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JANTRODUCTION

"Television and Elections" was the vague notion I had on
what I wanted to research for this thesis. Having no more
developed thought than that, I did what every good student of
political science does, I read. I read about television's
structure. I read content analysis studies of news coverage.
I read theories of media effects. I read about momentum and
Iowa and New Hampshire and game coverage and polls and
believability. I read a lot. I learned a lot. I would like
to share this new-found knowledge with you.
E E I found that the structure and needs of television
| effect the type of coverage that presidential elections
receive. I also found that the overriding need for pleasing
visual images and brief interesting stories forces the media,
especially television, to use themes to organizé the news.
Furthermore, I discovered that the theme of horse-race
journalism permeates the coverage of elections. Research
showed that the extensive coverage that Iowa and New
Hampshire receive can be explained because they satisfy the
needs of the media. I also found that the effects of horse-
race journalism are profound in the early primary stage of
the campaign because the media, not the voters, are the
selective power which narrows the field of candidates. And
finally I determined that the theory of agenda-setting
effects of the media explains this phenomenon.

I also found that the things I wanted to be true often

were not. For instance, I wanted television coverage and




effects to be very different from newpaper coverage and
effects. That dichotomy simply did not exist. The fact is
that most Americans rely on both print and broadcast media
for political information. Therefore, most of the content
analysis studies I will quote from, study both the network
news and the major newspapers.

I found that the topic of media and elections is an
immense one. I narrowed the scope of this paper to deal with
just one aspect. There are several areas I do not broach
which are related to this topic. For instance, it would
be interesting to compare the content of press coverage
before the era of television to that of a television-centered
campaign. It would be interesting to study the candidates
role in the type of coverage the campaign receives. It would
also be interesting to study the notion of democracy, and if
media campaigns enable or inhibit a democratic election. I
studied none of these aspects although they are directly
related.

Instead, I assert that horse-race journalism is the
predominant theme of campaign coverage, hence the title "The
White House Derby." It is especially pronounced on
television but apparent in newspapers as well. The first
chapter explains the structure and effects of television and
how these needs force the medium to rely upon themes. The
second chapter explores the theme of horse-race journalism.
Here it is defined and the three elements of the theme are

discussed: conflict, expectations and polls.



The third chapter looks at the first delegate selection
events, Iowa and New Hampshire, and attempts to blend the
notion of television's structural needs, the horse-race
theme, and the agenda-setting theory as arway of explaining
the over-coverage of these events. Finally, chapter five
looks at possible, although not probable, alternatives to the
situation.

This thesis is an attempt to synthesize many separate
studies into one argument. I do not use any of my own
primary research or content analysis studies. if I had more
time and money, I would develop my own research but, for this
task I rely on the primary research of othérs.

The subject of media and elections is as fascinating
as it is relevant to the student of political science. 7The
media's role in presidential campaigns has continued to
increase steadily. It is now believed to be the key to a
winning election. How the media functions effects the
candidates, the campaign, and the voters in complex and
uneasily understood ways. The study of media and elections
is complex because the variables are so numerous but the
study must continue as students of political science attempt

to understand the complexities of human relations.



CHAPTER 1

A LOOK AT THE RACETRACK

The Structure and Effects of Television

In the age of television, millions of Americans spend
hours each day glued to that medium nicknamed the "vast
wasteland" and the "boob tube.”" Television offers
entertainment and companionship in a passive form. The
average American household watches the television for six
hours each day. During those hours that the television is
on, sometime between "Oprah!" and "Wheel of Fortune," the
network nightly news is aired. Over eighty percent of
Americans rely on these nightly news programs for at least
part of their political information (Graber, 1984). While
"Oprah!" attempts to entertain by presenting interesting
guests to America, and "Wheel of Fortune" hopes to amuse and
gain viewers with a catchy game show, so too the network news
programs hope to increase the numbers of viewers by
presenting the news in an entertaining way.

Modern scholars have rejected the "mirror model" of
newsmaking which proposes that news is a mirrored reflection
of reality. 1Instead, the "professional model'" of newsmaking
appears much more realistic. This model asserts that news is
an "endeavor of highly skilled professionals who put
together an entertaining collage of events selected for
importance, attractiveness to media audiences, and balance
among various elements of the news offering" (Graber, 1984).

Thus, news is presented to America in a way that will best

4



profit the newsmaking organizations. Network news programs,

like all network television programs, are organized by

ratings and the ability to attract advertising money.

In the last thirty years the importaﬁce of television
coverage of the presidential elections has increased
dramatically to the point where many believe it is the key to
a winning election. As one source states, "In the new
electronic democracy, television is the force that shapes the
process through which voters select their president" (Oreskes
1988:1). Presidential elections are covered extensively by
network news programs for as long as two-to-three years
before each election. One reason that presidential elections
are covered so extensively is, of course, because of the
importance to the American political system. But perhaps
equally important, campaigns are covered because they make
remarkably "good" television.

Good television is defined by one expert as its ability
to meet the following five criteria for a good news story:
high impact; violence, conflict, disaster or scandal;
familiarity; closeness to home; timeliness and novelty
(Graber, 1984). Campaigns inherently possess many of these
criteria. And news organizations, as well as candidates,
emphasize the events of the campaign that have these five
elements. One author writes, "Elections overflow with real
or contrived drama, contain conflict (usually with two
principle sides), recur at specified times (thus facilitating

the logistics of coverage over the year), and have measurable



outcomes - votes and victors" (Paletz, 1981). Thus, the
elements of good television synchronize nicely with the

characteristics of presidential campaigns.

THE STRUCTURAL ELEMENTS OF TELEVISION

Visual Images
Television news is organized to use the particular
strengths of the television medium. For instance, television
is different from print media because it is a visual medium
able to reach millions of people quickly with the same image
and message. Studies have shown that it is a more potent
stimulus than print media for stirring emotions and creating
vivid mental pictures (Graber, 1984). Similarily television
news programs structure coverage in a specific way that
emphasizes visual images. There are numerous characteristics
of television network news that are unique to the medium and
result in a different type of coverage than print sources.
Perhaps the most important of these characteristics is
the need for attractive and interesting pictures. The
foremost research expert on media and elections, Doris Graber
writes that this emphasis has an influence on the coverage of
presidential campaigns:
During political campaigns, motorcades, rallies,
hecklers, and cheering crowds make good pictures.
candidates delivering speeches are visually dull in
comparison. Television cameras, therefore, concentrate
??932?.colorful scenes rather than on the speechmaker

The actual importance of the specific event may have very

little to do with its ability to get covered on the news.



For instance, a presidential candidate may give a speech to a
small group of influential local politicans where he
releases an important policy plan, and then wave to a crowd
in a small town parade. You can bet that the wave, a more
pPleasing visual image, will be the event shown on the evening
news. Hence, the result is that visually appealing images
make the news regardless of their intrinsic importance.

Thus, the need for pleasing visual images in order to
get coverage has led to a phenomenon called the pseudo-event.
According to political scientists Dan Nimmo and Maxwell
Combs, a pseudo-event can be defined as an event "that is
planned for the immediate purpose of being reported, yet what
actually happens is never clear...In sum, pseudo-events are
media events" (1984:164). Pseudo-events in presidential
campaigns usually take the form of pictures with crowds,
unions, babies, old people, farmers, the American flag,
baseball teams - any event that is visually appealing and
that usually contains an image which connotes patriotism or
the American way of life.

The use of pseudo-events is twofold: they make nice
pictures and are easy to report. For this reason, pseudo-
events constitute an amazing seventy percent of all stories
reported by television news (Graber, 1984).

The need for pleasing visual images has another
consequence in the type of candidate that is successful.
Increasingly, a candidate needs to be telegenic; that is the

candidate must be comfortable and attractive on television.
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