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One of the most powerEul hopes advénced by theories of representaéive
government is Fhat ﬁews media remain free so they maj educate the public in
making political choices.® Xgnorance condemns people to sway with the most
available vhetoric. .Tbe uninformed person chooseg randomly or out of habit
go support candidates or policies.l Often he ox éhe-avoids the political
arena altogether -— perhaps because of hedonism or aliénation.2

_ Researchérs should take pains, therefqre, to plot the educaﬁional role
of journalism. The character of this role, and how different media sharg in
it, may yield hints about the future for‘rationality and order inAAmerican |
political life.3 |

Studies have recéntly cbhfirmed.that this educational role exisfs,
despite solemn, sociological proﬁouncemenps a few years back about "miﬁimal
effects";"Agenda—settipg by media is widely recognized now.A Learning abaut

public affairs from media has been documented, holding competing explanations

constant.5

This pape? presents'two amplificatinns. The first is to detail the
relative-éontfibutions of newspapers and teiévision té the puﬁlic informing
process. These contributions may interest students of the American political
futurénwho note the steady slippage-in per capita circulation ofhnewspgperé
and the édﬁéliy peréiéﬁeﬁt rise in minctes spent viewing Eeleviéiﬁn ﬁéﬁs,ﬁ

This shift may produce,changes-in levels of political undefstanding.?
Or, it is possible that informing functions traditionally served by newspapérs
are being assumed by electronic jourﬁalism.a’ s The first findings repofted
below shed light on these alternative outcomes.

A second goal is to discern whether characteriéticg of media offered to’
citizens play a part in how informed people are. For reasons that wil% bhe
made clear, amount of newspaper competition in markets repre§enté a Féy

feature of media for understanding public, information about political affairs.




Since competition among newspapers is thought to be declining, any relation-'
ship between competition and levels of information would have implications for

the future course of American political behavior.

Knowing about publiec affairs.

What is the proper meaning that shou}d define being "informed"? The

present analysis argues that possessing information about publle affairs means

hav1ng reasons for favoring or rejecting polltical alternatlves.

‘Having reasons for perceiving or acting equips a person to"expiain‘choiees
—— to self as well as others —— lending order and pattern to polltlcal action.
Reasons provide a cognitive framework for aequirlng-and proce351ng add1t10nal
1nformation._ Helping people develop Teasons (to suit their own beliefs) is a

:goal to whlch schools and news media asplre. -

This'survey 1nterveewed people at 1ength about thelrlreasons for support
ing or reJectlng;polltleal contenders in an important race — the election for
United States Senator in their state. Other arenas of choice would have been
appropfiate. But the senatorial contest can be used to compare the 1nform1ng
functions of two competing media systems, daily eewspapers and telev151on.

The analy51s wlll not dwell on the specific reasons people offer. As one
would expect ‘some citizens have no ch01ce at all for U.S. Senator or havleg-
ehosen can present no explanatlon for their_ereferenee,. Other people express
reasons of a discoureginély conventional sort. A einj minority fulfill the
hopes of their civics teachers by enlaréing_on_the candidates’ pelicy positione
or advantages that would accrue to certain groups if one were elected instead
of the other. ’

Expressing some reasons for senatorial choice, however primitive, is a

precondition for having an elaborate point of view. The following analysis

might be described as tracing the minimum conditions for an informed citizenrty.



Using media for public affairs information,

Contrary to popular opinion, research demonstrates that the public relies
on newspapers somewhat more than television for political news.ll Both.-
vehicles aré.especially important iﬁ state and 1oéa1 affairs untouched by
magazine Jjournalism.

This study consi&ers extent of exposure to newsﬁapers énd television.news,
as poténtiall& informing vehicles. It also motes whether people discriminate
political messages in these media, As findings will ;how, mgssagé discrimina~
tion represents the more direct and powerful contribution-tp iearniﬂg.

The concept of meséaée disc;imination has . been examined eiséwhere.lz It
is meant to replace the conventional idea of gross‘medié'use as evidence that
communication eévents have Franépired, Instead, the-amount ?f commmication
people have experienced is reflecﬁed by their reports of ﬁaving‘discfiminated
symﬁols.about specified topics, not by minutes spent exposed‘éo media or

frequency of reading or viewing.

To ﬁeasure message discrimination, the interview asked two kiﬁds of ques—
tions that provided maximum oppértunity to.relate the p&iigical messageé peébie
found in media. One is whether they had read or seen_anythiﬁg having to-do with
an election cauwpaign, recenﬁly concludé@. The other_is whether they had.read

or seen méééageé havi;g to dgﬂwith nétioﬁai politiéal iggues that ﬁﬁgy nomigété&
as importént earliér in the interview. ' -

As with the definition of information-holding, the concept of message
discrimination provides latitude for people to repdrt behavior they feel rele-

vant to the political scemne.

Links between communication and knowing.

The relationship between what media convey about politics and growth in

public awareness surely depends on a variety of factors. ‘Sratistical controls

might be imposed for many variables —— xace, income, sex of respondent, and wore.



A narrower fath is followed here in order to concentrate attention on
_people's skills in making effective use of media and on theif likely motiva-
tions er doing so. One etep is to hold constant the level of formal educaé
tion. . This major stratification variable cofreletes powerfelly with use of
media and with knowing and participating in public affairs. Furthermore, media
differ in the educationel attainment of the audiences they reach. Ie the
present analysis education serves as a shorthand measure‘of'abilitz.

'People differ, also, in their willingness_to follow public affairs{ Some
have been socialized by circumstances as well as institutione to concern them-
selves with political'outcomes.

With education and interest eontyolled, there is some a35uraeee'that the
remaining vafiance arises from the information.environment to ‘which people are
exposed.. This enveronment can‘fluctuate according tolthe demands of polltlcal

events and the way in. whlch events, like campaigns, are reported.

RESEARCH METHODS

Data originate from detailed personal interviews with a weighted sample
of 1,883 adults, a cross—section of the American public in states with
" Senate electlons in 1974. The sample was selected hy multi—stage probablllty__
; methods. Research de31gn, fleld superv131on nf data collectlon codlng and
documentatzon were conducted eccordlng to hlgh st1ndards of the Center for
Political Studies in the Institute for Social Research at Michigan. Details
13
can be found elsewhere.

Interviewing took place following the off-year congressional election;
.this.analysis is confined to 25 states in the continental region where the
Center had designated sample points and where senatorial elections were under-—

way. Sample clusters of households represent 67 media markets, ranging from

" metropolitan giants like New York and San Francisco to rural hamlets in Pitt



County, North Carolina‘and Randolph County, Tllinois. In the middle are such
varied media locales as Louisville, Tulsa, Salt Lake City, Tulare, Bridgeport;
and more.

One might examine these data in two ways: TFirxst at the level of indivi-
dual behavior, correlating variables across persons, or second by aggregating
data within media markets and correlating across fhem.

The secoﬁd strategf'is followed in-order to focus‘tqward'thé en& on a
characteristic of media markets thgt maj bé associated with hgw iﬁf;rmed
beqple are. This characteristic is the‘1e§31 of media Ebmpetitioh hf-thé -
potential, at least, for a diversity of vAices abédt.pgblic-affairs,‘or a

multitude of news presentations available to the-public.l4 . o -

Measures. .. S __“ . o _ u,-._w;-'H;f} ST T e s

“The crlterlon varlable is hav1ng reas;ns for 11king or d1511k1ng the"two
éagof party candldétes fcr Senate.. The questlons read' S |

"Was there anything in particular about the Democratic (Repuﬁlican)

candidate for Senator that made you want to vote for (agalnst) him

Chex)?™

Respondénts were quizzeé extensivély ébout 1ikéé an& Bislikeé;land as:.
many as fwelve were coded in%o an elaborate éystem.of éb#teﬁt éétegories.

Admlttedly the measure favors people wh& con51der themselves part1c1pants.
iﬁ Lge polltlcal process; Respondents who resolvéd not to voLe after they' -
studled the contenders and decided nelther'was worth support mlght have dis—
claimed having reasons to "vote for" or against"; They would thus be mis—

classified in terms of the meaning we attach to this measure —- a reflection

. 1
of having reasons for political choice.

Reading newspapers and viewing television news were measured with conven-—
tional items. Message discrimination, as already explained, used one set of

questions asking whether the respondent had read anything or seen any programs *




about the recent campaign, and another battery inquiring into reading and
viewing about an important national problem the respondent had nominated and
discussed earlier in the interview. Descriptions of these messages were also
content analyzed according to a detailed coding scheme.

Interest in public affairs was measured early in the interview with the
fellowing item:

"Some people seem to follow what's going on in government and

public affairs most of the time, whether there's an election

" going on or not. Others aren't that interested. Would you say

you follow what's going on in government and public affairs most

of the time, some of the time, only now and then, or hardly at

ali?” ' '

RESULTS

Predicting information holding.

"Correlations are first examined between having reasons for choice between

seﬁéforial_candidgtes‘agd use of news media."Table 1 shows'zerq;or&er
coefficients bet;een all predictors and information leﬁel.r Correlations have
been calcu;éted between mean levels for each péir of variables acrgsslthe 6?-
'nmews markets in which there were elections for U.S. Senate in 1974.

The limited contribution of television covérage.to public'information.is
immediatély apparent. _Neithef v news-viéﬁiﬁg nor message discr;mination in
'any.téléﬁiéidn ﬁfogrammipg.cor;elafes'siéhificantly With.kndwing<ﬁboﬁt éeﬁhf
torial cdntenders. Newspapers contrast by shoéing.lqrge correléﬁi&ns for goth.
number of papers read and am&unt of message discriminétion. 0f course, levels
of education and political interest in the 67 markets are associated with
average information holding. |

A more stringent test can be performed for the informing value of tele~

vision and newspapers, controlling for education and political interest and

distinguishing between types of communication variables measured in this study.



Only a minority in the audience is devoted to television news or reads

newspapers heavily for their political content. To assess political inform-

ing functions one should hold media exposure c0nstént, along with education and

interest in public affairs. ' T

Multlple regression invoking all predictors 51multaneously ¥epresent5
the appropriate analysis. Table 2 shows the fifth-order partials and
standardized betas for each predictor. Overall news vieﬁing and news-
paper reading are eliminated as correlates of knowing about senatorial
candidates. Discriminating messages 1in newspapers remains a stropg
predictor; diseriminating messages on television shéws a negative.

relationship that approaches the .05 level of signficance.

Table I: Zero-order Correlations Between All Predictors _ -
' and Number of Reasons for Senate Choice

‘Ex§63urélf6 v news throughout daj‘ s i‘.:jial-:'f.:;;tL--
Number of newspapers read | 45 h
Discriminating problem and campaign . .

messages on TV _ . | : ,1§
biscriminating problem and Campaigﬂ

messages in papers o : . :. 7.57
Interest in puﬁlic affairs = _'_i L f }ﬁ97‘ |

- papiation” 7 PR
r;05 = .ﬁ&

= 67 markets, less one market in the case of
TV news .exposure for which there was
insufficient data.

The partlal correlations enclosed by a box in Lable 2 (and thelr
betas) supply persuasive evidence for a unique egucational role by
neyspapers. Messages in newspapers confer information beyond what can | ; i
be expected from géneral exposure levels. Television may actually

exert an inhibiting effect on knowing about politics.




Is this because people simply do not find messages about public affairs
on television? Not according to this survey. Average scores are alike for
neasures of following the campaign and problems in newspapers and television

(1.18, compaied to 1.15 —— with nearly identical ﬁariances).

Table 2: Results of Multiple Regression Between All Predlctors
and Number of Reasons for Senate Choice ' .

Fifth-order Standardized - Sig-

Partijials Betas t-value nificanc

Exposure to TV news - -.06 -.0164 NS
throughout day. :

Number of newspapers C o -.04 -;.0490. NS
read = - . : -

Discriminating problem-and. -.22 -.2431 '1;77 .08
campaign messages on TV : -

Discriminating problem and § .33 .5343 2,71 .01
campaign messages in - - -
papers =

Interest in public affairs .28 .2969 2,25 .03

Education - .06 ,0593 NS

Multiple R = .64

: Are people who dlscrlmlnate messages in newsPapers fundamentally dlfferm‘
"ent from people who report this experience with televxsion? P0331b1y. Bqt ei-'
that kind of éxplanation mist confront the Eositive sorrelation between these
two communication behaviors —- a pearson coefficienﬁ of .49 at the market
1svel, and a coefficient of .33 at the level of indivisual-anaiysis.

Are there substantial differences in the kinds of messages people can
read and thsse shey can view and heax? ﬁndOubtedly. But any differences ds
not exténd to the topics those messages cover.

We content analyzed topics reported by newspapers (front pages only) and

tape recorded television news broadcasts before the election. Conclusion of



this part of the regearch awaits coding of more of the news programs taped in
the 67 markets. However, topic emphasis by a few stations that have been
analyzed correlates highly with the same-city newﬁpaper coverage, suggesting
ongé would find more similarities than differences.between m;dia in their treat-—
ment of public affair..'s.l9 ..

Like McClure and Patterson (1976, p. 25), one is left for the ﬁoment with
familiar speculations about why newspapers convey more inform;pién ﬂ;'their
greater content and detail, audiencé control bver the pace of expésurej aﬁd S0
forth.20 |

In.any event, we‘turﬁ to the second sfage of analysis‘arméd witﬁ a ;imﬁii;t
fying diScovery. If reésoning about politicai choice (for ﬁ.S. Senﬁtor)
-depends at all on the features of an area's media system, thgge charaéﬁeristics
wili'be fouﬁq‘in the hewspapers fhaﬁ ciréd}#ﬁe there,'ndt‘in:teléﬁigion c0ver;f-.

‘age.

Can differences among newspaper markets be explained?

Inferences based on this survey can not lean on compila;ions of the "ten.
best" or ''ten worsg" newspapers or on narmative views about joufnaliétic
exéellence. Thls is because superlor Journallstlc effort: 11?5 beyon& detectlng
" by the dependent varlable as presently callbrated.‘ The analysls dlstlnguishes
essentlalléiﬁetween #eoplé who have no basis they caﬁ éxﬁreqs for llklng oF -
disliking the senatorial candidates and those who have at least one reason.

- In order to describe intermarket differences each mean.levélhof informa—_.
tion holding was adjusted through regression analysis. Predicted market meanél
were calculated through multiple regression against level of education and

amount of interest in political affairs. The prcdicted'valpe was subtracted

from the observed value to yield a residual.




~10-

Markets with posifive residuals have greater levels of information than
expected from their residgnts‘ ability and interest. Markets with negative
residuals have lower levels of information thanqupected. The analysis con-
clude& earlier implies that each market's'residual should be related somehow
-to characteristics of newspapers thét circulate within it.

One could logically reason that circﬁlatibn size would be a major factor.
Danielson‘and Adams's study of completeness of‘coverage during tae 1§60 presi-
dential race showed newspaper size to be important.?l -On other o;casions the
authors have examined regression analyses for cost data-déscribing moxe than
400 éaily newspapers.i Both the size of editorial budgets and the average
nunber of news pages produce large coefficients of determiration (in the .90s)
againsﬁ raw circulation.l

Voluﬁe'of néwé oﬁtéué migh£ méke a dent in pﬁblié infofmétion-—— és cali;:
brated here. Aecordingly, circulation of dominant papers was split Eo-yield
three groups of“markets. _ |

The smallest markets are those with papers.having 40,000 circulation or
less. For these plaﬁes the patfern is clear. Seventeen out-of 22 showed
large negétive residuals (-.26 or greater, residuals‘exp£ESSEd as standard
'.scoxesj, indiéating that theif citizens pos;ésé even less informééioﬁ théﬁ )
-1evels.§f eduéétiéﬁ-énd politicai interest would ﬁrédict, Three have.near;zero
residuals (f_.ZS), and two show high positive residuals (+.26 or greateg);

This neatness diéappea;s among the two larger groups of markets — those
dominated by papers in the 50,001 to 175,000 class, and greater than 175,000.
These markets distribute nearly equally in terms of residual information hold-
ing; some are highly negative, some near zero and some highly positive,

One insight‘into this apparent confusion is‘provided by shiftiﬁg briefly .

"from a market-by-market analysis to paper-by-paper comparisoné, This elimin—



nates the influence oflnon—readers and can suggest whether newspaper charac-
teristics other than size might affect the outéome, |

Despite the liﬁitafion that many newspapers are represented by a handful
of readers, interesting clues emerge from a look at each paper's residuals. )

Some multi-paper areas show marked differences in information holding between

readership groups. Consider the following residuals, expresséd in standard

scores:
New York Daily News ~o27
New York Post .31
New York Times - 1.42
Baltinore News American -.34
- Baltimore Sun .39
Chicago Sun-Times. L -9
Chicago Tribune ' .38 .
Chicago Daily News _ . 72 ‘
. Seattle Times ST ;H'ﬂ_ =39 .:, P
Lie . Seattle P“I““_,u;‘Eﬂfﬂ';F;;x';zl_“f; R R T :
: * Oakland Tribune 7 -1,33 SRR i'_f.“t':f:—fﬁjiﬁ=:
San Francisco Chronicle -.73 T T
San Francisco Examiner .27 -

In Chicago, to take one case, there's a world of difference between
readers of the Sun-Times and the Daily News, Personal opinion governs whether
this or any other comparison confirms the information level one would expect, .

controlling for education and interest. And, of course, some markets show

fonly narfowFaifferences.; (Both Lou15v111e papers have hlgh p031t1ve r331duals; ?f§l_

Atlanta papers have 1arge negatlve flgures, Phlladelphla is un;formly high

positive.) . . _ -

But differences awmong papers warn that public understanding in metropoli-

tan zones depends not only on circulation penetration, but on which newspapers

penetrate. The variability of residuals in multi-paper markets suggests .

attention to media competition or diversity as a correlate of information,



Either of two expectations might be confirmed. The first is pessimistic.
Tt holds that where newspapers compete on nearly eqdal fooéing for aﬁdience,_
they will battle for control of the "loﬁest common denowminator', Given that
politices interests only a few people, these compéting papers would be expecf;d
to slight their public affairs obligations in favor of moré pOpuiér fare.
Through the years markets with more thanlone paper would come fp have lower
levels of information than predicted by other factors like citizens' ability
and interest.

The more optimistic observer views diversity as producer of net social
gaiﬁ. Rival newspapefs may not compete for the same readers; they méy seek
survivél through differentiation. If at leaséloﬁé journal‘cﬁqoses_to cover
politics thoroughly, perbaps the audience for that kﬁnd of information will
benefit,lﬁill develop levels of information beyond what could ﬁe éxpected from
predispesing factors. The wide range of_residﬁals in New YorE, Baltiﬁoré, —
Chicagb, Seattlee the Bay Area and élsewhere'is c0n§istent with-the more
optimistic point of view. | “

From this Erief and incomplete sketch it is clear that theréausal imagery
linking competition or dive:sity and knowing about politics is extremeiy com-.
plex. 'its details can not be 1aid to rest here. Butlone can test ﬁhéthéf fhe
pessimi;ts or the Optimis£$ héve the greatér support for fheifrééﬁéraéting.
positiéns. The results, it will be seen, sustain the more encouraging point'
of view about diversity. - -

For each market average differences were calculated in penetration by
various dailies that circulate in the appropriate censﬁg unit containing the
sample interview area {units might be a city,'éounty or SMSA). Actual circu-
lation data were used, rather than readership reported by.persoﬁs interviewed,
so that origins of the competition variable would be seﬁar;te from rhe depen— -

dent variable under analysis, The index for competition represents environ—



mental conditions surrounding citizens who were interviewed, not their in&i—
vidual use of_that information environment. The competition variéﬁle signals,
in part, the balance of newspapers' journalistic resources —— even if under
common ounership —— and the.availability of more than.one report of politicai-
events —— even if reports might differ only in the time of day they are
delivered.

Some markets have little ox no dirersity, such as Tolgdé, ﬁtare the
Blade is the only Ohit paper circuiating. Some'mgrkets.have‘morehcompetitioﬁ,
where papers differ from 50 to 30 percentage points in audience reach. The
next category includeé markets with 30 to 15 point gaps. The fourth groﬁp has
gaps between 15 and 10 points. .The mpstAcompetitive:markets have-lﬂ to O
point gaps in c1rculat10n reach by dallles.

Thls category‘stheme d1v1des marketéhlﬁto as nearlymntrﬁai a dlstrltutlowf.
as can be accompllshed - 10 rﬁ the.near—monopély grcup, 18 16 1 . and ll in
the most competitlve env1ronmentr

. Table 3 shows the results. The correiation between diversity_and residu;i_
1nfornat10n holding is .50 (p < 01 Camma coeff1c1ent) Whatever the words
‘ competltlon and dlver51ty mean, and whatever phllosophlcél p3551ons they

-

exc1te, closeness of market penetratlon is llnked to a soc1al condltion of

'_some.value u-.ttt fact that cltlzens héve reasonsrfor maklng én important
political-choicé.22 | | - A
. A great variety of Senate contests and statew1de polltical systems is -
represented by the 67 markets plotted in Table 3, It is reassurlng'that the
relationship between newspaper competition and public understanding does not -
result from clustering of a state's media markets i&na single area of theftéhlé-
For example, three Ohio markets are found in.tﬁe high positive row,ltwo

in the middle area, and two in the high negative row. New York has markets in-



all three rows of the table. So does California; Pennsylvania and other

states are represented in two rows.

In all these cases media markets within individual states range widely
in newspaper competition, as well. . |

A cluster of ﬁarkets that contributes greatly to the correlation of .50
is found in the 1éwer Yeft hand cells of Table 3.. Most of these are small
areas, some rural, with small circulation dailies that enjoy near~m030polies.
Markets in thé Midwest, the traditional South, Florida, the Middle—Atlantic
and even the West contributé to this group.

If a single state or region of the country had dominéted an area of
Table 3,lwe would suspect that peculiarities of individual Senéte campaigns or
traditions of political competition intrude on the‘relationship between news—
paper competition and the public's information holding. This ﬁoes not séém

likely.

- SUMMARY

3

Results are drawn froﬁ ; nationwide sample_incluéing many media outiets.
Findings.underscore the superiority of newspapers as agents of iﬁformation to-
help people 1dent1fy assets and 11ab111tie‘ of important polltlcal contenders._

Oﬁé can not détermlne with these data why télev131on should de&onstrate a
suppressing effect on information. Viewing and recalling political messages
is strongly related to television news exposure, and is even related to
message discriminétioh in newspapers. But when appropriate contrc}s‘are'madé
in analysis, areas where people use television for political news emergé as
iess informed than areas of eqﬁal educatioﬁ and political interest where

people avoid the medium.
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This conclusion coincides with findings by McClure and Patterson in their
_study of presidentiél campalgning in 1972. They measured the relationship
between issue salience and gross media exposure. We charted thg correlation
between holding information and amount of message_discrimination.' Despite
major differences in concepts and ﬁeas;remeﬁt, results tointide. |

_Thé more novel finding here is the association between public vnderstand~
ing and newspaper cbmpetitiﬁn. The correlation, of course, does not resolve
1mportant causal 1ssues at stake. Are coﬁpetitive nmarkets supetiér:becaﬁse
of a qualitative richness in political news reporting about statew1de races*
Aré they more 1nformed because people have more than one opportunlty each day
to read about events? Or because aggregate newspaper readershlp is greater?
Demqgraphic and_culturallvatiables may contribute alternative explanations
aslwell._‘ | |

It is conceivable that informed readers make for newspaﬁer coﬁpetitlon.
This posslbllltyhmlght depend on an indirect process 1nv01v1ng high levels of
consumptlon among informed (and affluent) people. Consumpt1on generates néeds
for advertlslng llnage, 50 necessary for supportlng more than one paper in a
market. - o - ) . ' '-.7 .

Although these compet1ng factors need to be. untangled ve have at least
' c1rcumstantlal ev1dence that competltlon and leétSlty are Important social
:indicatqrs of resources for political education in America. ’

The meaning one can attach to words like combetition_and diﬁersity remains
equivocal, however. Competition usuvally refers to a coﬁdition of corporate or
economic structure iﬁ a néwé-market. Diversity refers to similarities or
differences in the news products delivered by cotporate structures.

One must recognize that closeness of circulation penetration is peither a

reliable indicator of economic competition, nor does it necessarily predict nec
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diversity In news cfferings. For example, morning and évening bapers under the -
same ownership may publish qui;e different news accounts. Or competitive )
papers may rely on almost identical wire service reports.

Several kinds of competition may be available in differenf markets ——
other than the claséic head—~to-head battle between home town dallies. Melro~
pelitan papers méy compete with suburban dailies'ﬁitﬂin their coﬁmercial o
market sphere. Speciél editions of metropolitan papers may.circulate té‘other -
cities within their state. Small towns that can not support lhei£7oﬁn daily
newspéper may lie in the zone of circulatién overalp betﬁeen nealby,-lgrger
cities.

Examples of each kind of competitlon can be found in Table 3. lt would
‘_be valuable to chart trends in penetratlon ‘in these dlfferent types of markets
Fas‘a barometer of opportunltles for publlé educétloﬁ about polltlcal affalrs.;-
| ‘Much.remaln; lo be learned abOut causal paths amonglliéhﬁess of comﬁuni-
cation resources, publlc attention to these resources, sklll and motlvatlon
to decipher messages, and retention of 1nformat10n- And one - must d1stingh15h

between long-term developments in political understandlng and the foreshortened

learning that may take-place.between candldate nominations and election day,

' especlally when new polltlcal flgures emerge. .

JEUEE . -~.__'...-._.—._ proe At

The‘pleéené analy513 has not been able to sepafate canéldata attrlb;Lestﬁi
long familiar to the public (an 1ncumhent s yecord in publnc offlce, for
example) from attributes only recently communlcated (i. e., a challenger s
image of honesty or sincerity). Kecent learning may coxrelate more than
older learning with patterns of mass media.use. Telévision portrayals'ﬁay ?e

especially important for learning during the closing days of a campaign —-

when apathetic cltizens first pay attention to the passing polltical parade.
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All differences in time span and recency of learning have inevitably
been mixed in the cross—sectional dara analysis presented here.

Our results and those of Patterson and McClure do not disﬁiss ﬁelevisiqn
as a political force in America. The data simply call into qu;stion tele-
vision's power to honvey candidates’ policy positions or personality im such
a way that heavy viewers will retain more of this informatioﬁ'than light
viewers.r Results,suggegt we éan legitimately feel uneasc over declining‘news—
paﬁer circulation and over any industry developments that limit th; amount of
newspaper competition within markets.

Opportunity to réasoﬁ about political events requires having reasons.
If communicatién assets thaf afe Yinked to public'réasoning weaken, the

quality of public judgments about partisan contenders may be in jeopardy.
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ented here,

An analogy to this point, drawn from laws of inertia, can be found in

Philip E. Converse, "Information Flow and the Stability
Attitudes,”™ Public Opinion Quarterly, 26:578-599 (1962)

The conventional image of the alienated and withdrawn c
badly out of date, however. Recent studies have disclo

of Partisan
itizen may be
sed many

people who are distrustful of government, but who combine this feeling

with intensely held attitudes about political issues.

Extreme conservatives and liberals can be expected to p

pssess above

average levels.of information. See Arthur H. Miller, "Political

Issues and Trust in Government: 1964-1970," American Political Science .

""AEJReview, 68:951-972 (1974), and fbllqwing comment_by Jack Citrin and -

| 26:18-22 {1976). .-

rejoinder.

Comparisoné:between print and broadcast media in politi
have been reported recently. See Robert D. McClure and

cal effects
Thomas E.

Patterson, "Print vs. Network News,” Jourmal of Communication, 26:

 23-28 (1976); and their earlier paper, "relevision News

and Politicai

Advertising: The Impact of Exposure on Voter Beliefs," Communication

Research, 1:3-31 (1974).

Pertinent findings are reviewed in Maxwell E. McCombs and Donald L.

Shaw, "Structuring the 'Unseen Environment'®,"” Journal o

 For £ §tﬁ&j éoﬁﬁéﬁiﬁé"haﬁioﬁél and local public affairs

f Communication,

“{issues, see -

Philip C. Palmgreen, Mass Communication and Political Knowledge: The

Effects of Political Level and Mass Media Coverage on P

olitical

Learning (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Michigan, 1

Current ecriticism of both newspapérs and local televisi
the discouraging prediction that the public's grasp of

975).

on news leads to
"hard news"

would be on the decline, whatever media they use.. Fox pessimistic

analyses, see Ron Powers, The Newscasters (New York: St
1977); and Fergus M. Bordewich, "Qupermarketing the-sew
Journalism Review, pp. 23-30 (September/October, 1977).

s Martins
s5," Columbia
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These trends in audience reach are ampiy portrayed in minutes.of
meetings by the American Newspaper Publishers Association and in the
pages of Broadcasting Magazine.

Radio and word-of-mouth communication are omitted from this discus-
sion because research has failed to show correlations with learning
about public affairs. .

This analysis does not deal with persuasive effects of media on’
attitude formation and change. For contemporary studies of neWSpapers
editorial effects on voting decision, see Robert 5. Erikson, "The
Influence of Newspaper Endorsements in Presidential Elections: The
Case of 1964," American Journal of Political Science, 20:207-233
(1976); and John P. Robinson, "Perceived Media Bias and the 1968 Vote:
Can the Media Affect Behavior After Al11?" Journalism Quarterly,
49:239-246 (1972).

The authors avoid judgments about the completeness, sophistication
or even "accuracy" of reasons people give for their views of sena-
torial candidates. Possessing any reasons counts here —— a blind

‘acceptance that is justified by finding that the major point of

variance is between persons who lack reasons altogether, and persons
w1th at least one crlterlon for choice between candidates.

One set of research results can be found in Peter Clarke and Lee
Ruggels, "Preferences Among News Media for Coverage of Public Affairs,"
Journalism Quarterly, 47:464-471 {1970). Also see Alex S, Edelstein,
The Uses of Communication in Decision-Making (New York: Praeger, 1974).

Peter Clarke and F. Gerald Kline,  "Media Effects Reconsidered: Some

‘New Strategies for Communication Research," Communication Reseaxch,

1:224-240 (1974}; Philip Palmgreen, F. Gerald Kline and Peter Clarke,
"Message Discrimination and Information~Holding About Political
Affairs,” presented to the International Communication Association,
New Orleans, Apr11 1974. -

'Persons 1nterviewed here are 18 years or older in households selected
" by probability sampling methods. Approximately two-thirds had been .
. _interviewed in 1972. Sampling, weighting and other survey documenta- .- -

tion can be found in Warrenm E. Miller, Arthur H. Miller, and F. Gerald
Kline, The CPS 1974 American National Election Study (Ann Arbor:
Inter—-University Consortium for Political Research, 1975).

Individual analyses have not been overlooked. Patterns of results
reported here are duplicated when we exawine relationships between
individuals' media use and information.

We also recognize the iwmprecision of estimating mean levels of infor—

_mation, media use and other market variables using data from a few

interviews —— even when based on probability samples. Imprecision
attenuates any correlation with other factoxs like media competition.

- The substantial size of this relationship (see below) encourages some

confidence that the data have attained reasonable accuracy across the
67 markets.
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" " newspapers in quantity of coverage of national issues. (See Maxwell
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When reasons people give are examined in detail, the majority cluster
in four categories. Most frequent are references to the candidates’

prior records of public service -~ general mentious of how well they

have filled governmental or political offices. ‘

Mentions of being a2 good party man come second. References to integ-
rity and honesty are third. The fourth most popular category is
general expressions of having heard good things about the candidate.

Respondents cite favorable characteristics much more often than

-exiticisms. The respondent's party preference did not qualify as a
‘reason. ' , - .

All respondents, voters and non-voters, were asked these questions,
however. o

-

See Miller, Miller and Kline, op. cit, -

The possibility of imhibition from television persists when the
analysis is controlled for education, political interest and message
discrimination — leaving exposure levels unpartialled. The third-
order partial for message discrimination in newspapers is .43

(p < .01). For message discriminatior in television the value is

. =.24 (beta = +.2206, p=.06). . . . .

Others have found impressive similarities between television and

McCombs and. Donald Shaw, “The Agenda-Setting Function of Mass Media,"
Public Opinion Quarterly, 35:176-187 (1972).) Whether or not this

finding is duplicated at the statewide political level depends on a

"number of influences — including, presumably, greater closeness

between editors and events in their state, relative importance of
state and national wire service priorities, and importance of local
vs. national issues in each senatorial- race.

‘Objections can be raised about permissiveness in accepting the -

ingredients of "reasoning” as reflecting a person's level of politi-

‘f;fcal information. - (For an analysis using this kind of data to measure - "
" political ideology, see Philip E. Converse, "The Nature of Belief :

Systems in Mass Publics," in David E. Apter (ed.) Ideology and
Discontent (CGlencoe: Free Press, 1964.) The reasons some' persons
express for liking ox disliking candidates may be incorrect, accord-
ing to a detached observer, or shallow, irrelevant, ox otherwise

unappealing.

Accordingly, we conducted a parallel analysis using a more conventional
test for knowledge —— ability to name the senatorial candidates who
competed in the election. -

Four major independent variables were introduced in simultaneous
multiple regressions against both indices of information with the
following results. Data are standardized beta weights with their

statistical significance. ‘ ' -

!
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Reasons Candidate Names

beta P beta P
Education ' .0136 ns “.0465 | ns
Interest L3744 .004 _ 2814 .033
Newspaper o - .
mess. discr. L3176 .009 .3629 . 004
Television '
mess. discr. ~,0290 ns ,0723 ns

Parallels between these results are striking. One can conclude that
findings based on reasons for political preference, the less presump-
tuous measure of inforwmation, do not present a warped view of the
weak educational role played by television.

Wayne A. Danielson and John B. Adams, “"Completeness of Press Coverage

~of the 1960 Campaign,' Journalism Quarterly, 38: 441-452 (1961).

The latter portion of this analysis can be misunderstood if read too
literally. Individual towns and cities in Table 3 should not be
labeled for all time as above or below expectations in level of in-

. formation holding. Eugene, Ore., and Crawford Coumty, Ia., are

randomly-drawn data points in the same sense that one views individual
persons in the typical sample survey analysis. Markets studied here
_represent classes of markets; each is imperfectly described by the -
responses and behavior of a handful of adults in households chosen by
probablllty methods. ‘

One can be confldent of findings in the aggrepgate, especially when
grouped into broad categories as here. We can be less certain that

in a second survey Phoenim or Seattle would appear in the same cells
of analysis.





