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How is TV news covering the race for the presidency? Has the coverage changed since the primaries
ended? And how does this year's coverage compare to 1988? This month's Media Monitor examines
the 1,559 election stories that appeared on the network evening news shows from January 1 through

August 21, when the Republican National Convention ended. We also compare current campaign
coverage with results from our previous study of the 1988 election. Finally, this issue tracks campaign
jokes from late-night talk show hosts Jay Leno, David Letterman, and Arsenio Hall,

Major findings:

B Same Old Story The amount of TV news election
coverage is almost exactly the same as in 1988.
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B Policy Over Polls Policy issues have received more
coverage this year than the campaign horse race.
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B Dems Over GOP Clinton and Gore are getting better
press than Bush and Quayle. Unlike 1988, Democrats also
fared better than Republicans during the primaries.
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B No Views Is Good Views Both nominees got mostly
bad press for their views on policy issues.
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®  Conventional Wisdom 1992 convention coverage fa-
vored Clinton over Bush; in 1988 it favored Bush over
Dukakis.
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B Campaign Comedy Late night comedians have aimed
nearly three times as many jokes at the Republicans as the
Democrats.
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Road to the White House , his positions on policy issues, personal

oad r Campaigll 92 TOpiCS character, effectiveness on the cam-

Post- paign trail, and the appropriateness or

From January 1 through the Primary Prim Total | ethical quality of his campaign. In

end of the Republican National Con- (1/1-6‘}'21;y (6/3_8::')3' addition to these evaluations of each

vention on August 21, the ABC, CBS, stories  stories  stories| candidate’s desirability, we have

and NBC evening news shows broad- peciii logged an even greater number of state-

: . 5 278

cast 1,559 stories on the presidential | POIiCY Issues ikt ments (3,268) that rated their viability

campaign, with a total airtime of 49 | Campaign | - their standing or prospects in the
hours 16 minutes. At this point in Strategy 260 campaign horse race.

1988, the three networks had aired
nearly identical totals of 1,543 stories

Campaign

and 49 hours 44 minutes of airtime. | CONtroversies

NBC has provided the most coverage | Horse Race
this year, with 529 stories totalling 17 Standings

hours 29 minutes of airtime followed

by ABC (527 stories, 15 hours 40 min- Note: stories may have more than one topic.

Since the primaries ended, 1,921
sources have evaluated the two major
party nominees along these dimensions.
Horse race assessments accounted for
J Just over two-fifths (42%) of these

utes), and CBS (503 stories, 16 hours
7 minutes).

judgments. When the discussion
turned from the candidates’ chances to

their merits,_the focus of debate was

® ® ) . . .
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Althongh the amount of coverage has ( Areas of DlSCllSSlon Split about evenly between their posi

remained constant, its focus has
changed since 1988. At this point four
years ago, the ‘‘horse race’’ - the
standings and prospects of the presi-
dential candidates - was the single
most heavily covered topic. This year
the horse race ranks fourth, and polic

issues have received the most atten-
tion of any aspect of the campaign.
TV news discussion of policy issues is
up by 66 percent from 1988 (544 sto-
ries compared to 327). Major con-
tributors to this increase include the
nation’s economic troubles and the dis-
cussion of urban problems and race
relations that followed the Los Ange-
les riots. Two other old reliables of
election coverage, campaign strategy
and campaign trail controversies
(scandals, gaffes, etc.), are receiving
roughly the same levels of attention
this year as in 1988.

Rating the Players

Since January, we have tabu-
lated 2,852 statements by sources or

Bush

tions or records on public policy mat-
ters, and non-policy related subjects,
such as their campaign behavior or
personal character.

As the incumbent, Bush’s policies were
most often rated in terms of his
Administration’s performance, rather
than his public statements. In contrast
to Bush, Clinton’s media profile was
shaped more by his proposals and po-
sitions than his record in public office.
But, a smaller proportion of Clinton’s
coverage has been substantively ori-
ented. Character assessments made up
only two percent of Clinton’s media
profile since June, down from eight
percent during the primaries.

Calling the Race

Horse race evaluations include
assessments of poll results, campaign
organization and fund-raising, crowd
response, interest group support, etc.
Since late June these reports have been

Based on the number of evaluations by sources in election far kinder towar d Clinton than Bush.
reporters that either praised or criti- L‘oﬂe’ on the ABC, CBS, and NBC evening newscasts (6/3-8/21).

During the first three weeks after the

cized candidates for national office.

The virtues and vices that were evaluated most
often included a candidate’s record in office,

primaries ended, Clinton's horse race notices

were 69 percent negative. Since then, they

have been 83 percent positive, The perception

|
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Calling the Horse Race

while two out of three have criticized Dan
Quayle. Conversely, Barbara Bush has been
applauded by nine out of ten sources, while
three out of four have panned Hillary Clinton’s
performance. (Evaluations of the nominees’
wives are relatively rare, however - only 43
since the primaries ended.)

7%  76%,

George Bush has received his lowest marks for
the quality of his campaign. Four out of five
sources (82%) criticized the president for run-

0 339, 35%  ning a misleading or negative campaign, or for
avoiding important issues. After Bush’s con-
vention speech, for example, Clinton called

AL Bush him ‘‘a great fearmonger,”” and CBS conven-

17% us 15% tion analyst Joe Klein seconded Clinton, re-
Py : l|3% : 1 8% 111% ‘ | port]ing t};at the speecélé cgntéa/i;f)d major ‘‘un-
truths’’ about taxes. (CBS,

e\""&\g @&We\w e,\'l-""l\.5 q\”1“:\\\'1\‘qq\s%"‘m,‘\ﬁq\%‘ ﬂ"ﬂq s\v"’\‘;sfa-*‘q"

Based on horse race evaluations by sources in election stories Bush also scored low when the talk turned to
L on the ABC, NBC, and CBS evening newscasts. J his record as president. Sixty-two percent of
that he had enjoyed a successful convention, g E . ~\
coupled with his upward movement in the polls, Ratlng the Rlvals
triggered a wave of positive horse race evalua- Percent Positive
tions for Clinton. On the Democrats’ post-
convention bus tour, for example, Richard & (6/3-8/21)
Threlkeld described the crowds as *‘big, vocal, Cllnton Bush
and enthusiastic’” (CBS 7/18), while Garrick S Nk
Utley said Clinton was “‘on a roll”’ (NBC 7/ Overall Campaign 50%

18). Clinton’s rise served to spotlight how far
Bush had fallen. Even during the week of the
Republican convention, nearly two out of three
assessments of Bush’s prospects were negative,
while three out of four judgments of Clinton’s
chances continued to be positive.

Campaign Face-Off

Apart from assessments of the horse
race, the tone of TV news coverage has been
mainly negative toward both camps. During
the primaries Clinton and Bush each received
more negative coverage than their opponents.
Clinton’s media image has improved recently,
while Bush continues to get mainly negative
notices. Since June, evaluations of Bush have
run three to two negative, while assessments of
Clinton have been evenly balanced. The gap
between their running mates is far greater.
Three out of four sources have praised Al Gore,

548)

Evaluations of Bust
by Topic:

Evaluations of Bush

Sk

Based on evaluations by sources in election stories on the ABC, CBS, and
NBC evening newscasts for categories receiving 15 or more evaluations.
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sources criticized Bush’s record, mainly on
matters of domestic policy. For example, an
economist complained on ABC that, ‘‘He
[Bush] has articulated no vision of where this
country should go in an economic sense.’”’
(ABC, 8/17) A voter interviewed on NBC was
equally critical: ‘‘He’s not done anything, he
don’t (sic) stand for anything.”” (NBC, 8/17)

Bush and Clinton have both taken flak for their
issue positions. Bush rated best when the sub-
ject was foreign policy (50% positive com-
pared to Clinton’s 29% positive). Clinton re-

 Good Press On the Issues i
(Percent Positive)

47%

¥ Numbers were

Clinton®
Environment

H reported only if
31% there were 15 or
Clinton® more evaluations.
General Foreign Poli
B S ST 7450
Clinton™ :

Persian Gulf
43%
Clinton

Taxes

7 oBuih
Clinton, 28%

20 40 (1] 80
Based on evaluations by sources on the ABC, CBS, and

ceived slightly more positive press on domestic
issues (39% positive compared to 32% positive
for Bush). But the domestic policy debate has
consistently revolved around President Bush,
hi's approach, and his record. On major issues
such as education and the environment, the
networks have provided almost no debate over
Clinton’s record or proposals. However, both
Clinton and Bush received heavily negative
coverage on their economic proposals. For
example, one budget expert dismissed Clinton’s
economic plan: *‘ ... if the vice president is
criticized because he can’t spell, the Clinton
campaign can’t do its arithmetic.”” (CBS, 7/29)

Good Press: All Sources

75%

A
/SN -

/NN

\

38%

\_ NBC evening newscasts (6/3-8/21). Y,

g

Based on evaluations by sources in election stories on the ABC, NBC and CBS evening newscasts.
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As Time Goes By

George Bush has received lower marks
on television news than any other presidential
candidate during seven of the last eight months.
During the primaries, Bush was criticized by
778 percent of news sources. Since then, his
coverage has improved only slightly, to 60 per-
cent negative assessments. The single excep-
tion has been the month of August, when Bush’s
reviews rose to 44 percent positive, while
Clinton sank to just 35 percent positive, his
lowest rating since March.

Bush’s rise coincided with the Republican con-
vention, a period when the nominee’s party
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wi Good Press: Non-Partisan Sources

65%

61%

59%

\__ ABC, NBC and CBS evening newscasts.

traditionally dominates the news coverage.
Thus, Republicans provided the lion’s share of
the sources praising Bush and panning Clinton
during August. Among non-partisan sources
(such as voters, pundits, and reporters),
Clinton’s good press margin over Bush re-
mained as wide as ever during August (59%
positive for Clinton, 35% positive for Bush).

The same pattern held true throughout the en-
tire post-primary period. Among all sources,
Clinton’s 49 percent positive press bested
Bush’s 40 percent positive score. When Demo-
cratic and Republican sources were removed
from the mix, Clinton’s evaluations improved
to 53 percent positive, while Bush’s dropped
to 29 percent positive. When ratings of Gore
and Quayle were added, the Democratic ticket
boasted a two-to-one advantage over their Re-
publican counterparts, by 58 percent to 29 per-
cent good press.

That Was Then ...

So far this year, the tone of TV news
election coverage has favored the Democrats
over their Republican opponents. But these
results are notably different from the pattern
of coverage four years ago. After the 1988
primaries, we compared TV news evaluations

of all Democratic presidential candidates to
the field of Republican contenders, and found
that as groups the two sides received roughly
balanced treatment (56% positive press for the
Democrats, 54% positive for the Republicans).
During the 1992 primaries, by contrast, Re-
publicans faced criticism from three out of
every four sources (25% positive evaluations),
while Democratic contenders received roughly
balanced press (46% positive).

There was a similar change since 1988 in
network portrayals of the two nominating con-
ventions. Bill Clinton garnered 68 percent

b fuat Juging 1l k of hi
party’s convention in New York City. That

showing was nearly identical to the 69 percent
positive coverage that Michael Dukakis re-
ceived during his convention in July, 1988. A
month later, George Bush’s own 84 percent
positive convention press actually bested

Dukakis’ showing. During the Houston con-
vention this August, however, Bush received
only 49 percent positive coverage,

Will television’s treatment of the two con-
tenders even out after the traditional Labor
Day kickoff of the general election campaign?
The next two issues of Media Monitor will
track the final phase of Campaign *92.

Good Press

1988 vs. 1992




Although the Democrats lead the campaign
horse race, the Republicans lead the humor
race. Since the primaries ended, the Republi-

can presidential ticket has been joked about

almost three times as often as the Democrats

by comedians on late-night television. Not
only is George Bush well in the lead as the
most joked about individual in 1992, but Dan
Quayle is also outdistancing Bill Clinton, with
Senator Al Gore so far failing to register more
than a blip on the joke meter.

Bush

Hurricane Andrew is causing death and de-
struction in Florida. Today President Bush
blamed the Democratic Congress. --Leno, 8/
25

Do you know the main difference between
Elvis and Bush’s economic plan? Some
people claim they’ve actually seen Elvis. --
Arsenio, 8/21

Bush is being accused of manufacturing a
crisis with Iraq. If true, it’s the first manu-
facturing job he’s brought to America in
years. --Leno, 8/02

If Bush wants to destroy Iraq he should run
for President of that country. --Leno, 8/28

Bush says he will only put his political com-
mercials on programs that reflect his agenda.
He can advertise his economic plan on ‘‘Res-
cue 911,”” he can go after Clinton on ‘A Cur-
rent Affair,”” and he can explain why he chose
Quayle on ‘“Unsolved Mysteries.’’--Leno, 8/11

Quayle

George Bush is as smart and caring as the next
guy, especially since the next guy is Dan
Quayle. --Leno, 8/19

There are rumors going around Washington
that the government will attack Iraq and dump
Quayle. Why don’t we dump Iraq and attack
Quayle? --Leno, 7/24

Bush said that he definitely will not dump
Quayle. On the bright side, he’s lied to us
before. --Letterman, 7/23

\

Barbara Bush
Tipper Gore

Hillary Clinton
Marilyn Quayle

—— . .

monologues of Jay Leno, David Letterman,

and Arsenio Hall.
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The Republicans attack Clinton for the 38 per-
cent illiteracy rate in America. Big deal, there’s
a 50 percent illiteracy rate on the Republican
ticket. --Arsenio, 8/19

Quayle is excited about the prospect of being
president. It means that at the next state dinner
he wouldn’t have to sit at the little card table.
--Arsenio, 8/17

Clinton

Bill Clinton recently spoke at the American

Legion. I guess Jane Fonda wasn’t available.
--Leno, 8/25

Clinton said he’s capable of being Com-
mander in Chief because he has called out
the Arkansas national guard. Isn’t that like
saying you can fly the space shuttle because
you’ve seen every episode of ‘‘Star Trek’’?
--Leno, 8/31

Clinton is a religious man. He says he would
endorse nine out of the ten commandments.
--Leno, 8/26

There are tapes of Princess Di talking to a
boyfriend, and it’s a pretty explicit conversa-
tion. And Bill Clinton thought he had that
all behind him. --Leno, 8/26

Automakers in Detroit say the Clinton-Gore
ticket demands too much of them. They can’t
get the gas mileage Gore wants and the big
backseat Clinton wants in the same car. --Leno,
8/28

“Twofers”

Every time President Bush denies that he’s had
an affair, Bill Clinton gets a royalty. --
Letterman, 8/13

The premier of Yugoslavia says that if the
West intervenes there, it will look like another
Vietnam. I guess that rules out Clinton and
Quayle going there. --Leno, 8/11

Note: The wording of some jokes has been
altered slightly for brevity.

- Page 6 -




