, and the less analytical and thematic the 
reporting. 
 Yet the bigger differences were not about size but about individual papers. 
 

Orlando Sentinel 
 While the Tribune-owned daily outside Disney World had fewer campaign stories 
than the national papers, it covered a greater percentage of policy stories than any of the 
five papers studied (37%), compared with 24% for the media in general. The only paper 
to come close was the Washington Post. 
 The paper ran a smaller percentage of political stories, though still sizable (47%). 
In particular, it ran fewer stories assessing candidate performance and tactics and 
strategy. Interestingly, it ran the greatest percentage of stories about polls and 
momentum. 
 The Sentinel was the most likely to run stories triggered by what the candidates 
were saying, and the least likely to run stories triggered inside the newsroom. It also ran 
the most straight news accounts, fully 60% of its coverage. Part of the explanation is that 
it relied more than national papers on wire copy. Still, it used fewer wires than the 
Cleveland Plain Dealer and generated 45% of its coverage by its own staff writers. 
 
 The New York Times 

In general, the Times was much more likely to run stories that were triggered by 
events outside the newsroom rather than initiated as enterprise or thematic pieces from 
the journalists themselves. In all, 45% of its stories were triggered by decisions in the 
newsroom, compared with 62% at the Washington Post and 63% at USA Today. 

In a similar vein, the Times was much more likely to write straight news accounts 
of events than the Post or USA Today. Nearly half of its stories (48%) were written as 
straight news, compared with 29% at the Post and 27% at USA Today. 

Despite that, its coverage was also the most focused on political topics of any 
paper studied. Six in ten of its stories were about internal political matters like tactics and 
maneuvering.  
 The Times, interestingly, also wrote nearly twice as much about Republicans than 
Democrats during the two weeks studied, 51% versus 27%. Most outlets ran more stories 
about the GOP than the Democrats, but the Times was the only news organization to 
reflect such a difference. 
 
 Washington Post 
 If the Times tended to write about events more as straight news, and then leaven 
the mix with analysis, the Washington Post was the paper that came at the campaign 
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through its own enterprise, initiating more of its coverage, doing more watchdog pieces, 
and focusing more on the fitness of candidates and their biographies.  

Fully 62% of the Post coverage was initiated by decisions in the newsroom, rather 
than in reaction to outside events. Overall, 18% of the Post stories were enterprise pieces, 
such as long looks at the candidates’ backgrounds, compared with 12% at the Times. A 
smaller percentage of the Post stories were straight analysis pieces, 14% versus 18% at 
the Times, and 28% at USA Today. 

Fully 5% of the Post stories were watchdog efforts, compared with less than one 
percent at all other papers. But just 29% of the Post pieces were written as straight news 
in the inverted pyramid style, compared with 38% for the media overall. 

The Post also wrote more stories framed around candidate fitness, (18% versus 
10% at the Times and 4% at USA Today. In particular, 8% of the Post pieces were 
framed around trying to explore the candidates core convictions, versus 3% for the press 
overall. 

The Post opinion page, not surprisingly, also was filled with a good deal more 
about the campaign than was the New York Times. The Post ran 21 campaign-related 
Op-eds and editorials during the two weeks studied, compared with 15 in the New York 
Times. USA Today, by comparison, ran just two. 

 
USA Today 
The Gannett flagship paper stood out in a variety of ways. Among other matters, a 

smaller percentage of its stories dealt with the policy topics, just 18%, compared with 
27% for all papers and 16% for broadcast.  

A higher percentage of its stories dealt with voters, 10%, compared with 6% for 
papers generally. More of its coverage focused on how the candidates were performing 
on the stump in their relations with TV and the press, 14% of its stories. More of its 
stories were about polls and momentum, 10% versus 7% for papers generally. 

 It was the only news organization, print or broadcast, to do stories about the 
spouses or romantic relations of the candidates, and it did a fair number in those two 
weeks, comprising 8% of all its coverage. 

A notably small number of its stories were focused on Bradley, just 6%, about 
half as many as other news outlets. And fewer of its stories dealt with matters that 
impacted on citizens than any other paper, just 4%. 
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 USA Today was also the least likely newspaper to write straight or inverted 
pyramid accounts of the news, 27% of its stories, versus 41% for papers generally. 
 While the paper wrote little about policy, it was slightly more likely to frame 
stories explicitly as policy explorations, 6% of its pieces, roughly double those of papers 
generally. 
 And USA Today was the most likely of any paper to frame stories explicitly about 
tactics and strategy, a full 33% of its stories, versus 21% for papers generally. 
   

Cleveland Plain Dealer 
 The Cleveland daily was much more likely than others to cover larger issues 
about the electorate and the process, 19% of its coverage versus 13% for print overall. 
The paper was noticeably more negative, more than any outlet studied, 42% versus 24% 
for all outlets studied. Like the Orlando Sentinel, it was also more likely than the national 
papers to run straight news accounts. In most respects, however, the Plain Dealer 
coverage appeared typical. 
  
 TV VERSUS PRINT 
 The Medium clearly makes a difference.  

Of the 106 television broadcasts studied on nine programs, television averaged 
less than one story per show each day. That compares with roughly five stories a day on 
average in the newspaper.  

In general, television covered more about the personalities of the candidates, 16% 
versus 10% for print. It was less likely to cover policy topics, 16% of stories versus 27% 
for print, and the electorate, 6% versus 10% for print. 

It covered more stories about how the candidates were performing with the media. 
That comprised a marked 20% of TV stories, compared with 7% for print. It did fewer 
stories about tactical topics, 15% versus 24% for print. 

And as mentioned earlier, it did a good deal more about candidate health, 15% 
versus 3% for print. 

TV also covered Bradley a good deal more than Gore, again heavily on his health, 
19% of the stories were about Bradley, 5% about Gore. 

TV coverage was less candidate driven than print, (22% versus 30%) and more 
driven by decisions in the newsroom (62% versus 51%).  

The TV coverage was also more subjective or analytical. Fully 40% of TV stories 
were press analysis stories, versus 18% in print. In a similar vein, TV was less likely to 
do a straight news account of an event, only 28% of stories were framed that way versus 
40% for print. And more of the stories in TV were framed around political matters, rather 
than policy or personality, 42% versus 32% for print.  

Finally, more stories were framed around tactics than in print, 13% versus 8%. 
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The numbers for individual programs are too small to offer any refined 
comparisons, but one set of differences are worth mentioning. One program, ABC’s 
Good Morning America, took a noticeably different approach than other programs.  

The program was twice as likely to cover policy topics as any other program. It 
did not do a single story about the candidates’ personal qualities. And it was more likely 
to do stories based on what candidates said or did and less likely to do stories based on 
newsroom decisions than any other program. 

Larry King Live, in contrast, did no segments about the presidential campaign 
during the two weeks examined. 
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PROJECT METHODOLOGY 
 
Sample Design 
 
 Fourteen media outlets -- 5 newspapers and 9 broadcasts--were monitored for two 
separate seven-day periods.  The first monitoring period began on Thursday, December 9, 
1999 and continued through the inclusion of Wednesday, December 15, 1999.  The 
second monitoring period began on Thursday, January 13, 2000, and continued through 
the inclusion of Wednesday, January 19, 2000.  
 
 Newspapers were selected to develop a sample of coverage provided by both 
national press (New York Times, USA Today, Washington Post) and regional 
publications (Cleveland Plain Dealer, Orlando Sentinel) that represented geographic and 
demographic diversity. Broadcast sources included both the flagship program and the 
morning news show from the three major over-the-air networks;  the Newshour to 
represent public broadcasting; and CNN's The World Today and The Larry King Show as 
a sample of content on cable all-news networks.   
 
 
Inclusion and Screening 
 

Both print and broadcast sources were monitored via the use of the LEXIS-
NEXIS advanced search tool. Search criteria was designed to cast the widest net possible.  
Any combination of the root phrase president! and campaign, candidate, candidacy, or 
election, or any mention of George W. Bush, John McCain, Bill Bradley, or Al Gore 
qualified a story for inclusion in the original sample.  These criteria insured the inclusion 
of all pertinent stories; yet also produced an initial sample of more than 1,000 articles or 
broadcast segments, many unrelated to the president campaign.  First, the sample was  
refined by eliminating duplicate stories, photo captions, and letters to the editor.  Next, 
those stories in which less than one-third of the text was devoted to the 2000 presidential 
campaign were eliminated.  (For example, if a story quoted the president of a company 
re: the advertising campaign of a competitor, it appeared in the original sample, but was 
then deleted.)  In addition, the Vanderbilt Television News archives were downloaded for 
the dates within the two monitoring periods.  The broadcast stories in the sample were 
compared to the day-by-day log for each of the network evening news programs to insure 
that all pertinent stories were included.   

The resulting project sample consisted of 430 articles, all of which were fully 
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coded and are included in the final data analysis.  In some limited cases, the LEXIS-
NEXIS database will not deliver control of the newspaper are included.  All stories 
written by staff reporters, OpEd pieces, and "stories written by unaffiliated news services. 
However, all stories under the editorial specials to the newspaper" are part of this 
analysis.   

 
 
Coding Process 

  
 Researchers worked with a detailed, standardized coding scheme.  All stories 
were first coded for basic inventory variables -- source, dateline, length, etc.3   Next, 
stories were coded for content variables -- recurring leads, dominant figure, and general 
topic.  Finally, coding examined the intent variables -- story trigger, frame, frame tone, 
impact and speculativeness.  
 
 In all cases, coders worked with a defined set of rules per variable. Of particular 
note:  
 Frame Tone:  The 1.5 to 1 Rule       

When calculating Frame Tone, coders must quantify all the pertinent text 
that is positive for the Dominant Figure, as well as all pertinent text that is 
negative for the Dominant Figure.  Additional weight is given to text within the 
headline, lead, or first six sentences of the story.  In any case where the ratio 
between positive:negative equals or exceeds 1.5:1.0, the story is coded as positive 
tone for the Dominant Figure.  Likewise, when the ratio between 
positive:negative equals or exceeds 1.0:1.5, the story is coded as negative tone for 
the Dominant Figure.  All other stories are coded as neutral.   

 
 Story Impact:  The One-Half Rule 

When calculating Story Impact, coders identify all text that implies which 
individual or group interests are at stake/affected by the events in the story.    If 
50% or more of the text makes this connection, the story is coded as impacting 
that individual or group.  If multiple groups are impacted, but one did not 
dominate, stories are coded as "No impact implied at 50% or more."  

 

                                                 
3 For print stories, length was recorded from word counts as provided in the LEXIS-NEXIS 
database.  For broadcast stories, coders timed themselves as they completed their initial reading 
of the article.  Thus, story length for broadcast stories does not reflect the actual minutes/seconds 
need to present the story within the news show; the figures given serve only comparative 
purposes.    
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Intercoder Reliability 
 
 Intercoder reliability measures the extent to which individual coders, operating 
independently of one another, reach the same coding decision.  Tests were performed 
throughout the project: no systematic errors were found.   In addition, the coding 
supervisor reviewed all decisions on the intent variables and where necessary, made 
changes to bring all coders into agreement.   
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ELECTION COVERAGE  2000 
 

PRINCETON SURVEY RESEARCH ASSOCIATES for 
THE PROJECT FOR EXCELLENCE IN JOURNALISM 

 
TOPLINE RESULTS 

N=430 STORIES 
 
 Total Print Broadcast 

 # # # 
1. SOURCE 430 337 93 
 All Print  

      Cleveland Plain Dealer 31 31 - 
    Orlando Sentinel 38 38 - 
    New York Times 118 118 - 
 * USA Today 51 51 - 
    Washington Post 99 99 - 

 
 All Broadcast 

     ABC World News Tonight 11 - 11 
  *ABC GMA 13 - 13 
    CBS Evening News 15 - 15 
  *CBS Early Show 9 - 9 
    NBC Nightly News 13 - 13 
  *NBC Today  15 - 15 
    CNN The World 10 - 10 
  *PBS News Hour 7 - 7 

 
 

2. DATE 
Week 1:  December 9 - 15, 1999 39 38 42 
Week 2:  January 13 - 19, 2000 61 62 58 
 100 100 100 
 
 
 
 

*Published or broadcast weekdays only: source total represents 10 days of monitoring.  All 
other         publication/broadcast totals represent 14 days of monitoring. 
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 Total Print Broadcast 
 % % % 
3. STORY LENGTH 
  PRINT STORIES  (N =337  ) 
   Up to 100 words 10 10 - 
   101 – 350 words 16 16 - 
   351 – 700 words 25 25 - 
   701 – 999 words 26 26 - 
   1000 words or more 23 23 - 
    100 100 - 
 
  BROADCAST STORIES (N=93 ) 
   Brief 8 - 8 
   Short  37 - 37 
   Medium 30 - 30 
   Long  25 - 25 

         100            -     100 
 

4. VARIABLE 05 - PLACEMENT 
 FOR PRINT STORIES ONLY   (N =337) 
   Page One 10 10 - 
   National/International 67 67 - 
   Editorial/OP ED 15 15 - 
   Business * * - 
   Metro/Local/Regional 2 2 - 
   Style/Life 3 3 - 
   Sunday - Week in Review 2 2 - 
   Sunday Magazine * * - 
   Weekly Section - Health/Science * * - 
   Weekly Section - Other 1 1 - 
   Sports * * - 
       
    100 100 - 
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 Total Print Broadcast 
 % % % 

 5. WIRESERVICE 
   Staff Reporter(s)/Writers 85 80 100 
  AP Wire 7 8 - 

 Reuters * 1 - 
 Newspaper-owned Wire Service 

   (excluding self-owned) 2 3 - 
 Combo – Staff/News Service 2 3 - 

  OP/ED – Non-Staff 2 3 - 
 Other Wire Service 2 2 - 

    100 100 100 
 
 

6. DATELINE 
  All Calif. 2 2 3 
  All D.C. 31 35 16 
  All Fla. 5 5 3 
  All Iowa  23 20 35 
  All Mass. 1 1 - 
  All N.H. 9 8 12 
  All N.Y. 17 17 19 
  All Ohio 3 5 - 
  All S.C. 4 2 4 
  All Other states 5 5 8 
    100 100 100 

 
 

7. BIG STORY/RECURRING LEAD  
  Republican Debates 10 8 16 
  Democratic Debates 3 2 4 
  Iowa Caucuses 11 9 21 
  New Hampshire Primary 7 6 10 
  Super Tuesday - March 7 1 2 - 
  Super Tuesday - March 14 1 1 - 
  Clinton Effects on Election 2000  1 1 2 
  Candidates and Health Care Plans 2 2 1 
  Candidates and Campaign Finance Reform 2 3 - 
  "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" 1 1 - 
  Bradley's Health/Heart Condition  6 3 16 
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  Elian Gonzalez * - 1 
  Martin Luther King Birthday 2 1 4 
  South Carolina - Confederate Flag  5 5 7 
  Not a Big Story  48 56 18 
    100 100 100 
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Total Print Broadcast 
 % % % 
8. DOMINANT FIGURE 

Total Democrats 32 30 41 
   All Bradley   14 13 21 
   All Gore 11 13 5 
   All Dem. Other 7 4 15 
 

Total Republicans 45 46 41 
   All Bush 18 20 13 
   All Forbes 3 3 1 
   All McCain 14 15 10 
   All Rep. Other 11 8 17 
 
All  Reform 2 2 - 
Inter-party or All Candidates 19 20 16 
Other   2 2 2 

 
9. GENERAL TOPIC 
  All Political 54 54 55 
   Advertisements 4 4 4 
   Candidate Performance 9 7 19 
   Fundraising 2 2 1 
   Polls & Momentum 7 7 9  
   Political Calendar 4 5 1 
   Tactical Maneuvering 21 23 15 
   Endorsements 3 3 0  
   Other 4 3 6  
 
  All Personal 11 10 16 
   All Past Personal 2 3 - 
   All Present Personal 9 7 16 
 

  All Policy 24 27 16 
   Campaign Finance Reform 2 2 2   
   Defense/Military 2 2 1 
   Taxes 5 5 2 
   Health Care 3 2 3 
   Social Issues 7 8 3   
   Other 5 8 5  

 25



 
  All Public Record 1 * 1 
  All Electorate 7 6 10 
  All Miscellaneous/Other 3 3 2 
    100 100 100 

 
 

10. STORY TRIGGER 
Candidate Driven 28 30 22 
Campaign Driven 8 9 5 
Observer Driven 8 8 10 
Press Driven 54 51 62 
Independent Polls 1 1 - 
Other  1 1 1 
  100 100 100 

 
12. STORY FRAME/ANGLE  
  Policy Explanation 4 3 6 
  Temperament 5 6 0 
  Leadership Style 4 4 2 
  Health 3 1 12 
  Tactics & Strategy 22 21 27 
  Horse Race 9 8 13 
  Other Political Internals 3 3 2 
  Meta Issues 12 13 10 
  Straight News Account 38 41 28 
  Other * * - 

    100 100 100 
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 Total Print Broadcast 
 % % % 
13. FRAME TONE 
  Positive for Dominant Candidate 24 24 27 
  Negative for Dominant Candidate 24 27 14 
  Neutral for Dominant Candidate 44 44 40 
  Not Applicable 8 5 19 
    100 100 100 

 
 

14. STORY IMPACT 
  Citizens 13 13 10 
  Politicians 82 81 87 
  Interest Groups 4 5 3 
  Other  * * - 
  No impact implied at 50% or more 1 1 - 
    100 100 100 

  
15. STORY SPECULATIVENESS 
  Mostly speculative  16 17 15 
  Not primarily speculative 84 83 85 

 100 100 100 
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 Clevelan

d Plain 
Dealer 

Orland
o 

Sentin
el 

New York 
Times 

USA 
Today 

Washingto
n Post 

  
Dominant Figure % % % % % 
Total Democrats 29 32 27 24 37
All Bradley 7 5 14 6 20
All Gore 19 11 10 12 14

All Dem. Other 3 16 3 6 3
  

Total Republicans 45 47 51 41 42
All Bush 19 24 14 16 24
All Forbes 3 - 5 4 2
All McCain 16 18 17 13 10
All Rep. Other 7 5 14 8 6

  
All Reform 3 - 2 6 2
Inter-Party or All 
Candidates 

23 13 19 25 17

Other - 8 1 4 2
 
 

100 100 100 100 100

General Topic  
All Political 55 47 59 57 50
   Advertisements 3 - 6 - 6
   Candidate 
Performance 

7 2 7 14 4

   Fundraising 3 - 3 4 2
   Polls & Momentum 3 11 6 10 5
   Political Calendar 7 5 9 - 3
   Staffing & Management 3 - - - 1
   Tactical Maneuvering 23 21 25 24 22
   Endorsements 6 8 3 - 2
   Other - - - 5 5

  
All Personal 10 5 7 13 14
   All Past Personal 3 - 1 1 7
   All Present Personal 7 5 6 12 7
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All Policy 29 37 25 18 28
   Campaign Finance 
Reform 

3 - 3 2 1

  Defense/Military - 5 - 4 4
   Taxes 10 8 6 2 4
   Health Care 3 2 1 - 5

   Social Issues 7 11 7 6 11
   Other 6 11 8 4 3

  
All Public Record - - - - 1
All Electorate 6 8 6 10 3
All Miscellaneous/Other - 3 3 2 4
 100 100 100 100 100
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 Cleveland 

Plain 
Dealer 

Orlando 
Sentinel

New York 
Times 

USA Today Washington 
Post 

Story Trigger % % % % %
Candidate Driven 36 42 31 27 24
Campaign Driven 6 2 13 8 7
Observer Driven 10 16 10 2 5
Press Driven 48 32 45 63 62
Independent Polls - 8 1 - -
Other - - - - 2

 
 

100 100 100 100 100

Story Frame/Angle  
Policy Explanation - 3 2 6 4
Temperament 3 3 7 4 7
Leadership Style 7 3 1 - 11
Health - - 1 - -
Tactics and Strategy 16 18 17 33 21
Horse Race 3 8 6 8 13
Other Political Internals 3 - 5 8 -
Political System 20 5 13 14 13
Straight News Accounts 48 60 48 27 29
Other - - - - 2

 
 

100 100 100 100 100

Frame Tone  
Positive for Dominant 
Candidate 

29 24 24 18 25

Negative for Dominant 
Candidate 

42 24 52 45 36

Neutral for Dominant 
Candidate 

29 50 21 20 36

Not Applicable - 2 3 17 3
 
 

100 100 100 100 100

Story Impact  
Citizens 20 16 15 4 13
Politicians 77 79 85 78 79
Interest Groups 4 5 - 10 7
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Other - - - - 1
No impact implied at 50% or 
more 

- - - 8 -

 
 

100 100 100 100 100
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