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1 Political cartoon ca. 1960–1979 featuring two scales marked “popular vote“ and “electoral vote.“
(Peoria Journal Star/McCain Library and Archives, University of Southern Mississippi)
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Americans rely heavily on the mainstream media for information, especially

during election campaigns. Consequently, these media organizations have

considerable influence on how people think about the candidates and the

issues. This raises an important question: are the media presenting a fair and

balanced picture? A number of nongovernmental organizations have been

created to look into that question.

Some of these organizations closely monitor mainstream news coverage of

the electoral campaigns and advertise their findings in an attempt to hold

news executives to higher standards of coverage. The organizations advo-

cate standards of reporting that are democratic, truthful, and issues ori-

ented. They emphasize the media’s responsibility to educate voters about

the democratic process, devote more airtime to diverse political perspec-

tives, and provide more thorough coverage of the issues and candidates on the ballot. According to the polling

organization Pew Research Center for the People, 42 percent of Americans go to local TV news for their campaign

coverage. However, Media Tenor, a global provider of international media content analysis, reported that in Jan-

uary 2004, less than 5 percent of network reporting covered candidates’ positions on issues that matter to Amer-

icans most.

“Pre-election news coverage of the candidates has in many cases all but disappeared,” says Paul Taylor, chairman

of the Alliance for Better Campaigns, an organization that advocates improved media coverage of campaigns.

“What little candidate coverage that remains is devoted to incumbents, by a margin of nearly five to one, over

challengers.”

1 The FOX News and NBC News
media areas at the 2004 Demo-
cratic National Convention. (Ram
Gibson/Corbis)
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Data from the Norman Lear Center, a multidisciplinary research and public policy center, revealed that the

amount of election coverage provided by the typical local television station during the height of the 2000 presi-

dential primary season was just 39 seconds a night, considerably shorter than the five-minute standard advocated

by a 1998 presidential advisory commission led by former vice president Al Gore. According to The Center for

Media and Public Affairs, a nonpartisan research and educational organization, the total minutes of coverage of

the 2002 midterm election on the national network news programs declined by 78 percent over the coverage

those networks devoted to the 1998 midterm election. The less media coverage a broadcaster dedicates to a polit-

ical race, the more candidates must rely on buying media time to get their message across to voters.

Currently each news organization has its own rules for election coverage. Media Channel, a nonprofit, public

interest Web site dedicated to global media issues, and its affiliate advisers are now drafting universal standards in

collaboration with selected news services. They are hoping that these standards will eventually be adopted by the

industry as a whole.

Media coverage is often the primary source of political information for citizens. Therefore, the role of the media

in covering campaigns and elections is a critical element in the process of electing a U.S. president. The responsi-

bility of the media to provide accurate and sufficient information to voters is paramount. Dr. Kathleen Hall

Jamieson, Dean of the Annenberg School for Communication at the University of Pennsylvania and Director of

the Annenberg Public Policy Center, concluded, “Reporters should help the public make sense of competing polit-

ical arguments by defining terms, filling in needed information, assessing the accuracy of the evidence being

offered, and relating the claims and counterclaims to the probable impact of the proposed policies on citizens and

the country.”

Source: U.S. Department of State. “Election Focus 2004.”
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Cable News Network
The Cable News Network (CNN) is a 24-hour cable television news network that is a subsidiary of the Turner

Broadcasting System (TBS), Inc. Ted Turner founded CNN in 1980 as an alternative to the television news estab-

lishment of ABC, NBC, and CBS. CNN’s lack of glamour contributed to its reputation for straight, balanced jour-

nalism. Its on-the-ground coverage during the Persian Gulf War established the network as a trusted news source.

After the war, however, CNN’s ratings became hampered by the establishment of other such news channels,

including MSNBC and Fox News. Turner began looking for ways to boost CNN’s ratings and in 1997 hired ABC’s

Rick Kaplan with hopes of acquiring some of the stylishness of the big networks.

Today, CNN offers its viewers news updates on domestic and international events, business, weather, and sports.

Combining live broadcasts with regular nightly programs, it also provides analysis by experts and investigative

reporting.

C-SPAN
A nonprofit, educational cable network, C-SPAN (Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network) was launched in 1979

with the goal of providing live, complete coverage of the proceedings of the U.S. House of Representatives. In

1986, the cable industry created C-SPAN2 to telecast Senate proceedings. Additional television and radio pro-

gramming has been added to provide long-form coverage of news events, elections, forums where public policy

matters are discussed, and nonfiction book programming.

Proceedings are covered without additional commentary or analysis and are presented with a balanced point of

view. C-SPAN also attempts to provide the American public with direct access to elected officials, journalists, and

other newsmakers by means of call-in programs. To preserve neutrality, the network does not accept advertise-

ments or government funds. The C-SPAN network is offered on some 97 percent of cable systems to approxi-

mately 85 million television households. Its programming runs seven days per week, 24 hours per day.
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MSNBC
MSNBC stands for Microsoft-NBC, a joint venture company formed by Microsoft and the National Broadcasting

Company (NBC) in 1996. That year, the news Web site msnbc.com was launched by the two companies as a sep-

arate joint venture and is the online wing of NBC.

MSNBC provides 24-hour coverage of sports, weather, traffic, business, science and technology, and lifestyle and

entertainment, as well as the major news stories breaking each day. Serving as a conduit for NBC’s news corre-

spondents from around the globe, MSNBC provides a wide range of news coverage, much of it in multimedia and

full audio and video format at msnbc.com.

MSNBC has been accused of having both conservative and—more often—liberal political biases, particularly in

its news coverage and programs hosted by pundits Keith Olbermann, Chris Matthews, Tucker Carlson, and Joe

Scarborough.

Fox News
Fox News Channel is a cable news network owned by the News Corporation. Carried throughout the world, it

covers national and international news, politics, business, sports, health, and entertainment.

Fox News was founded in 1996 by media tycoon Rupert Murdoch and former Republican consultant Robert Ailes

as an alternative to established news sources that they believed contained a liberal bias. Fox News continues to

operate under the motto “Fair and balanced” and claims to present both sides of the issue. Critics have disputed

the network’s objectivity, accusing the news channel of a conservative slant and charging network executives with

influencing reports.

During its coverage of the 2004 Republican National Convention, Fox News drew the largest viewing audience of

all broadcast networks for the first time. With programs featuring such controversial personalities as Bill O’Reilly

and Sean Hannity, it remains a highly watched news network.
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