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" Précis

- A fair amount of evidence has been collected recently which
indicates striking shifts in American electoral behavior. Voters. are  -" -
more ideological and issue—oriented, and distinctly less likely to P
identify with one of the major politiczl parties. We have as yet’ only C.
incomplete explanations of these trends, Sone scholars ‘have sPeculated
that the news media, especially television with its. v1ﬁ&d meact on.. et
large audiences, may be playing an important role Inastlmulating changlng
opinions and beliefs. . - .

This memorandun attempts to docurment the need for rigorous tlme-
serles analyses of three parallel phenomena over the period 1952 to- 1976
1) statements of political candidates and public figoxes, 2) medla
.coverage, .3) the public opinion response. Extensive archives’ exist .. -
in all three areas. No one, however, has as yet taken the 1mportant
step of content analyzing the public statements of candldates and corTes—
ponding media coverage to allow for a comparison of trends over time.

These ex post facto content analyses would be a tremendously valuable
.addition to the existing data files for this period and might well serve as
a model for the inclusion of similar data in future ICPSR election studies.



The New American Voter

The issue-voting literature focuses on one of a number of drawatic
shifts in American political behavior over the last two decades. Voters
are less likely to identify themselves as strongly attached to the
Democratic or Republican parties. Even among party identifiers the
influence of party on the vote-decision seems to be somewhat weaker
now. Voters are more likely to identify.spécific political issues in.
describing their thinking during political campaigns and'these‘issﬁes '
appeaxr to be more. tightly organized into ideologicai clusters. Finally,
of course, there is evidence that the‘reiative issue Qositioﬁs of 6pposing )
candidates has come to play an increasingly significant rolé in citizens'
ultimate voting decisions.

Thus far, the anal&sis of these trends has BEen‘primariiy
descriptive in chéracter. Ve have taken‘gkeét care in cqnceptualiéiﬁg
and measuring such phenomena as levels of conceptﬁalization, pa;ﬁy

identificatian, opinion preferences and issue voting, and the graphing

of trends in these variablés ovér time. But the davelopﬁgﬁt and'festing
of theories of what might havé caused SAme of these tren&s has been
eithér naglected.entirely or handled rathe: informally. Soﬁe écﬁoiars
refer to the expansion of hiéher-educaﬁion throﬁghout thié period; -1t

is no doubt a co#tributing factor, althﬁugh it would hardly expléin sudden
Aand drématic shifts sucﬁ as tﬁe rise of ideology and constraint in 1964l
Other scholars have noted that movément away'from party identification'
has been especially pronounced among entering cohorts of votexs wﬁich

-

suggests the importance of age and historical effects. But neither )

-




education noxr cohort effects come close to accounting for some of the
moxe dramatic shifts in ideology and issue voting during this period.

Researchers have come to conclude that the fundamental cause of
changing voting beha;ior is an interaction between three new elements:

1) new events and issues (especially Vietnam, soclal protest and the
"social issue"), 2) new candidates (especially Goldwater and McGovern)
and, 3) the growth of the mass wedia (especially television). Kevin 1
Phillips dubbed ié "mediacracy”; others refer to the "new politics,"
"i{ssue politics" or because of the apparenf impact ﬁn thé cifizeﬁry th;
"new American voter."

It strikes me that the time has come for a rigoréus.and critic#l
examination éf the New Politics/Issue Voting_ﬁ&pothesi?. Stﬁdieé of
nedia exposuré and political interest throughout this peri;d indicate
that the public has not increased its consumption of néwséapers oi
b?oadcast journalism and does not claim to be any moré interested-in
election campaigns-ér politics in general. So if thefé has been‘é chéuge
‘it wpnld be found in'the actual content of the mass mediaol Bafe candiéates
come to articulate tﬁeir positidns on the issues muéh moreiélearly? Are
fepbrters increasiﬁgly emphasizing the ideblogical ;ﬁd philoéophical‘-
.contexté of ﬁolitical issues and gvents? Are candidafes ;ﬂdfmedia
~commentators making'feﬁér references to political p#rﬁies,'party

_. philosophieé and the link between parties and éandidaEe§?



A Causal Analysls of Politilcal Trends

The thinking of voters in the 50's and 60's is no longer available to us
s0 we are not able to return to them with refined survey instruments to
more carefully aésess changing_attitudes and beiiefs. Fortunately, however,
a great deal of what the major candidates sald and how their remarks were
filtered and interpreted by the mass media is available in arxchives. We
can indeed return to these records and through a refined content analysis
model trace the relative emphasis on party, issqes and ideology through
this period of Amezrican politics; The underlying model of‘the analyses is

straightforward enough and might be outlined as follows:

: Hedia - Public
Input Coverage ~ Opinion
Data: Content Analyses Content analyses CPS survey data
of candidate speeches of broadcast and
and statements print media coveragé

Measures would be developed and trends ;cﬁpared on each of the
following variables:
1) The amount of campaign news coverage as a proportion of all news-
2) References to political parties, party philosophies,'performan;e_
and the linkage of ;andidates-to parties | ‘ |
3) References to i&eological concepts Such as liberalisﬁﬂcoﬂsarvatism
and the linkage of spéciﬁic_issues and candidates to such concepts
4) References to domestic and foreign policy issues |
5) References to candidate'personalities and leadership abilities, ete.

6) References to group benefits

Which in turn might be compared as follows:
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The above figure is, of course, just speculative. But it does illustrate
the potential ability of this approach to speak to some critically important
hypotheses about the oxigins of trends in political behaviox over the last

25 years. The first figure illustrates evidence which would support the

growing_sophistication hypothesis. All three elements in the model in

this case would show 1ncreasing emphasis on issues and the ideological
context of those issues. The data illustrated in the second figure would
4

provide contrary evidence suggesting instead that the media play

down policy questions and ideological issues focusing instead ‘on candidate

personalities a2nd the horse-race aspect of'the campaign. Data of this sort.

would suggest that any increases in public concern with issues emexged in
spite of rather than because of the behavior of the media or the candidates.
The bottom figure illustrates a third and rather 1ntriguing possible pattern

of the interactlon of medla, candidates and voters.,” This data‘would support

an accentuation hypothesis which posits tﬁat'the news media in following

the campaigning day-to-day are especially sensitive to nuances and changes
in candidates strategies and accordlngly 1n searching for fresh stories
accentuate new elements in a particular campaign. If the campaign is not
tssue-oriented the media will search elsewhere for a theme. Accordingly,
issue~voting might well be expected to fall off givenrconsistent-media
attention to other matters. |

These examples are drawvm in general terms and refer to trends in
broad categorles of news content.. The content analyses proposed here
would lead quite naturally to an examination of patterns of attention to
specific issues —— the so-called agenda setting function of the mass

media. It may be found, for example, that although the media do devote




reasonable attention to policy issues during a campailgn, attentlon is
restricted to several selected major thematic issues with little or no

attention to other issue positions taken by candidates.

Research Desigan and Mathodology

Content ahalysis is not without its pitfalls. A two-part strategy
would seem to increase the biability‘of such an uﬁdertaking. Firet, it
is important to develop a highly refine& end specific set of coding.xcles
cleaxly tied to parallel trend measures of the CPS survey date.- it would
seem that an adaptation of the party and candidate master codes and the
natiocal probiems codes would mzke an appropriate starting point;l Content
analysts too often attempt to measure eeerything at once, develop codes
without specific"pypotheses in mind or define categories.so broadly as
‘to be meaningless. Since the developnent of a.broadﬁy useful and. galanced |
ser of coding rules is central to the ultlmate credibility of a project
llke this, it would seem important to consult with a number of the scholars
;orking in thls and related fields. The SSRC committee on Mass Communlcation
- and Political Behav1or mlght be in a p051tion to contribute to an 1nter~ '
discipllnary effort of th15 sort. Second, a highly selective sampling of"
wedia content and candldate speechmaklng through these election perilods
would avoid the unmanageable and prohibitively expensive task of trying
to collect an& analyze all ox even'substantial porcions of'media content.
Graber and others have found that except'for variatione total quantity

of neﬁs, press coverage of election campaigns 1s remarkably similar from

the smallest rural or suburban daily to the most prestiglous of the



metropolltan papers. Hofstetter has documented even more striking
similarities in the election coverage of the three television networks.
Content analysils projects in the past have gotten bogged down inlattempting
to process exceedingly large quantities of text. Often this results in a
decrease. in quality or the need for computer codi&g. It strikes me that’
a small staff of well-trained coders would be wost appropriate for the
anglysis of trends in the subtleties of camp#ign coverage and that the
General Inquirer or other similar computer programs would be less appro-
priate. A particular model of content analyses %nown as Evaluative
Assertion Analysis developed by Osgood and his tolxeagues some years ago
might make a good starting point for this reéearch,

" There are 2 number of archives and.résearch.puﬁlications monltoring
current events which.could provide detaiied information on candidates’
public statements. The difficulty, of course, is selecting out ;
manageable and unbiased representative sample. Campaign news coverage,
especially in the print medi#, is élso well archived. Thé Vanderbilt
Television News Archive would be a valuable resource for felevision news
in thé more recent campaigns. It would be helpful if polltical advertising
could also be included in the analysis, here the Democratic and Republlcan
Committees, as well as some academlc archivea such as the Hoover Insti-
tution ¥ Collection, might prove to be helpfulﬁ

Opne very important side beneflt of the quantitative analysis of
candidate speechmakipg and media coverage is that it will provide veridical
dataénl the policy pogitions of candidates in.the-variouslcampaigns which

could in turn be used in the analysis of issue distance and issue voting.

.-




Studies have established that Nixon and Humphrey were not very distinct
in their public pdsitions on Vietnam in 1968. It is time we expanded

the scope of such analyses to a lafger number of issues and campaigns.

Early researchers in the physical scieﬁces posited the eﬁistence
of mysterious ethers to make sense of otherwise inexplicable phenomencn.
The mass media.may come to play an ether-like role in modexn theories
of political behavior. Fortunately for politﬁcai science, candidate

-behavior and media content need not remain in the realm of the etherial.
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