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Is NetworkNews Coverageof the President Biased?

Tim Groeling and Samuel Kernell
University of California at San Diego
In recent years presidentialcharges of maltreatmentby the press have become commonplace.Various scholarlyresearchinto political communicationappearsto confirmthe validity of these charges.
However, a number of issues prevent one from inferring bias from the high levels of unfavorable
presidential news these studies report. The research reported here is designed to overcome these
problemsand allow us to test the bias hypothesismore conclusively.Applying this design to the three
networks'evening news programsduringthe years 1990 through 1995, we find qualifiedsupportfor
the bias hypothesis but even more compelling evidence that changes in presidential approval,
whetherfavorableor unfavorable,drive news coverage of the president'spublic support.We also find
surprisingdifferences in the networks'routines and patternsof coverage that call into question the
common assumptionof homogenous networkbehavior.

Question: Wehave a poll oulttonight that shows that your-job approvalrating has gone from
64 to 49 percent in the last 2 months.... Whydo you thinkthis has happened?
President Clinton: I bet not five percent of the American people know that we passed a
budget ... and it passed at the most rapidpoint of any budget in 17 years. I bet not one in 20
Americanvoters knows that because . . . success and the lack of discord are not as noteworthy
as failure.
_May 7, 1993, Washington,D.C.

In

this era when presidents' fortunes increasingly depend on their public
support,presidentialcomplaintsof unfairnews coveragehave become commonplace. In response, those who run the nation's newspapersand television news
departmentstypically strike a self-effacing posture: "All we do is report the
news." Poor performance,and not biased reporting,accounts for whateverunfavorablenews coveragepresidentsreceive. Who is right?
In recent years, increasing numbers of scholars have sought to answer this
question. Studentsof journalismhave delved into the professionalhabits of correspondents (Patterson 1996; Soley 1992) and the routines of modern news
organizations(Epstein 1973; Gans 1980; Sabato 1991). Although we find some
of this literaturerushes to judgment with characterizationsof "attack"journalism and "feeding frenzy,"we must, nonetheless, acknowledgethat these studies
An earlierversion of this paperwas presentedat the 1995 annualmeeting of the AmericanPolitical Science Association in Chicago.
THE JOURNAL OF POLITICS, Vol. 60, No. 4, November 1998, Pp. 1063-87
? 1998 by the University of Texas Press, P.O. Box 7819, Austin, TX 78713-7819
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uncover editorialpractices that supportpresidentialassertions of negative news
bias.1
Other scholars (Brody 1991; Grossmanand Kumar 1981) have concentrated
on the products of these journalistic practices that is, news about the president and have sought to frame the question of bias as a testable hypothesis.
They, too, muster evidence that appearsto supportpresidentialcharges of bias.
One such study is the Center for Media and Public Affairs' (CMPA) ongoing
content analysis of network news coverage of national politics. Since 1989 the
Center'sstaff has systematicallyscored every sentence of every presidentialstory
broadcast on one of the three major networks' evening news programs.Their
findings, summarizedas quarterlyaverages in Figure 1, show that both George
Bush and Bill Clinton garneredmostly negative coverage duringtheir first three
years in the White House. Only in 3 of the 24 quartersdid these presidentsaverage more favorable news than unfavorable.Even during the first quarterof

FIGURE1
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Source: Ratings based on content analysis of sound bites on ABC, NBC, and CBS evening news
programsby the Centerfor Media and Public Affairs.

1
There have been many hypothesized types of bias in the communication literature partisan,
antiestablishnment,
proestablishment,ideological, etc. Any of these might be imagined to influence
the news in politically relevantways. However,in this analysis we have chosen to concentrateon negative bias.
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1991 (3.1 in Figure 1) when the Gulf Warlifted Bush's Gallupjob performance
rating to a record-setting88% approving,the President still barely managed to
win a net favorableratio of news. By these standards,a presidentwho mustersa
40:60 ratio of favorableto unfavorablenews is doing pretty well.
However suggestive this and similar findings may be, they do not add up to a
definitiveconfirmationof networknews bias. Importantmethodologicaland evidentiary issues remain to be resolved before one can conclude bias from the
presence of high levels of negative news. Until this is done, plausible alternative
explanationswill frustrateattemptsto shift statementsof "news bias" from the
realm of opinion and judgment to that of inferences derived from testable hypotheses. We have designed the research reported here to eliminate these
counterargumentsand place bias researchon a firmerscientific footing.
Problems with "Bias"Research
Two classes of problemspresently confound bias research.The first concerns
the inherent subjectivity of content analysis. Coding decisions confront the researcherwith seemingly arbitrarychoices, which subsequentlyexpose the results
to criticism from those who find them disagreeable.The second problem concerns selection bias. By examining only those news stories that are actually
reported,one cannot determinewhether any observed distributionof favorable
and unfavorablepresidentialnews accuratelyportraysreal-worldconditions, or
as the "attackjournalism"literaturecharges,reflectsthe news industry'sappetite
for negative stories.
Subjectivity of Measurement
Many news items clearly constitute favorable or unfavorablenews for the
president and consequently pose no coding problems. Rising employment and
declining inflation attract favorable presidential assessments from the public.
Many other stories, however,are more difficultto score, and theirpresence in the
data underminesthe validity and reliabilityof the findings.
These difficult-to-code stories are, in fact, numerous. Evening news broadcasts commonly report the president taking a position on some controversial
issue or disagreeing with other national politicians. Consider the coding difficulty posed by a news report that despite vocal congressional opposition, the
presidenthas decided to stick with his embattlednominee for surgeon general.
Does the president'saction reflect favorablyon his performance?Among the audience, the president'sfans and those who are sympatheticwith his nominee may
well view the president's persistence as standing firm for what he and they
believe in. Others,however,might view it less charitablyas indicatingthe president's ineffectiveness or intransigence."Good"news for the formerperspective
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becomes "bad"news for the latter. If an audience might differentlyevaluate a
particularnews item, so too might those who code these stories.2
Even if the reliabilityproblemswere overcomewith sophisticatedcoding procedures and extensive training of those who would apply them, the above
example reminds us of another problem construct validity. What constitutes
good and bad news, and does the content analysis measure what it purportsto
measure? In the absence of some independenttest of validity (Campbell and
Stanley 1971), the researcheris left with the task of defending one set of arbitrary coding rules against alternativesthat yield different distributionsof good
and bad presidentialnews, and hence, differentconclusions about bias.
A third and less frequentlynoted problem of subjectivityarises from the aggregation of disparate news items. Whether measured by their influence on
public opinion, the policy significance of the issue, or simply the quality or seriousness of the report's content, some news stories are more important than
others. Yet in tallying favorableand unfavorablenews stories, content analyses
typically count them all to be the same. If less importantstories were loaded
with greatersharesof unfavorablenews, it would skew the overalldistributionof
news. PresidentCarter'spress secretary,Jody Powell, suggested this possibility
when he complained, "Reportersare always coming up with these little gnats
that have to be swatted"(Hallin 1992, 9). One can imagine a variety of thorny
coding decisions entailed in subjectivelyweighting stories. Contentanalyses of
news bias understandablyshy away from this exercise. Nonetheless, in failing to
weight stories, this researchimplicitly assumes all weigh equally in importance
as news to the audience or on some other dimension.
The aggregationof dissimilar kinds of stories may explain the extraordinary
differencebetween PresidentBush's soaring approvalratingsin the aftermathof
the Gulf Warand his barely favorablenews coverage. Only 26% of ABC's thirdparty statements (Center for Media and Public Affairs 1991) supported the
administration'swar policy; many came from foreign nationals. At 21% favorable, Iraq's policies won only slightly fewer endorsements among outside
sources.No one seriously doubtsthatthe resoundingvictory over Iraqgave Bush
a surfeit of favorablenews coverage.Yet, coding proceduresthat failed to discount pro-Iraqstatementsfrom noncredible,foreign sources give the appearance
that the Gulf "news" war was nip and tuck. These problems of subjectivity2Even the most carefully designed and executed content analysis has difficulty in achieving satisfactory levels of intercoderreliability.An innovative attempt to avoid the problems of intercoder
reliability can be found in the computer-aidedcontent analysis methods used in the work of David
Fan. Fan used a computerto filter and code downloadedverbatimtranscriptsof randomlyselected
stories from the AP wire. After initially using rules to exclude certain types of stories that fell
outside the scope of the study (e.g., those originating in other countries), computer text analysis
was used to apply a set of relationalrules and keywordsto code the stories.A randomlyselected subset of the coding was then compared to independenthuman coding. See Tims, Fan, and Freeman
(1989).
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reliability,validity and weighting point to the same moral:even the most ingenious content analysis has difficulty warding off methodological critiques that
threatento impugn its results.
False Inference from Bad News to News Bias
In the opening passage of this article, President Clinton voices the common
White House complaintthat those who select news preferto accent the negative.
If, indeed, news gathererssystematicallydraw an unrepresentativesample from
the populationof potential presidentialstories, this practice alone might suffice
to skew presidentialcoverage.If so, researchbased exclusively on contentanalysis of reportednews commits the fallacy of drawing inferences from data that
has been selected on the dependentvariable.The issue of selection bias presents
this researchwith a serious conundrum.How can it assess the representativeness
of the sample when the populationis comprisedmostly of storiesthat were never
reportedand thereby elude observation?To establish bias one must also somehow measurethese nonevents.3
In the researchreportedhere, we shall take a differenttack to minimize these
methodological and evidentiary problems. Unlike most research in this field,
which compiles a substantivelyrich body of news data and then grapples with
these problemsas they are encountered,we shall reversethe strategyby limiting
the analysis to a subset of presidentialnews that minimizes subjective coding
and for which we can observe the populationof potentialnews stories as well as
those actually reported.In effect, this research strategy accepts the tradeoff of
diminished generalizability of our findings and conclusions in return for
strengthenedconfidence in our inferences.
We have identifiedan importantsubset of presidentialnews that satisfies these
exacting requirements.These are stories reportingthe public's assessment of the
president'sjob performance.Containingquantitativeinformationabout the current state of public opinion, they are particularlywell suited for formulating
defensible definitionsof good and bad presidentialnews.
Decreases in the president's approval rating constitute bad news, and increases, good news. Beyond the directionof shifting public opinion, the percent
approvingidentifiesthe degree of change. By limiting the analysis to news items
based on standardizedpolling instruments,weighting becomes irrelevant.Finally, with approvalstories, we can easily identify and measurethe populationof
potential news from which those reported represent a sample. With each network'sin-house public opinion surveyspublicly archived,we can identify the full
population of approval ratings that is, potential news stories and compare
those selected for broadcastwith those that were not.
3Successful efforts to assess the distributionof the populationinclude those of Harrington(1993);
Bartels (1996); Behr and Iyengar(1985); and Bosso (1989).
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Newsmaking involves two separatekinds of activities:news gatheringand reporting. Each represents a potential source of bias. They are separate tasks
involving differentkinds of considerationsas to what levels and changes in presidential supportconstitute news. Polling and reportingdecisions may influence
one anotheror they might be made wholly independently.4In either case, the selection of a president'sperformanceratingas news should be viewed as the joint
outcome of discrete polling and reportingchoices.
Obviously bias may be introducedin a news editor'sdecision whether or not
to reportthe president'scurrentapprovalrating.Perhapsless apparent,however,
bias might influencedecisions to commission a new
is how an antiadministration
survey and, thus in the differentialsupply of timely information,skew reported
news. An approvalratingrepresentsan unusualnews item in that while the public continuously updates its assessment of the president's performance,these
evaluationsenterthe populationof availablepresidentialnews only when a news
organizationelects to recordthem with a survey. Consequently,the presence of
nationalopinion as news reflectsdiscretionarychoices of those who gathernews.
National surveys are costly. Networknews organizationscan, therefore,be expected to ration their polling activities according to some expected payoff.
Presumably,the most importantpayoff consists of newsworthyresults. If those
who commission networkpolls suspect that the president'sjob performancerating is unchangedsince the last survey,they will have little incentiveto run a new
poll. As one networkexecutive who commissions polls reportedto us, "If a poll
showed no change (in presidentialapproval),I would recommendthat it not be
reported."CBS's director of surveys, Kathleen A. Frankovichas observed the
special attractionunfavorablepresidentialratingshold for networknews: "When
[presidential]approvalratings go down, it's considered more newsworthythan
when they go up" (1994, 9).5 If those making polling decisions agree that bad
news makes better news than good news, or merely ascribe such views to those
who select and reportthe news, then they might more diligently monitorpublic
4An importantconstrainton networkpolling decisions lies in the need to coordinatethe schedule
and content of these polls with a network'spolling partner.Each network poll has a contractual
agreementwith a nationallyorientednewspaper,which at times brings differentinterestsinto polling
decisions (Moore 1992, 286-99). Only CBS sometimes breaks away from its partner,the New York
Times,and runs its own survey.In discussions with seniorpolling executives from all threenetworks,
we confirmedthat polling decisions generally involve different members of the news agency from
those associated with creatingthe nightly news program.
5Frankovic (1994) cites two instanceswhere this bias appearsto have prevailedin presidentialcoverage. The first involved the networks' ongoing coverage of the Iran-contrascandal. The second,
which falls within the time frame of the present study,concernedPresidentClinton'shealth care initiative. "Thereseems to have been more coverage of the slippage in supportfor PresidentClinton's
health care plan . . . than there was of the original post-speech levels of support."
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opinion when they suspect that the president'spublic standing is deteriorating.
These separatepaths by which bias may enter presidentialnews comprise the
two hypotheses we test below.6
Biased Polling Hypothesis:Otherthings equal, a networkis more likely to administer a job performance survey if it has informationthat the president's
performancerating is declining.
Biased ReportingHypothesis: Other things equal, a networkis more likely to
report approval ratings that representlosses in public support since the last
report.
For both of these hypotheses, negative changes in presidential approval
disproportionatelytrigger news gathering and reporting.The asymmetric relationship they posit spawns two counterhypotheses.The null hypothesis holds
simply that no relationshipexists between the president'sapprovalratings and
the likelihood that they will be reported.This would occur were the networksto
schedule polls accordingto some fixed calendarand routinelyreportthe results.
Also, there is what we shall call the "change"hypothesis. It rejects a negativity
bias and holds that only the magnitudeof change in approvalratings influences
news gatheringand reportingdecisions. The predictionsthat follow from these
competing hypotheses are diagrammedin Figure 2.
The bias hypothesespredictpolling and reportingdecisions will respondmore
to declining than rising presidentialapproval.In the figure, we have portrayed
the likelihood of a polling or reportingdecision as droppingto zero when the approval rating is unchanged and staying there as the president becomes more
popular.The null hypothesis projects a straightline across the range of popular
supportat some mean level of polling activity.With absolute levels of popular
supportdriving news activities, the change hypothesis predicts a symmetric,binomial relationship. Throughout our analysis we shall test these competing
hypothesesby comparingthe shapes of the estimatedrelationshipsagainstthese
functionalforms.7
6Note that bias at either one of these stages could conceivably skew coverage independentof the
actions of other actors. In other words, if reporterswere to uniformly present polls that had been
commissioned in a negatively biased manner,those reportswould then be disproportionatelynegative. Similarly,even if the network'spolling operation were completely evenhandedin its polling
practices,biased reportingcould conceivablypreventpositive polls from ever being reportedto viewers. It is importantto note that differentactorsat each stage in the news-gatheringprocess might have
discrete effects on the final outcome, even if they do not coordinatetheir efforts toward.
7In addition,this design allows us to test a partisanbias hypothesis by interactingour results with
an administrationdummy.In other words, the partisanbias hypothesisis simply a special case of the
negative bias case in which the negative bias is concentratedagainst one or anotherparty.Tests that
added this partisaninformationto our logits were not significant.
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FIGURE2

Alternative Hypothesized Relationships between Changes
in Approval and Network News Decisions

Change prediction: positive and negative
changes in approvalequally stimulatenews
activity.
Probability of
Polling or
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Null prediction: thereis no relation
between changes in presidentialapprovaland
networknews activity.
______________

+
0
Changes in Approval

-

Biased prediction: negative changes in

approvalare much more likely to stimulate
news activity.

Methodology
We shall test the bias hypotheses and their alternativeson the three broadcast
networks'evening news coverage for the six-year period dating from early January 1990 throughthe end of 1995. This gives us relativelycomparablecoverage
of Republicanand Democratic administrations.By including all three networks
in the analysis, we can distinguishthe extent to which our results reflect a particular network'spractices or are generalizableto the industry.8Since a network
news organizationmay take a survey into the field or report its most recent inhouse findings at any time, we shall representthese decisions as daily, binary
events for which standardlogit estimationproceduresare appropriate.9Our dependentpolling variablewill assume a value of 1 on days when a new poll goes
into the field and zero at all other times. Similarly,the reportingvariablewill be
scored 1 on days when the evening news programcited a specific percentageof
the public endorsing the president's overall job performance.10The appendix
8
Unlike the general literatureon network news, we remain agnostic about the networks' news
practices.
'One networkpolling executive confirmedthat their staff meets daily to assess and schedulepolls.
l?We used only the assessment of overall job performance.For example, we would include the
standardCBS/NYT polls that asked "Do you approveor disapproveof the way [Bill Clinton] is handling his job as president?"but exclude "Do you approveor disapproveof the way [Bill Clinton] is
handling the situation in Bosnia?" NBC/WSJ's standardizedquestion wording was "In general, do
you approveor disapproveof the job [Bill Clinton] is doing as president?"ABC/WP asked two question variants:The first question asks "Do you approve or disapproveof the way [Bill Clinton] is
handlinghis job as president?",while the second is identical, except that it adds "(If approveor disapprove,ask:) Is that approve/disapprovestronglyor approve/disapprovesomewhat?"
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offers a full descriptionof the data sources and proceduresused to create these
and the independentvariables.
As shown in the following frequencies,we are predictingthe occurrenceof a
somewhatrarenews event. Given the technology'sexpense, however,we are impressed that networks administeredpolls as frequently as they did during the
72-month period of this study. CBS averageda new survey every three weeks,
while NBC and ABC came in just under one a month. Moreover,network reporting of survey results varied greatly as well. From the figures below, we see
that most approvalratingswent unreported.Clearly,those who select and report
the news enjoy ample discretion and hence, opportunityfor bias-in reporting
presidentialapproval."l
Polls taken
Polls broadcast

CBS
106
32

NBC
64
43

ABC
71
20

For both polling and reportingdecisions, the key independentvariable is the
president'schanging levels of public support.In the latterinstance, the news reporter examines the latest in-house result and decides whether it is sufficiently
compelling to include in the evening's news program.But with respect to the
polling choice, one might reasonablyask how changing levels of public support
might shape polling decisions when the poll under consideration presumably
containsthe relevantinformationfor its selection? Presumablynetworknews executives assiduouslymonitortheir competitors'news coverage,and consequently
are promptlyalertedto shifting public opinion.The wealth of public opinion data
on presidentialperformancemay satisfy the scheduling decisions for news gatherers, but it poses a problem for us in trying to identify which surveys cue a
network'spolling decisions. After testing various survey organizations'approval
series, alone and in combination,we concluded that none performedbetterthan
the frequentlyupdatedapprovalratings suppliedby the Gallup Poll. Since introducing the concept of the president'sjob performanceas a survey question in the
1930s, Gallup has run far more surveys on this question than any other firm.
During the six years covered in this study, it released 184 news reports on the
president'sjob performancerating.Moreover,the networkshave copied Gallup's
approve-disapprovequestion format, which makes its results especially attractive to those whose decisions rest in part on anticipatingresults of a new survey.
To test whetherchanges in approvaltriggernetworkpolling, we have takenthe
difference between the network'smost recent in-house figure and the current
Galluprating.This variable,Rating, assumes a score of +20, for example, when,
accordingto the latest Gallupfigures,the president'spublic supporthas increased
l l On 13 additionaloccasions, an evening news broadcastprovided approvalratings from a rival
networkor some other media source. We have incorporatedthis informationin testing for biased reporting accordingto a proceduredescribedin the appendix.
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20 percentagepoints since the last in-house survey.On those occasions when the
network's approval survey provides more recent information, we assume that
news gatherersignore the older Gallup figures and we set Rating to zero.
Turningto the decision to reporta poll, a couple of alternativespecifications
are available for estimating the effects of changes in approval. In deciding
whether or not to reporta given approvalfigure, the news executive may weigh
the president'scurrentrating against either the previous in-house rating or the
network'spreviously reported rating. Generally,the values for these specifications will be the same. When they differ, however,the latter benchmarkproved
in a preliminaryanalysis to be a strongerpredictorof reportingdecisions, and
so will be used here. Accordingly, we have defined Approval to representthe
difference between the most recent in-house approvalrating and the one last
broadcaston the network'sevening news program.
Other considerations, such as competing news stories, may also influence
polling and reportingdecisions and thereforeneed to be taken into account in
testing the alternativehypotheses. Earlierwe suggested that the value of a news
item decays sharplyover time. To representthe timeliness of the currentin-house
rating, we have created a variable, Reporting Sequence, that indicates the
number of days since the network'smost recent result became available. Once
the approvalratingis broadcast,ReportingSequence is reset to zero until a new
poll is taken.12
While other news may crowd approvalreportsoff the program,some kinds of
stories might enhance the news value of the president'sperformancerating and
increase its likelihood of being aired. In serving as a "news peg" (Frankovic
1994, 7), presidentialapprovalfrequentlyfinds a place in presidentialcoverage
on substantiveissues. Internationalcrises and nationalelections are two of these
topics for which the president'spublic support offers especially relevant information to the substantive news item. Presumablythe surge in approval that
commonly accompanies internationalcrises gives the president the latitude to
deal with foreign adversariesfrom a position of strength(Kernell 1978; Mueller
1973). The implicationof this "rallyaroundthe flag" phenomenonhas not been
lost on network newsmakers.Also, in both midterm and presidentialelections,
the president'sperformanceappearsto be a major considerationvoters take into
the voting booth (Campbell 1993; Kernell 1977; Tufte 1975).
The tendency to emphasize approvalratings during crises can be seen in the
frequencyof polling and reportingdisplayedin FiguresA1-A3 in the appendix.
12Since we assume that polls take a few days to returnresults from the field, the reportingsequence actually takes its maximum value of 1 five days after a poll is commissioned by a network.
The value of reportingsequence decreasesincrementallythe neweror older than five days a poll gets.
We achieve this scoring by startingat a value of 5 on the day the poll goes into the field. We then decrease the previous day's value by 1 each day after that until reaching a value of 1 on the fifth day,
and then increaseby 1 each day after that.Next, these scores are inverted.Finally,we replacethe incrementalscoring with a zero value when the poll has been reportedby that network.
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About the same time PresidentBush sent the military into the field with Desert
Shield in August 1990 and again with Desert Storm in January 1991, the networkstook to the field as well, armedwith presidentialjob performancesurveys.
To measurethe independenteffects of internationalcrises and elections, we have
createddummyvariables;Rally and Elections assume a value of 1 duringinternational crisis and national election campaigns,respectively.The appendix lists
the crises and election periods covered by these variables.13
The Findings
Below we test the bias hypotheses on polling and reportingdecisions in two
ways. First, in a more descriptivevein, we examine whether a given change in
approvalproduced a polling or reporting decision during the subsequent days
and weeks when that rating was still the most current.In this specification,the
observationsare the ratings,which span varying time periods that end when the
networktakes an action or when new polling informationupdates the approval
variable(i.e., Rating or Approval).'4 This approachwill allow us to easily identify those changes in presidentialapprovalthat eventuallyresulted in one of our
hypothesizednetworknews responses.
In orderto test our competing hypotheses, however,we need to approachthe
data differently.The varying time intervals allowed in the above specification
open the findings to the possibility that some approvalratings are more closely
associated with news activity solely because they lasted longer. Our second approach to these relationshipssolves this problem by changing the observation
from the approvalratingto the daily decision to poll (or report).This expandsthe
number of observations from an average of 250 across the networks to 2,191
daily, binary decisions for each networkto poll or reportthe public's evaluation
of the president. Moreover, this approach makes it far easier to specify the
decaying value of news over time and to control for Rally events and Elections. Finally, in estimating these decisions as daily events, we are accurately
"3We have scored the midtermelections as 1 from September1 until the election. We have scored
presidentialelections as 1 from January29 (the beginning of the primaryseason) until the election.
We also tested for the effects of state of the union addresseson networkpolling, but found no relationship.
14If the networkacts, the time period is reset, and for our analysis scored 1; if, however,the period ends with the introductionof new polling results, it is scored zero. By plotting these values
against their correspondinglevel of Rating or Approval, we can generate a probabilitycurve that
helps indicate whethera networkhas keyed equally on positive or negative changes in approvalas it
polls and reportson the president'sperformance.Suppose on day t Gallup releases a new approval
figure from which we then calculate a new Rating value and on t + 20 issued a second rating.We
determinewhether duringperiod t throught + 19 the networkcommissioned a survey.The figures
represent,then, the percentageof "time periods"when a particularvalue of Rating containeda network rating.There were 289, 247, and 254 changes in the value of Rating for CBS, NBC, and ABC,
respectively,over the 2,191 days. We only plotted the curves for the ranges for which we had observations for each network.

This content downloaded from 137.110.37.11 on Fri, 16 Aug 2013 12:16:24 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

1074

TimGroeling and Samuel Kernell

representingthe routineof the daily "polling meeting"that, we learnedfrom our
interviews, two networksfollow. Accordingly,we have scored each day that network commissioned a new survey (or reportsthe president'sapproval)as 1 and
the rest as zero. This gives us binary dependentvariablesfor which multivariate
logit proceduresare appropriate.
To Poll or Not to Poll
In Figure 3 we have plotted the frequency(stated as a percentage)with which
a given value of Rating ended with the network commissioning a new poll.'5
That the percentages in Figure 3 for CBS are uniformly greater signifies its
higher overall level of polling activity. CBS also appears to have been much
more responsive to changes in the president'sapprovalin deciding when to run
new surveys. When a new Gallup Poll pushed Rating beyond 15 percentage
points, either positively or negatively,CBS nearly always ran a survey.With the
curve's lowest point near zero change in approval and the slopes essentially
symmetrical, we may tentatively conclude that change rather than an antiadministrationbias governedCBS's polling strategy.
NBC's polling decisions respondto changes in approvalas well, but here one
also finds signs of bias. Across the rangeof Ratingvalues, this networkmore frequently commissioned surveys when the president's support was declining.
Moreover,the curve bottoms out at +5% change in approval,indicatingthat minor favorable swings in approvalwere the least likely to elicit a new survey.
ABC's polling decisions plot a function that resembles the predictionof the null
hypothesis in Figure 2. The slant of the slope points to the presence of a weak
bias. So far, then, each of the several hypotheses finds supportfrom one of the
networks'polling practices.
We now turn to an estimationof polling decisions as daily events. To allow an
antiadministrationbias to come to the fore, we have split Rating into two variables the original, full range of approval change and Rating Down which
assumes Rating's negative values and otherwise zero. (With this scoring, one
must subtractthe coefficient for Rating Down from Rating to arriveat a coefficient that can be comparedto the positive change coefficient now contained in
the Rating variable.)As controls we have added Rally and Elections. Both display the correct sign in Table 1, but fail to satisfy minimal levels of significance.
All of the Rating-basedvariablesyield relationshipsindicatingthat both positive and negative changes in the president'sapprovaltriggerpolling activity.We
also find variety across the networksin how each respondsto Rating. NBC displays a marginally greater propensity to poll as the president's support levels
decline. For CBS, however, the relationship is reversed (.10 compared to
15Because our dependentvariableis binary,the resulting observationsof network action or inaction would be difficult to distinguish visually. So, we have used these values to generate the
functionalform presentedin the figure.
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FIGURE3

The Relationship between Changes in Presidential Approval and the
Likelihood of a New Network Poll
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-.053-that is, .1 - .153). And ABC with its substantiallyweaker coefficients
appearsequally indifferentto favorableor unfavorablepolitical conditions.
The consistently significant Rating variables in these equations demonstrate
that the networkspay attentionto the president'sapprovalratings as they decide
to gather new readings of public opinion. But while these relationshipshint of
bias, the large network differences preclude a strong inference one way or the
other. Perhapsthe reason for the poor showing of the biased polling hypothesis
can be found in various extraneousconsiderationsspecific to each networkthat
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TABLE 1

Logit Results Estimating the Likelihood That a Network Will Conduct a
Poll on Presidential Approval on Any Given Day
Variable

Coefficient (SE)

NBC (64 polls taken)
Constant
Rating
Rating Down
Rally
Elections

-3.976
0.068
-0.160
1.141
0.246

(.197)
(.043)
(.063)
(.405)
(.314)

CBS (106 polls taken)
Constant
Rating
Rating Down
Rally
Elections

-3.427 (.161)
0A100 (.035)
-0.153 (.064)
0.668 (.360)
0.737 (.227)

ABC (71 polls taken)
Constant
Rating
Rating Down
Rally
Elections

-3.676
0.026
-0.060
0.590
0.548

(.202)
(.044)
(.062)
(.445)
(.290)

Note: The Rating variable measures the difference between the network's last in-house poll of
presidential approval and the most recent Gallup poll result. The Rating Down variable is simply the
negative values of Rating, with positive values replaced with Os. The Rally dummy variable controls
for foreign policy rally events. The Elections dummy variable controls for congressional and presidential election periods. All networks have 2,189 observations.

influence polling decisions. According to one network executive, the news departmentsometimes casually adds a single job performancequestion to surveys
designed to measure some other aspect of public opinion.16 Another cited the
need to coordinatesurvey schedules with the desires of the newspaperpartneras
interferingwith the network'sability to commission surveys wheneverit wants.17
We suspect that these mitigatingconsiderationslimit the influence of bias or any
otherjournalisticpreferencein turningon and off the flow of opinion data. Since
these considerationsare absent in choosing the news, the weak signs of bias uncovered here could be easily reconciled with stronger evidence of bias in the
network'sreportingdecisions.
16The executive added,"Thebeauty of the president'sjob performancequestion is that it offers us
a barometerof the nation'smood. We are always wanting to updatethe trend."
17This is the reason one executive enlisted to predict that he "wouldbe surprisedif we found approvalpolling to be correlatedwith politics."
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To Report or Not to Report
As we observed earlier,the fairly low share of networkpolls that are actually
aired means the decision to report them appears highly discretionary.The frequency with which the networkspoll the public gives them a steady stream of
fresh information.'8Moreover,presidential stories abound and with them, opportunitiesto inject the latest ratingsfigures.
As before, we begin by examining the overall relationshipbetween news reports and changes in the president'sjob performancerating. In this instance
approvalchange is measured by Approval-the difference between the current
in-house rating and the last one reportedby the network.The relationshipsplotted in Figure4 point more stronglyto bias than anythingwe have examinedthus
far. Note that the low point of the curves for ABC, and to a lesser extent CBS,
hover over positive values of approvalchange. These networkswere least likely
to reportthe president'sapprovalratingwhen it improvedmodestly since the last
report. Both NBC and ABC also display a pronouncednegative slope. As the
president'ssupportworsens, the prospectof it being reportedincreases sharply.'9
Turningto the logit analysis, we have again distinguishedpositive and negative changes in our chief theoreticalvariable,Approval,to detect any asymmetry
in the relationship. Following the same procedure used for creating Rating
Down,we generatedApprovalDown to assume this variable'snegative values. In
a preliminaryexaminationof the relationships,we discoveredthat the probability of reporting the president's approval increases significantly at CBS and
NBC whenever the values of Approval swing in a negative directionregardless
of the magnitudeof the swing picked up by the Approvalvariables.Accordingly
in the second column of Table2, we have added a dummyvariable,Negative InterceptShift, to capturethe additionalimpact of declining approvalon reporting
decisions.

In additionto reintroducingElections and Rally, we have createda new control variableto representthe decayingnews value of ratingsover time. Reporting
Sequence operationalizesthe journalistic adage "Old news is no news," by setting the variable'shighest value on the first day a new poll figure was available
for a news report and diminishing it every day thereafter.Once a rating is reported, it presumablybecomes worthless for futurereportsand we have reset it
to zero.
Again, the Rally variable proved unrelatedto these news choices, but Elections triggeredapprovalreportsfor all three networks.The new control variable,
180n rareoccasions when they are caught short without satisfactoryin-house survey figures, they
can turn to the poll reportsof other news organizations.CBS and ABC cited outside polls less than
once a year, while NBC used them slightly more in the period we study.
19Notethat the higher plateau of reportingreflects simply that NBC, which took the fewest number of approvalpolls, reporteda greatershare of them on the evening news.
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FIGURE4

Relationship between Changes in Presidential Approval and the
Likelihood of a Network Poll Being Reported
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Reporting Sequence, shows up in every equation as highly significant.Timeliness indeed proves to be a virtue. However, these variables are less able to
control for the effects of outside events at the reportingstage of the decisionmaking process, since they cannot account for the influence of nonpresidential
stories "crowdingout" poll stories that might otherwise have aired.
This brings us to the criticaltest of the biased reportinghypothesis. In Table2
all three of the ratings-basedvariablesproduce significant coefficients for NBC
and CBS. In each case, the strengthof the interceptshift clearly suggests bias,
but its impact is largely offset by the marginallystrongerrelationshipsfor the
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TABLE2

Logit Results Estimating the Likelihood That a Network WillAir a Poll on
Presidential Approval on Any Given Day
WithoutInterceptTerm
Coefficient (Std. Error)

Variable

With InterceptTerm
Coefficient (SE)

NBC
Constant
Approval
ApprovalDown
ReportingSequence
Elections
Rally
Negative InterceptShift

-5.315
0.146
-0.259
2.852
0.969
0.590

(.329)
(.044)
(.068)
(.452)
(.364)
(.554)

-5.706 (.412)
0.183 (.048)
-0.225 (.074)
2.904 (.458)
1.093 (.373)
0.569 (.560)
1.095 (.534)

CBS
Constant
Approval
ApprovalDown
ReportingSequence
Elections
Rally
Negative InterceptShift

-6.031 (.417)
0.164 (.054)
-0.296 (.083)
2.723 (.510)
0.995 (.426)
0.673 (.587)

-6.866 (.584)
0.257 (.065)
-0.300 (.087)
2.558 (.525)
1.160 (.437)
0.675 (.593)
1.828 (.646)

ABC
Constant
Approval
ApprovalDown
ReportingSequence
Elections
Rally
Negative InterceptShift

-6.630 (.540)
0.028 (.029)
-0.132 (.068)
3.693 (.588)
1.413 (.506)
-0.476 (1.113)

-6.352 (.579)
0.016 (.032)
-0.187 (.087)
3.753 (.591)
1.321 (.513)
-0.546 (1.114)
-0.962 (.904)

Note: The Approval variablesmeasure the difference between the network'slast reportedpoll of
presidentialapprovaland the most recent networkpoll result.The ApprovalDown variableis simply
the negativevalues of Approval,with positive values replacedwith Os.The Reporting Sequence variable takes a value of 0 when the network has aired its most recent poll result, and incrementally
approaches0 as the most recent poll result ages. The Elections dummy variable controls for congressional and presidentialelection periods. The Rally dummy variable controls for foreign policy
rally events. Finally, the Negative Intercept Shift dummy variabletakes a value of 1 if Approval is
negative, and 0 otherwise.

positive over the negative slopes.20 By comparisonABC's reporting decisions
conform more closely to the simpler bias predictions in Figure 2. Here, the
interceptshift dummyis insignificant,and the negative change slope is substantially largerthan that for the positive slope.
20Recall that given the way these variablesare scored, the negative slope requiressubtractingApproval Down fromApproval.This yields a slope for declining approvalof .113 for CBS and .132 for
NBC, both of which are slightly smaller than the coefficient for improvingsupport.
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In Figure 5 we combine the effects of the several ratings-basedvariablesto
plot the overall relationship between the network's reporting decision and
changes in the president'sjob performanceratings.We have convertedthe nonlinear logarithms in Table 2 to probabilitiesand plotted the news value of the
changes in approval.21 The results for ABC are the most straightforward.As the
FIGURE5

Probability That a Network Will Broadcast a Poll Result
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Note: all variablesexcept Approval,ApprovalDown, and Negative IniterceptShift have been held
at their mean values.
21Following standardpractice, all other variables have been fixed at their mean values. Bear in
mind that the low probabilitiesreflect that the unit of analysis is the daily decision, which sum to
overall probabilitiesakin to those displayedin Figure 4.
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president'spopularitydeclines, it becomes more newsworthy;as it rises, it does
not. On the other hand, these are not especially strong relationships.ABC displays relatively little interest in reportingthe president'sapprovallevel one way
or another.
Within the highly populated,narrow range of approvalchange of nine percentage points, NBC and CBS exhibit significantly greater probability of
reportingthe president'sapprovalrating when it is on the wane. But on those
infrequent occasions when the president's popularity soars, these networks'
strongerpositive slopes in Table 2 kick in and dramaticallyincrease the probability of news reports.Bear in mind, in examiningthese trends,however,that the
great majorityof changes in approvaland news reportsoccur within the limited
range where the negative bias prevails.
Conclusion
The table below summarizesour findings. The relationshipsfor polling decisions offer weaker evidence of bias than do those for reportingdecisions. While
we find some evidence of bias in NBC's polling decisions, ABC's polling schedule is only weakly related to the president's standing and CBS responds with
equal alacrityin polling both favorableor unfavorablechanges in the president's
support. Surprisingly,we have found that each network has developed its own
distinctive approachto presidentialapprovalpolling. We suspect that these differences reflect the parent organization'ssupport for polling within its news
division. CBS runs far more polls than do the other networknews organizations
and thereforecan more closely monitor changes in presidentialapproval.Moreover, our network informants described different constraints posed by their
newspaperpartnersin schedulingpolls. NBC andABC commission surveys only
in cooperationwith theirprintpartners.CBS News, on the otherhand,frequently
runs its own surveys.
NewsmakingActivity
Hypothesis Polling
Reporting
ABC
Null
CBS
CBS and NBC (when changing approvalapproaches
Change
8% or greater)
NBC
Bias
ABC; CBS, NBC (in narrowrange of approval)
More consistent and persuasive evidence of an antipresidentialbias can be
found in reportingdecisions. While NBC and CBS reportchange in both directions, downturnsin presidential support garner more careful coverage, except
duringtimes when the president'ssupportsoars. ABC's reportingpractices conform most closely to the predictions of the bias hypothesis in Figure 2. While
declining performancedoes indeed find the networksreceptive to so informing
the nation, the relationshipsare neither so consistent nor strong as to sustainthe
charges of reckless bias that presidentsare sometimes inclined to make and past
researchhas occasionally endorsed.
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News matters.Presidentshave long accepted this fact of life. It accounts for
their reportedattentivenessto evening news programming-one recalls Lyndon
Johnson'spracticeof simultaneouslywatchingthree televisions so as not to miss
any network story-and also accounts for their complaints that the networks
mistreatthem. More recently, scholars have also come to appreciatethat news
matters. The pathbreakingwork of lyengar and Kinder (1987), for example,
demonstrateshow network news can prime viewers to evaluate the president's
performanceon some issues but not on others.
Recognition that "news matters"begets a question we have addressedin part:
Do those who producethe news matter?If news objectivelymirrorsreality,then
presidentsand the rest of us can safely ignore the practicesof networknews and
concentrateinstead on the news itself.
The evidence of bias presentedhere, however, confirms an independent,mediating role for those who reportthe news. Beyond bias, our researchhas turned
up anotherunexpected display of the news media's independentrole in shaping
the news. Contraryto the existing wisdom in the field, which views the three
networksas interchangeable,we have discoveredstrikingdifferencesacross networks in polling and reportingpublic opinion aboutthe president'sperformance.
In citing industry-wideprofessional norms and competitive pressures, research
into the operationand content of a single networknews departmentcan give the
impressionthat what is true for one networkis true for all. Our findings indicate
otherwise. How network newsmakers decide to fill each evening's 22-minute
news hole remainshighly discretionaryand, consequently,is an even more complicated and compelling question for future research than the simple bias
hypothesis suggests.
Appendix
Data Sources and Coding
The interviews with each network's polling executives were conducted in
phone conversationson December 11 and 12, 1996. We wish to thank Kathleen
Frankovicof CBS, Mary Klette of NBC, and GaryLangerof ABC for their valuable insights.
Dependent Variables
In conducting this study, we have attemptedto explain two specific types of
network news actions. Our first dependent variable measures whether the network chose to conduct a poll on presidential approvalon a particularday. To
establish daily values for this variable,we relied on the comprehensivelisting of
polls archived at the Roper Center at the University of Connecticut.It can be
accessed on-line as RPOLL in the MARKET library of the Nexis information
system.
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The second dependent variable measures whether the network chose to include a presidentialapprovalpoll citation in a particularevening news broadcast.
To establish values for this variable,we relied on machine-readablearchives of
CBS Evening News and NBC Nightly News verbatimtranscriptsavailablein the
ProQuest CD-ROM-based database. Since ProQuest did not archive ABC's
WorldNews Tonight,we relied on Nexis' ABCNEW archive for these data.
In searching the transcriptsfor references to approvalratings, we sought to
eliminatecoder subjectivityby includingonly those that cite specific poll results.
This means that a story that included a reference to PresidentBush's "sagging
popularity"without citing a particularapprovalfigure was excluded. We also excluded citations that pertained only to some specific dimension of popularity
(e.g., approvalof the president'shandling of the economy).
A word of caution is in orderregardingthe use of the popularVanderbiltTelevision synopses in measuringthe content of networknews programming.After
initially utilizing this source for our dependent variable, we found that coding
based on these synopses was prone to errors.In particular,our coders were unable to use the broad story summaries archived by Vanderbilt to reliably
distinguish between differenttypes of stories. Poll results that appearedin verbatim transcriptswere often missing or vaguely cited in the abstracts.
Figures A1-A3 plot the two dependent variables over time. Each network's
most currentpresidentialapprovalresult is shown as a line, with each reported
ratingidentifiedas a hollow square.
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Independent Variables
The Rating variablerepresentsthe difference between the network'smost recent poll result and Gallup'smost recent approvalrating.The Gallup data were
acquiredfrom the Roper Center.The polls were enteredinto a time-series database and then used to calculate daily values of Rating for each network.
Similarly,the Approval variablerepresentsthe difference between a given network'slast broadcastedpoll result and its most recentpoll result.The calculation
of this variablerelied on the same data series used to representour dependent
variablesand Rating.
One complication in this coding that becomes apparentin Figures A1-A3 is
the networks'occasional use of outside ratings.Altogether,we identified 13 instances when outside surveys were enlisted. These occasions apparentlyarose
when the networknews bureauwanted to employ the president'srating but had
no timely in-house figures. While such polls clearly do not affect the values of
ourRating variable,they do potentiallyinfluenceApproval.If we excluded these
observations,then we would be measuringour values of Approval (which is intended to measure the change in the president'sapprovalsince the networklast
commented on approval)against a false baseline. If we included them, we ran
the risk of inferring that the network'sown value of Approval had produced a
broadcast,when in fact it had not. As a compromise,we decided to track down
the source of the cited outside poll, and then treatit as if it were an internalnetwork poll result (althoughwe did not use it to change the values of our Rating
variable),noting each of the affected datapoints. After estimatingour equations,
we then re-ranthe equationswith the affected observationsexcluded.The results
did not significantlydiffer from our original estimates.
OurRally variableis intendedto control for the effects of coverage of foreign
policy crises. We have scored the dummy variableas 1 on the day of the event
and for the subsequentweek, and zero otherwise. The rally events listed below
were collected from the year-endreview edition of Facts on File.
* Jan. 2, 1990: Manuel Noriega surrendersto U.S. forces
* Aug. 1, 1990: Iraqiinvasion of Kuwait
* Jan. 15, 1991: Desert Storm begins
* Feb. 24, 1991: Groundwar begins in Gulf War
* Aug. 18, 1991: Soviet coup attempt
* Dec. 8, 1992: OperationRestore Hope (Somalia intervention)
* June 6, 1993: MohammedAidid ambushes and kills Pakistani peacekeepers
(leading to reprisalsfrom U.S. and U.N. forces)
* June28, 1993: Cruisemissile strikein retaliationfor Iraqiassassinationattempt
on formerpresidentBush
* Oct. 3, 1993: 18 U.S. peacekeeperskilled in Somalia
* Feb. 27, 1994: U.S. shoots down 2 Serb jets over Bosnia and bombs ground
targets
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* Sept. 18, 1994: Haiti intervention
* Oct. 7, 1994: U.S. sends troops to Kuwaitin response to Iraqitroop movements
* May 25, 1995: NATO air strikes against Serb weapons depots
* June 2, 1995: Scott O'Grady'sF-16 shot down over Bosnia
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