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Introduction:





	Ask most political scientists about the state of U.S. politics and they will sing the same refrain: the nation is in trouble.  However the cause of this political strife is widely debated, some blame the proliferation of money in politics, some look to weak political parties, some credit the trouble to a failing educational system, and yet others attribute the problem to the media’s negative and often lackluster coverage of elections.  Many censure the media because of its propensity to concentrate on sound bites, “horse race” coverage, and campaigning issues rather than ideology coverage or informing the public of truly relevant political issue stances of the candidates.  Additionally the media has been proven to historically cover mostly negative stories or negatively slant neutral stories in order to make a story “newsworthy,” rather than report facts.  Almost everyone can agree that Clinton’s personal sex life has received more major media coverage than NAFTA or even something closer to most of us and more important (according to polls) - health care.  This pursuit by the media to entertain is often cited as a primary problem with using the media as a political institution responsible for informing voters.


	The coverage of the 1996 presidential election did not differ very significantly from other recent elections - still approximately 60 percent of the election coverage contained more negative reporting than positive.  What does this proliferation of negative reporting mean for the future of U.S. politics?  Does negative coverage affect voter turnout? Maybe negative coverage is exposing candidates and therefore allowing the polity to vote in the most informed fashion possible.  One thing is certain - studies show that negative coverage, horse race coverage, and interpretative coverage (versus descriptive coverage) are all increasing.  “The 1996 primary campaign was dominated by stories detailing poll results, fund-raising activities, candidate endorsements, campaign staff shake-ups, advertising strategies and political gossip.  Even when positions of the candidates were covered, they were discussed primarily with reference to their impact on the horse race or their appeal to selected voting blocks.  These fixations drowned out substance and deprived the voting public of information it needed to make a choice.” �


Outlining the problems:








	Horse race coverage, also referred to as “game schema” by Patterson, has been increasing especially since the 1972 election, and in 1996 “there (was) three times as much ‘horse race’ coverage as in 1992, when both parties had contested primaries.” �  As Patterson explains, the game schema refers to coverage that focuses on campaign strategy as opposed to policy schema which refers to candidate policy stances.  For example in the 1996 election when Republican candidate Bob Dole fell from the stage at a rally - the media spent extensive time playing and replaying the image for viewers and telling and retelling the readers how drastic a hit this was for Dole’s campaign.  This not because his ideology was far from the norm, but rather because of a loose railing.  One can immediately understand how this type of coverage being out reported 85 to 15 percent, game to policy respectively, is detrimental to the campaigning process.  This coverage hurts the process for two major reasons: 1) too often the media, in reporting the polls and results of public opinion etc., overemphasizes a candidates stature and thereby lessening the chances for the other candidates 2) although the horse race coverage is seen as the most entertaining, and this is primarily why it is as prominent as it is, the coverage is also the least informative of the two.  And because the media’s primary job has historically been to inform the voters (although this role is constantly changing, especially with the weakening of the political parties) choosing the least informative type of coverage can be seen as tantamount to negligence.  


	On the rare occasion that the media covers what a candidate stands for, ideologically speaking, rather than his/her campaigning strategy, poll interpretation, and demographic information they are likely to use sound bites to keep the public interested and at the same time assume the role of informer.  However this type of reporting is not of the high moral standards that one may expect of a political institution (tongue in cheek).  “The average candidate sound bite so far this year (1996) is seven seconds…down from eight seconds in 1992, nine seconds in 1988, and 42 seconds in 1968.” �  Cutting up what a candidate says while outlining his/her ideologies and reducing it to a seven second sound bite is borderline criminal.  This kind of quick and crass coverage demeans the political system and the candidates associated with it.  Sen. Richard G. Lugar, a candidate in the 1996 Republican presidential primaries, stated: “The 1996 primary campaign was an intellectual wasteland because news organizations, interest groups, the general public and the candidates failed to get beyond poll watching and sound-bite politics.” �  Until the public is able to have sufficient attention to sit through a meaningful debate or the like and the media is willing to give ample coverage (ample enough to truthfully convey the ideals of each candidate) Lugar’s allusion to “an intellectual wasteland” will be the norm.  When speaking of sound bites perhaps Lamar Alexander best sums it up: “the single step the media could take to improve the next presidential primaries would be to let the candidates speak for themselves more often.”  That is, for more than seven seconds at a time.


	It’s no secret that the media plays to the wants of the public, which is unfortunately too often demanding to be entertained.  As a result there has been an increase in coverage of the horse race and as we have all come to expect - the controversy or scandal coverage.  With the Whitewater scandal behind us and the Lewinsky fiasco just recently passing, one need not be reminded that the media is more than willing to expose and amplify a scandal.  The media 


seems to thrive on controversy: “the press practices ‘gotcha’ journalism that emphasizes mistakes, controversies, and attacks at the expense of issues and policy.” �  One gets a sense that the media seeks out sensationalism.


Last, and maybe most important, the media’s propensity to cover mostly negative stories and to frame their stories using an “interpretative framework” rather than a “descriptive framework” is contrary to what their duty dictates.  The media, if you can recall that far back, was meant to objectively report the facts to the public at large and serve as a watchdog of sorts.  Beginning in 1988 and continuing throughout the 1996 and 1998 campaigns the media has framed their coverage mostly in an interpretative manner, thereby almost abandoning simple reporting of facts.  That is to they are now slicing the facts as they report them into seven second bits and then interpret the information for you.  In the 1996 election year under 20 percent of the stories were primarily descriptive.  Additionally in 1996 approximately 60 percent of the stories run were classified as having “unfavorable references to the major-party nominees.” �  With so much negativity swirling around the modern election campaigns, much of which is exacerbated by the media’s lack of tact when dealing with reporting and informing, one must wonder: is there any way to ameliorate the current system’s problem?


Solving the problems:





	When the Democrats sought to take the nomination process power away 


from the party leaders and give it to the people they drastically underestimated the effects of such a policy change.  As Patterson outlines - “the press is not equipped to give order and direction to a presidential campaign.”  Because of this change in policy “the press was no longer asked only to keep an eye out for wrongdoing and to provide a conduit for candidates to convey their messages to the voters.  It was also expected to guide the voters’ decisions.” �  All tasks considered, however, the media has still not been living up to its potential.  In order to help the media back along the right track there must first be an increase in political party power - the nomination process especially must be the task of the party.  This serves a twofold purpose - it makes candidates more accountable through their parties, as in a parliamentary system and it allows people to more confidently vote for candidates because they know that the party will uphold a platform and pick a candidate based upon that platform.  Additionally, as Albert has alluded to, some kind of gentlemen’s agreement concerning reporting conduct among the media should be reached, thereby hopefully making the institution as a whole more accountable.


Conclusions:





	Perhaps it is true that the media is not wholly responsible for the position they are in - the McGovern-Fraser Commission and its decision to pass the nomination process power to the public in an attempt to democratize the system further ended up placing undue pressure on the media to act as watchdog, medium for information for candidates, and guide for voters in the primaries especially.  However, this is not to say that the media is not to blame for a great deal of negativity that surrounds American politics in the present.  The emphasis on horse race coverage, the abuse of sound bites, the increasing leanings toward negative coverage, and its inclination to jump on scandal coverage are the major reasons for the public’s feeling of disengagement and cynicism toward politics.  In 1996 49 percent of the voting population bother showing up - it is proven that negative campaigns and campaign coverage reduce turnout.  Maybe the media should take some of the blame when it comes to these issues.  
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