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The Race for Media Coverage

The race for the White House has been a long and winding road for Senators Barack Obama and John McCain. And at each step of the way, there have been complaints of media bias in the coverage of the candidates.

The Project for Excellence in Journalism has been tracking campaign news since January 2007. It’s new report, “Winning the Media Campaign,” analyzes coverage between  September 8 and October 16 – that crucial time coming out of the conventions and through the four debates.

Associate Director Mark Jurkowitz says the data doesn’t provide conclusive answers on the question of candidate bias. But it does show one media bias.

Mark Jurkowitz – The one bias that we can clearly detect is that winning begets winning. And that campaigns that seem to have a positive, strategic dynamic, ie, they’re winning in the polls, they appear to be doing well generally get better coverage. 

The analysis showed that press treatment of Barack Obama has been somewhat more positive than negative, but not markedly so. On the other hand, coverage of John McCain has been heavily unfavorable since the second week of the study.

Jurkowitiz – Negative stories don’t mean that the authors of those stories are in some ways necessarily writing Op-Ed pieces saying, “I love this guy and I don’t like the other guy.” They’re stories that contain assertions that are negative about the campaign. And as we see, frankly, many of those assertions are really about strategic aspects of the campaign. Not surprisingly – I don’t think it will shock anybody – more than 50 percent of the coverage that we looked at in this period was about what we call “horse race” issues, which is, you know, who’s winning, who’s losing, polling, strategy, tactics, and only 20 percent of the coverage was really about policy issues and differences. 
The study describes the echo effect of each story, where a behavior or gaffe is first reported. Then the media will measure the political impact of the event, the candidate will comment, and that comment gets analyzed. 

Jurkowitiz – What we’ve very much seen in this campaign is a very episodic coverage that kind of lurches from event to event, controversy to controversy. Part of that is probably because, you know, there is kind of this tendency on the part of the media to focus in on the horse race and then to start to evaluate things on the basis of could this be a strategic game changer.

On the plus side, because there has been so much coverage, people who have been paying attention can be reasonably well-informed on this issues. 

Jurkowitiz – There’s a lot of where the candidates stand on the issues that’s part and parcel of this coverage, even if it’s not dominant. I think one thing the media have done pretty well in this campaign is doing a more aggressive job of vetting and fact-checking claims by both candidates, so I think there have been positive aspects. 

Jurkowitz likes the fact that new sources are actually breaking stories. But with so many media outlets, there has been a fragmenting of the news and an increase in the partisanship of media coverage. 

Jurkowitiz -  Some of the biggest scoops in the primary season were done by a reporter for the Huffington Post and a blogger. But if we are living in a country where we’re going to have, you know, a red media and a blue media, that may be more problematic for us in the future.

For more information about the Project for Excellence in Journalism, go to journalism.org.

Scary Media Stories
A montage of Halloween sounds and opinions of our scary media system.

