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Abstract

This paper examines news coverage of the 2004 presidential candidates in the political 

season that ran from November 2000 to November 2004. It finds that only a few candidates 

received a significant amount of coverage; that issues and policy received the greatest coverage 

early in the election season; and that the two eventual nominees – George W. Bush and John Kerry 

– received both more positive and negative coverage than the other candidates, whose coverage 

was more neutral in tone.
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Introduction

The 2004 presidential election drew to a close on Wednesday, Nov. 3, when Democratic 

nominee John Kerry conceded the very tight race to George W. Bush, telling his supporters 

gathered at Faneuil Hall in Boston to look ahead to future elections and noting that, “America 

always moves forward” (Kerry, 2004). Four days later, pollsters at The Gallup Organization took 

Kerry’s message to the field, asking Americans who they would like to see on the presidential 

ballot in 2008. The early frontrunners, according to that November 2004 Gallup poll, were Hillary 

Clinton, John Kerry and John Edwards among Democrats, and Rudy Giuliani, John McCain and 

Colin Powell among Republicans. 

The road to the White House is a long one, and it’s made even longer by media coverage 

that starts looking ahead to the next campaign even before the Election Day signs have been taken 

down and the last of the confetti has been swept up. While some scholars bemoan the front-loading 

of the primary season, which has the nominating process largely concluded by early March 

(Schneider, 1999; Busch & Mayer, 2004), the fact is that the race for the presidency starts much 

sooner and that news coverage of the candidates that gears up long before the primary season starts 

is shaping public perception of the candidates before voters have a chance to weigh in. So while 

the election season grows longer, the very fact that news coverage winnows the field to 

frontrunners so quickly also means that candidates have a small window of time in which to make 

a big impression.

This study examines news coverage of the men and women who ran for the White House in 

2004 over a four-year period, beginning in November 2000. It looks at the kinds of stories that 

were written about them, the volume of news coverage each received, and the tone of that 

coverage. It is an attempt to understand what kind of problems exists in campaign coverage and 
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how those problems may lead to the widely held perception that campaign journalism is focused 

more on the horse race than on the substantive issues facing the country.

Theoretical Background

The modern political campaign is largely a media affair. A candidate’s fortunes – political 

and financial – depend on getting the attention of the press very early in the process. And for 

average citizens who come to know the candidates only through what they see of the would-be 

presidents on television and what they read in newspapers, magazines and online, the media are an 

essential conduit. The reliance on the media for political information isn’t new, but the role of the 

media in the electoral process has grown over time, and particularly with the declining influence of 

political parties in the nominating process and in voters’ lives during the 1970s and 1980s 

(Blendon et al., 1998; Davis, 1992, and Patterson, 1993).

[T]he media’s role today in helping to establish the election agenda is different 
from what it was in the past. Once upon a time, the press occasionally played an 
important part in the nomination of presidential candidates. Now its function is 
always a key one. The news media do not entirely determine who will win the 
nomination, but no candidate can succeed without the press. The road to the
nomination now runs through the newsrooms. (Patterson, 1993, p. 33)

The shift in influence from political parties to the media is not without consequence. 

Journalists, by their training and by their nature, are skeptical about those in power and often see it 

as their duty to provide an important check on those in political office, or at least to take what 

candidates are saying and doing and provide the political backdrop for those actions (Weaver et al., 

2007; Clymer, 2001). Add to that the fact that life on the campaign trail, with its very limited 

access to the candidates and battle for control of the message that gets into the media, leads to an 

increasingly adversarial relationship between the media and the campaigns (Skewes, 2007), and 

voters are left with campaign coverage that is much more focused on the horse race and much 
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more negative in tone. Patterson’s (1993) study campaign coverage found that during the 1960 

election, 75 percent of the references to either John Kennedy or Richard Nixon were positive, but 

three decades later during the 1992 campaign, only 40 percent of the references to either Bill 

Clinton or George Bush were positive. 

Looking at the 2004 election, the Project for Excellence in Journalism found that just 16 

percent of the references to George W. Bush, the incumbent president who was running for re-

election, were positive and only 4 percent of the references to John Kerry, his Democratic 

opponent were positive (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2004a). Bush was frequently 

portrayed in the media as stubborn, arrogant and lacking credibility, while Kerry was portrayed as 

indecisive and “very liberal,” according to the study (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2004a). 

For the most part, these labels were coming from the campaigns, but at least one-third of the 

character assertions were made by the journalists themselves (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 

2004a). Overall, the PEJ found that 38 percent of the stories about the campaigns were negative, 

and that number increased to 47 percent when the stories focused on the candidates’ characters and 

55 percent when the stories were about policy matters (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 

2004b). Patterson (1993; see also Dautrich & Hartley, 1999) concluded that some of the increase in 

negative news coverage was a result of stories that focus on public opinion polls, candidate 

character coverage and campaign strategies – something that journalists call “inside baseball” 

stories.

In fact, studies of election year coverage by the Project for Excellence in Journalism in 

2000 and 2004 document the increasing reliance on polls and strategy. In its study of early 

coverage of the 2000 campaign, the PEJ found that in the two weeks leading up to the Iowa 

caucuses and New Hampshire primary election, more than 80 percent of the stories on television 
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and in newspapers focused on campaign tactics, fundraising and squabbles within the internal 

campaign organizations. Meanwhile, only 13 percent of the news coverage was “about things that 

would actually impact the American public if the candidates were elected, such as their ideas, their 

honesty or how their constituents in the past have been affected” (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism, 2000a, p. 1). The PEJ study – a content analysis of 430 stories published in five major 

newspapers or aired on nine television news programs on five networks – concluded that campaign 

coverage,

... [P]aints a picture not of a contest of ideas between men but of a massive chess 
game of calculation and calibration in which little seems spontaneous or genuine. 
And occasionally, the camera turns to the audience for a shot of its reaction. ... 
What’s more, the focus on so-called inside baseball is hardly new, and the 
political press has vowed in years past to seek better ways of connecting with 
voters, and making the campaign more relevant. Apparently, even in the early 
days of the campaign, the press has had difficulty keeping sight of that goal. 
(Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2000a, p. 3)

By the end of the 2000 election year, voters had the chance to see a little more coverage of 

issues, but not much more. A PEJ study of news coverage from late-September to mid-October of 

2000 found that 29 percent of stories were about issues, 13 percent with the candidates’ character 

and record, and 57 percent were about campaign strategy, battleground states, debate analysis and 

candidate momentum (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2000b). And the PEJ’s research into 

the 2004 election tell much the same story, An analysis of media coverage during the first two 

weeks of October showed that only 13 percent of the stories attempted to explain key issues in the 

election, with the vast majority of those focusing on the war in Iraq (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism, 2004b). In the debate coverage, most news stories used the debates to highlight 

campaign tactics or to evaluate a candidate’s performance, rather than using the debates to 

distinguish between George W. Bush and John Kerry on key issues (Project for Excellence in 

Journalism, 2004b). The study notes that,
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[T]he penchant of the press to focus on internal campaign matters like tactics, 
strategy, candidate performance and the horse race, seem to be a major factor 
driving the tone of the coverage. … The coverage this year has been even less 
likely than four years ago to describe how campaign events directly affected 
voters – explaining, for example, the possible implication on citizens of a 
candidate’s policy proposal. (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2004b, p. 1)

And despite the promise of the Internet to offer new voices and more diverse political 

coverage, the PEJ found that 37 percent of the front-page stories on 10 different political web sites 

were stories that were pulled from news wire services, and that “users would be hard pressed to 

find a lead story that dealt with anything other than the latest back and forth among candidates, or 

the horse race” (Project for Excellence in Journalism, 2004c, p. 3). In fact, the Internet may offer a 

greater volume of political coverage than is available on television or in newspapers, but it’s 

largely just more of the same.

Journalists themselves recognize that presidential campaign coverage is flawed. A 2004 

survey of working reporters by the Committee of Concerned Journalists found that most reporters 

(42 percent) gave campaign journalism a grade of C, while only 3 percent gave it an A and 27 

percent a B. On the other end of the scale 22 percent gave a D to political coverage in 2004, and 5 

percent gave it an F (Committee of Concerned Journalists, 2004). Most journalists said the 

coverage was superficial, and “by large majorities they feel the news media has become 

sidetracked by trivial issues, has been too reactive and has focused too much on the inside baseball 

that doesn’t really matter to voters” (Committee of Concerned Journalists, 2004, p. 1).

The content and tone of political matters because, as many scholars argue, it is contributing 

to an increasingly alienated electorate as evidenced by turnout that hovers at just more than half of 

the eligible voters. In the 2000 election between George W. Bush and Al Gore, arguably one of the 

closest contests in U.S. history, voter turnout among all eligible voters was 55.6 percent (Althaus, 



Out of the Gate     8

2005). Four years later, in the wake of a presidential contest that was decided by the U.S. Supreme 

Court, turnout bumped up to 59.6 percent of eligible voters, but more than half of that increase was 

due to gay marriage referenda that were on the ballots in 11 states in 2004 (Althaus, 2005). And 

turnout in both of those races was still was far below the 63 percent mark reached in 1960, when 

television started to play a major role in campaigns by bringing the debate between Kennedy and 

Nixon into our homes. 

The decreased turnout in recent elections is puzzling in light of recent research that links 

media use with increased knowledge of the candidates and their positions on issues, as well as 

stronger issue positions among individual voters, increased campaign interest and a greater 

likelihood of voting in the election (Weaver & Drew, 2001; Kim, Scheufele & Shanahan, 2005). 

Still, although voters who pay attention to the news are more likely to actively process the political 

information that they see or read (Graber, 1988), the reality is that most people have little interest 

in politics and end up paying attention – on the rare occasions when they do pay attention – out of 

a sense of civic duty. For these people, the topics and tone of political coverage can be critical in 

whether and how they process political information. This occurs through several processes – 

agenda setting, priming and framing. Agenda setting typically is applied to issues and holds that 

those topics that get covered more in the media become more important to the public (McCombs & 

Shaw, 1972; McCombs, 2004), but in the current study it also is important in its ability to 

communicate to readers and viewers, simply by the volume of news coverage, which candidates 

are worth their attention and which are deemed “unelectable” and, therefore, not worth 

considering.

But the media also influence the public by raising the salience of some issues or candidate 

attributes in the public view, leading to candidate evaluations that rely more on those attributes 
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(Sheafer, 2007). By focusing on specific attributes, the media prime voters to use those 

characteristics in their electoral decisions by making them more accessible for the individual 

(Iyengar & Kinder, 1987). But beyond accessibility, “the media influence affective priming 

through the affective compelling arguments effect, in which they attach an evaluative tone (i.e., 

positive, negative, or neutral) to objects or issues. In other words, the media help people in 

assigning affective attributes to these issues” (Sheafer, 2007, p. 26). The evaluative tone is attached 

to a candidate through the process of framing, or how the issue or candidate is presented in the 

news. These frames play into existing models of understanding politics that voters already have, 

and they are “invaluable tools for presenting relatively complex issues, such as stem cell research, 

efficiently and in a way that makes them accessible to lay audiences because they play into 

existing cognitive schemas” (Scheufele & Tewksbury, 2007, p. 12). 

The streamlining of politics by the media end up casting elections as contests between 

front-runners and the one or two candidates who are closest to them in the polls, even though other 

candidates may still be in the race. It favors Republicans and Democrats, leaving third-party 

candidates like Ralph Nader, Ross Perot or John Anderson scraping for the occasional news story. 

And it results in coverage that casts the campaign in coverage of events, strategy and political 

advertising, which are about the process, rather than policies. Graber (1988) says that the media are 

important in information processing, but that the media’s focus on stories that voters do not find 

useful leads to a ritualistic and passive use of the media, especially television, for political news 

(Comstock & Scharrer, 1999). People may be exposed to a lot of political news in an election year, 

but their lack of attention to it results in little information processing. Ansolabehere and Iyengar 

(1995, p. 102) write that for most people watching television “takes less concentration than eating 

a bowl of cereal,” and Soley (1992, p. 109) says that the 30-second ads that are now the hallmarks 



Out of the Gate     10

of political campaigns have “denuded U.S. politics of grassroots citizen involvement.” And some 

scholars have found that relying on the media for political information – and the vast majority of 

Americans get their information about the national elections solely from the mass media – also is 

related to voter disgust and a lack of participation in elections (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997). 

The voters begin each campaign without a firm opinion about the candidates, but 
after months of news that tells them over and over again that their choices are no 
good, they believe it. ... News coverage has become a barrier between the 
candidates and the voters rather than a bridge connecting them. (Patterson, 1993, 
pp. 24-25)

Voters may be starting to see this. In the 2000 election season, an increasing number of 

Americans began avoiding news coverage of the campaign, according to a Pew Research Center 

survey. The study conducted in the early fall of 1999 showed that while 53 percent of Americans 

reported paying at least “some attention” to the campaign in July 1999, the number had dropped to 

46 percent by September (Kohut, 1999). The same study showed that despite the fact that the 

campaign had been in the news for nearly a year, and despite the fact that the leading Democratic 

candidate was the sitting vice president and the leading Republican candidate was a governor and 

the son of a recent former president, about half of those surveyed couldn’t name a Democrat 

running for the presidency and 37 percent couldn’t name a Republican (Kohut, 1999). And voters 

uniformly believed that the press was too intrusive and played too great a role in the presidential 

nomination process. They also told the Pew researchers that news editors paid more attention to the 

desires and opinions of pundits and political insiders than they did to readers or viewers (Kohut, 

1999).

In fact, the modern political campaign has seen an increasing reliance on the pundits – 

campaign strategists, party operatives and outside experts, often people who have ties to a political 

party but are not currently working on behalf of a candidate – for news. In the 1988 campaign, for 
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instance, strategists for George H. W. Bush appeared in news reports more often than the candidate 

did (Soley, 1992). And since these spokespeople have an agenda, they have enormous influence 

over the content and tone of news coverage. These pundits are well versed in the norms of news 

reporting, and they “strive systematically to ensure, insofar as possible, that the work product of 

journalism reflects events and an environment, and creates a reality, which they, and not the 

journalists, define” (Manheim, 1998, p. 96). They do this by providing the media with a steady 

stream of events to cover, handing out news releases that announce new policies or provide 

response to a world event or an event on an opposing campaign. They also take advantage of 

deadlines, holding events timed to meet the needs of television reporters or releasing controversial 

stories late in a news cycle so that reporters have no opportunity to get opposing perspectives in 

the first-day story, which means that the campaign’s version gets at least one news cycle where it 

goes unchallenged (Skewes, 2007). This information comes from officials within a candidate’s 

campaign, and these sources are treated as “factual … eliminating the need to double- and triple-

check the ‘facts’” (Shoemaker & Reese, 1996, p. 181). Strategists and pundits also frequently talk 

to the media in place of the candidates. This last point is especially important since the lack of 

access to the candidates on the campaign trail can lead – over the course of the campaign – to an 

increasingly disgruntled press corps. The reporters will use information from the strategists and 

spokespeople, but they are frustrated by the fact that the campaign walls them off from direct 

contact with the candidate (Skewes, 2007). 

Because the media play an essential role in presidential nominations, it’s important to 

understand how the media choose to cover the election, who they choose to cover, and who gets to 

speak in news stories. This study builds on the earlier research about campaign coverage by 

extending the analysis of news coverage of the 2004 election to include a four-year period that 
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begins just days after the end of the 2000 election season. It looks not only at how the candidates 

were covered and the tone of that coverage, but also examines who had more impact on news 

coverage of the election. It proposes the following hypotheses:

H1: News coverage will quickly narrow its focus onto two or three candidates in the 
Democratic field, rather than allotting coverage across the field.

H2: Stories will focus more on specific events and hard news as Election Day nears. 

H3: The tone of candidate coverage will become increasingly negative as Election 
Day nears.

H4: Political pundits and strategists will have greater impact on political coverage 
than candidates will.

Method

This study examines news coverage of presidential candidates in five of the nation’s major 

newspapers – the Los Angeles Times, the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Houston 

Chronicle, and the Chicago Sun-Times – beginning in November 2000 and running through 

November 2004. Content from the five newspapers was culled by randomly selecting three days 

from each month in the four-year time frame and then pulling news stories from Lexis-Nexis using 

the candidates’ names, presiden! and elect! as search terms. There are a total of 144 days of 

coverage included in the analysis and a total of 871 news stories. 

Excluded from the analysis are stories that mention someone who is or was a presidential 

candidate, but does not do so in the context of the campaign. Stories that were excluded include 

ones in which George W. Bush was mentioned because of his role as the incumbent president, but 

which made no mention of the fact that he was facing or running for re-election. However, stories 

that identified someone as a candidate or a potential candidate for the presidency were included, 

even if the story itself did not focus on the campaign. The study does include all stories about the 
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campaigns, though, whether they appeared in a news section, editorial section, or elsewhere in the 

papers. 

Because newspaper stories about the presidential campaigns typically mention more than 

one candidate, mentions of the candidates were coded at the sentence level to get a better sense of 

how prominent each candidate was in news coverage. Coding included direct references to a 

candidate as well as other identifiers, such as the former Vermont governor as a reference to 

Howard Dean. Some sentences mentioned more than one candidate, but in those cases, the 

sentence was counted in each candidate’s total. The reason sentences of coverage are used, rather 

than the number of stories in which a candidate is mentioned, is because one of the common 

practices in campaign coverage is to focus on one or two candidates, but include many others in a 

wrap-up somewhere in the story. Thus, measuring the number of sentences that mention or make 

reference to a candidate is a more accurate assessment of how much “ink” each candidate actually 

gets. 

Prominence of the coverage includes two separate measures – the placement of the story 

and the presence of a photograph with the story. The story placement was weighted – front page 

stories by a factor of three, section front stories by a factor of two, and other stories by a factor of 

one. Likewise, good graphic design teaches that the presence of a photograph helps draw a reader’s 

attention to a story (Harrower, 2002; Rich, 2000), and thus is a measure of prominence. Stories 

also were coded for type of story – hard news, news feature, news brief, editorial – and story topic. 

Stories could contain more than one topic, but each was coded for its primary topic, with other 

topics included when they were present. Intercoder reliability on the coded variables was reached 

using Scott’s pi, with the value ranging from .76 for variables measuring the tone of candidate 
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coverage (positive, neutral or negative) to .98 for the type of story (hard news, news feature, 

profile, brief or commentary).

Additionally, the list of potential presidential candidates had to be winnowed down from 

the more than 150 people who filed for the presidency in 2004 or announced they were running or 

formed an exploratory committee (Skewes & Plaisance, 2005). The 13 candidates included in this 

study – George W. Bush, Carol Moseley Braun, Wesley Clark, Howard Dean, John Edwards, 

Richard Gephardt, Bob Graham, Gary Hart, John Kerry, Dennis Kucinich, Joe Lieberman, Al 

Sharpton and Ralph Nader – all filed financial reports with the Federal Election Commission, 

which qualified them as serious in their intent to seek the presidency. 

Results

The 2004 election started showing up in significant amounts toward the end of 2002, and 

became a prominent feature of news coverage by June of 2003. There were a few stories that 

appeared in 2000 and 2001, but they accounted for only 3 percent of the overall election coverage. 

The heaviest coverage – 55 percent of the total – came in 2004, and coverage in 2003 totaled 34 

percent of overall news coverage of the election over the four-year span. 

H1: News coverage will quickly narrow its focus onto two or three candidates in the 
Democratic field, rather than allotting coverage across the field. (Supported)

Not surprisingly, George W. Bush and John Kerry dominated the news coverage, with 

Bush being mentioned in 86.7 percent of the stories and averaging 8.9 sentences per story and 

Kerry being mentioned in 58.8 percent of the stories and averaging 5.9 sentences per story (see 

Table 1). No other candidates came close to getting as much ink. John Edwards, who ran for the 

presidency before becoming Kerry’s vice presidential nominee, showed up in 24.5 percent of the 
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stories and averaged 1.99 sentences per story, and Howard Dean, the early front-runner, showed up 

in 23.9 percent of the stories and averaged 2.37 sentences. In terms of tone, again, Bush and Kerry 

again stand out, with Bush getting positive coverage 2 percent of the time and negative coverage 

11.9 percent of the time. Kerry got positive coverage 2.5 percent of the time and negative coverage 

8.7 percent of the time. Gary Hart also got a fair amount of negative coverage – 7.4 percent – but 

he only appeared in 1 percent of the stories; and Wesley Clark, who was a late entry into the 

Democratic race, got as much positive coverage as Kerry – 2.5 percent – but appeared in only 11.8 

percent of the stories. Bush and Kerry also got to talk more in the news stories, with Kerry 

averaging 13.89 words in direct quote per story and Bush averaging 11.42 words. Dean and 

Edwards also got to speak a fair amount, with 6.90 words on average for Dean and 6.39 for 

Edwards. The other candidates were quoted much less – as little as .03 words for Hart and .20 for 

Ralph Nader, who ran an independent campaign, but remained in the race through the November 

2004 election. They also were covered more neutrally, although they did not get as much overall 

coverage as the two eventual major party nominees.

Although a handful of other Republicans ran for the presidency in the 2004 election, 

George W. Bush, as the incumbent president and the presumptive nominee, was the only 

Republican to receive any media coverage. As such, he not only received the most coverage, but he 

received more coverage early in the election season than did other candidates. Thus, the correlation 

of the amount of Bush’s coverage to the month in the election cycle, starting with November 2000 

as the first month and going to November 2004 as the 48th month, is .08 (p <.05; see Table 2). For 

John Kerry, who became the Democratic nominee, coverage was significantly related to the time in 

the election season, with month and coverage correlating at .32 (p <.01). And Kerry’s increase in 

coverage came at the expense of some of his Democratic counterparts, particularly Richard 
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Gephardt, Bob Graham, Gary Hart and Joe Lieberman, who generated a lot of early buzz, but 

quickly dropped off the media radar screen as they failed to garner significant contributions or to 

move ahead in public opinion polls (see Table 2). Just as interesting is the fact that other 

candidates, such as Ralph Nader, Dennis Kucinich and Carol Moseley Braun, didn’t see a 

significant drop in their news coverage as Kerry started to corner the nomination. That’s because 

they got so little coverage to begin with, there was little room to drop. In fact, they received so 

little news coverage that they could not be usefully included in much of the analysis that follows. 

John Edwards, however, had news coverage that held steady because he became Kerry’s vice 

presidential nominee, so he still was a prominent figure in the campaign. As for Howard Dean, 

who generated a lot of early coverage, he remained in the news after Iowa as a cautionary tale – the 

political season’s exemplar of the gaffe, and later became a key Democratic spokesman (and 

several months after the election was named the party’s chairman).

H2: Stories will focus more on specific events and hard news as Election Day nears. (Not 
supported)

Despite the fact that newspapers provide long profile pieces of the candidates early in the 

election season – in fact, major newspapers already are running lengthy news features on the 

leading candidates for the 2008 election – they apparently don’t provide that coverage in lieu of 

hard news coverage. While the amount of profile coverage drops as the election season wears on 

(see Table 3), there is not significant change in the amount of hard news or feature coverage as 

Election Day nears. 

But hard news coverage does have some other interesting relationships with story content. 

For instance, hard news stories are less likely to include quotes from the public (r = -.14, p <.01) or 

from Democratic pundits (r = -.08, p <.05). but are more likely to include quotes from Republican 



Out of the Gate     17

pundits (r=.09. p <.01). Still, as the election season moves along, journalists are more likely to seek 

out members of the public to quote – although perhaps not in hard news stories – and they are 

more likely to introduce valence – positive or negative – into their news coverage (see Table 3).

H3: The tone of candidate coverage will become increasingly negative as Election 
Day nears. (Supported)

In addition to coding for the amount of coverage a candidate received, stories also were 

coded for valence toward each candidate mentioned in the story – whether they reflected 

positively, neutrally or negatively on each candidate. Looking at coverage over the span of 

November 2000 through November 2004, Bush was the only candidate whose coverage was 

significantly more positive as the election season progressed (r=.13, p <.01; see Table 4), and both 

Bush and Kerry saw increases in negative coverage over time (r=.18 for Bush and r=.16 for Kerry, 

p <.01). The table also shows that Democratic candidates benefited from positive coverage of 

Bush, with significant correlations between his positive coverage and increased positive coverage 

for the Kerry, Edwards and Dean, although positive coverage for Bush was slightly more likely to 

spark negative coverage of Kerry (r=.18, p <.01) than positive coverage (r=.13, p <.01). And 

negative coverage of Kerry was associated with increasing negative coverage of Edwards and 

Dean, indicating that the tone of coverage of the major party nominees was somewhat contagious 

when it came to other candidates.

Looking at the valence of news coverage by year for George W. Bush and John Kerry 

provides some additional clarity (see Table 5). Both candidates received slightly more positive 

coverage in the final year of the election cycle, but both also received much more negative 

coverage as Election Day approached, with Bush averaging negative coverage in 16 percent of the 

coverage and Kerry averaging 11 percent negative coverage. As the election drew nearer, 
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journalists clearly started injecting more perception into news coverage of Bush and Kerry, since 

the neutral coverage dropped in the final year. The question, of course, is why the tone of coverage 

changed? One reason may be that the use of average citizens increased in the final year of the 

election and that the public was more likely to evaluate Bush positively and Kerry negatively (see 

Table 6). A more likely reason, however, is that Republican pundits were much more successful in 

influencing the tone of coverage than were Democratic pundits or other election experts. Although 

Democratic pundits were quoted more often than Republican pundits (r=.25 for Democratic 

pundits over time and .18 for Republican pundits, p <.01), an increasing number of Republican 

pundit quotes is associated with a more positive tone of coverage for Bush and a more negative 

tone for Kerry (see Table 6). Stories that featured Republican pundits also got more prominent 

placement (r=.21, p <.01) – either on a front page or section front – than stories that featured 

Democratic (r=.17, p <.01) or other pundits (r=.18. p <.01). Although what is most interesting is 

that stories that featured any “spin doctor” was more likely to get prominent placement than stories 

that featured candidates (r=.05. p=ns).

The focus of the coverage also may have been a factor in the tone of candidate coverage, 

particularly later in the election season. By 2004, stories about polls came to dominate the 

coverage (see Table 7), with stories about candidate performance or strategy also receiving 

significant play, especially when compared to issue or policy coverage. The emphasis on polls and 

strategy tended to level the playing field in terms of amount of coverage, since both Bush and 

Kerry averaged just over nine sentences of coverage when it came to polls and around seven 

sentences of coverage on strategy (see Table 8). But Bush eclipsed Kerry when it came to coverage 

of his personal characteristics and his performance, averaging 11.45 sentences to Kerry’s 7.02 (p 

<.001), and Bush was slightly more likely to benefit from this kind of coverage, getting a 4 percent 
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bump in positive coverage here compared to Kerry’s 2 percent. In fact, stories about the 

candidates’ personal lives and performance generated the greatest amount of negative coverage for 

Kerry, who took hits for being married to a wealthy woman and for “flip-flopping” on key election 

issues. Bush also received much more issue and policy coverage than Kerry – 9.49 sentences on 

average for Bush compared to 2.76 sentences for Kerry – although neither candidate appeared to 

have an edge in either positive or negative coverage as a result. Bush, on the other hand, generated 

more negative coverage around stories about polls and strategy – with 17 percent of his poll 

coverage being negative in tone compared to 7 percent of Kerry’s poll coverage – partly because 

Bush appeared to be more vulnerable in election polls than pundits predicted he would be.

H4: Political pundits and strategists will have greater impact on political coverage than 
candidates will.

As a final step in trying to understand the impact of story content on the tone of news 

coverage for Bush and Kerry, variables that measured story attributes (length, placement, photos 

and graphics), use of partisan sources (candidates, Republican pundits and Democratic pundits), 

story topic (issues, polls, strategy or candidate character) and the month in the election cycle were 

entered into a hierarchical regression model. The results (see Tables 9 and 10) show that the story 

attributes had very little impact on either positive or negative coverage for Bush or Kerry. In fact, 

none of the variables were statistically useful in explaining positive coverage for Kerry. However, 

the negative coverage of Kerry can be attributed in part to the influence of Republican pundits. 

Negative coverage of Kerry increased significantly as the use of Republican pundits increased 

(beta = .15, r2 = .03; see Table 10), and what’s especially noteworthy is that Republican pundits 

had more impact on Kerry’s negative coverage than they did on the positive or negative coverage 

of Bush (beta = .08. r2 = .01 for positive coverage of Bush, and beta = -.09, r2 = .07 for negative 
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coverage of Bush; see Table 9). In the case of negative coverage of Bush, a greater use of 

candidate quotes was more significant in explaining the increase in negative coverage. 

Both Kerry and Bush saw some impact on their coverage from the story topics. In the case 

of Bush, while story topic wasn’t useful in explaining his negative coverage, stories about 

candidate character did contribute to his positive coverage, accounting for 2 percent of the variance 

in positive news coverage of Bush. This may be an indicator that the Bush campaign was more 

effective at controlling the messages that the media then picked up on, which gave them an 

opportunity to portray Bush as a strong and decisive leader. For Kerry, candidate character stories 

also were useful in explaining news coverage, but for Kerry these stories were related to an 

increase in his negative coverage – yet another indication of the clout that the Bush campaign had 

on setting the media agenda and controlling the issues around which election coverage was framed. 

The other strong predictor of negative coverage for Kerry were stories about strategy and 

campaign advertising, which might be a result of the high volume of news coverage given to the 

Swift Boat Veterans for Truth ad campaign – a story that received saturation coverage from much 

of the mainstream media. 

But beyond story attributes or sources or story topics, the time in the election cycle seemed 

to carry some weight in the tone of coverage for both candidates. Bush’s coverage – both positive 

(1 percent) and negative (2 percent) – could be partly explained by the closeness to Election Day. 

And while Kerry’s positive coverage wasn’t significantly related to the election cycle, 2 percent of 

the variance in his negative coverage was due to the increasing skepticism in news coverage as the 

election approached. 
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Discussion

This study shows that getting out of the gate early in the election cycle matters. Typically 

the candidates who got coverage early on – some as early as 2001 – were the ones who were still 

standing when the primary election season rolled around. Among Democratic candidates, the 

candidates who generated little coverage until 2003, when they officially declared themselves to be 

candidates, were quickly forgotten by the media, including Carol Moseley Braun, Wesley Clark, 

Bob Graham, Dennis Kucinich and Al Sharpton. While these candidates may have gotten a little 

buzz – particularly Wesley Clark – when they entered the race, they soon were left behind for the 

likes of Howard Dean, John Kerry and John Edwards, who had been mentioned in news coverage 

as potential candidates for a year or more before the officially announced their candidacies. And it 

shows that the fortunes of these candidates – especially in a crowded field – can fall quickly. News 

organizations need to simplify the narrative (Skewes & Plaisance, 2005), so the field quickly gets 

winnowed down to a handful of candidates who are deemed “electable” by the media. Once that 

happens, those who haven’t been polling as well or raising as much money – typically the markers 

that the media use to assess electability – find that the journalistic “pack” covering them can be 

loaded into a Chevy Suburban rather than a convoy of press buses. 

This study also shows that as the election draws closer, the tone of news coverage changes. 

While many media critics talk about this as media bias, what is clear here is that the bias that does 

exist is not one that favors one political party over the other, but a bias toward increasingly less 

neutral coverage – and typically to more negative coverage – of the major party nominees, and to 

hardly any coverage of third-party candidates. In the 2004 election cycle, journalists covering the 

campaigns increasingly took on the role of interpreter (Weaver et al., 2007) as they injected more 

statements into stories about George W. Bush and John Kerry that had an affective component. 
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This may be the result of the field being narrowed to the point that it’s easier to compare 

candidates, or it may be, especially in the case of a negative tone, the result of campaign practices 

that keep candidates at distance from the press corps that is trying to cover the election (Skewes, 

2007). That distance, which is part of the struggle between campaigns and reporters for control of 

the message, does result in some strained relationships and can lead reporters to view the 

candidates through a more skeptical lens (Skewes, 2007).

Perhaps most interesting in the current study, however, is the finding that Republican 

strategists, surrogates and others who speak on behalf of the Republican party, had a significant 

impact in election coverage in 2004, while Democratic spokespeople did not. Republicans did have 

the advantage of having their nominee – an incumbent president – in place from the start of the 

election season. That meant that Republican strategists could spend the early part of the election 

cycle making a case for Bush’s re-election and, as Democratic candidates came to the forefront, 

making a case against them. Democratic strategists, on the other hand, had to wait until March 

2003 to find out who the party’s nominee would be, and until then, they couldn’t start to make a 

strong case for their candidate. But research also has shown that at least in the case of the Bush 

campaign and presidency, the press has been unable to pierce through the very scripted and very 

tightly controlled media managers (Auletta, 2004; Lyman, 2004; Mnookin, 2000).

Of course, this study is examining only one election cycle. A more thorough explanation of 

the role of political pundits, the public and the candidates – as well as the political calendar – as 

influences on media content would come from looking at other elections, particularly ones like the 

2008 election which is the first in 80 years in which there is no incumbent president seeking re-

election and no vice president who is seeking his or her party’s nomination. Also, the regression 

models used in this research show that the content variables used in this study account for only a 
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small portion of the variance in news coverage of the candidates. Additional variables, such as 

candidate fundraising and public opinion poll ratings, would add to the explanatory power of the 

models.

Still, the patterns that emerge here – early favorite status for those who get in the race 

several years before the election, an increasing tendency to inject affective tone into campaign 

coverage, and the dominance in 2004 of Republican pundits – are significant as we try to 

understand why campaign coverage looks the way it does and as we look for ways to make it better 

serve the electorate. 
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Table 1.   Coverage of candidates, percentages and means (N=871)

Candidate % of 
stories 
appears in

Mean 
number of 
sentences

% positive 
sentences

% neutral 
sentences

% negative 
sentences

Mean number 
of words in 
direct quote

Bush 86.7 8.90 2.0 86.1 11.9 11.42
Braun 4.8 0.12 1.2 94.5 4.3 0.35
Clark 11.8 0.79 2.5 96.2 1.4 2.58
Dean 23.9 2.37 1.6 95.2 3.2 6.90
Edwards 24.5 1.99 1.9 95.0 3.1 6.39
Gephardt 15.5 0.73 1.3 96.7 2.0 2.06
Graham 2.6 0.08 0.0 95.7 4.4 0.33
Hart 1.0 0.02 0.0 92.6 7.4 0.03
Kerry 58.8 5.90 2.5 88.8 8.7 13.89
Kucinich 7.5 0.27 1.4 97.1 1.6 0.70
Lieberman 13.9 0.72 1.1 97.4 1.5 2.67
Sharpton 7.2 0.39 0.0 95.5 4.5 0.78
Nader 2.2 0.10 0.0 99.2 0.6 0.20

Table 2.  Correlations, amount of coverage by candidate by month in election cycle (N=871)

Candidate Correlation

Bush .08a

Braun -.07
Clark -.01
Dean -.03
Edwards .00
Gephardt -.09a

Graham -.07a

Hart -.08a

Kerry .32b

Kucinich -.00
Lieberman -.16b

Sharpton -.02
Nader .05

   a, p = .05 or less
    b, p = .01 or less
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Table 3.  Correlations, month, type of story, source use and candidate valence

Hard 
news

Feature Profile Month 
in 
election 

Amount 
candidate 
quote

Amount 
public 
quote

Amount 
Rep. 
pundit 
quote

Amount 
Dem. 
pundit 
quote

Bush % 
positive 
coverage

Bush % 
negative 
coverage

Kerry % 
positive 
coverage

Kerry % 
negative 
coverage

Hard 
news ____ -.56b

(871)
-.42b

(871)
.05

(871)
.19b

(871)
-.14b

(871)
.09b

(871)
-.08a

(871)
-.06

(755)
.11b
(755)

.01
(512)

.04
(512)

Feature
____ -.19b

(871)
.01

(871)
-.19b

(871)
.26b

(871)
-.01

(871)
.13b

(871)
.06

(755)
-.07

(755)
-.04

(512)
.00

(512)

Profile
____ -.07a

(871)
-.10b

(871)
-.07

(871)
-.06

(871)
-.07a

(871)
-.01

(755)
-.10b

(755)
.02

(512)
.00

(512)

Month in 
election

 

____ .00
(871)

.11b

(871)
.04

(871)
-.02

(871)
.13b

(755)
.18b

(755)
.07

(512)
.16b

(512)

Amount 
candidate 
quote

____ -.01
(871)

-.11b

(871)
-.04

(871)
-.03

(755)
.19b

(755)
.01

(512)
-.04

(512)

Amount 
public 
quote

____ -.11b

(871)
-.01

(871)
.15b

(755)
.09a

(755)
.10a

(512)
.10a

(512)

Amount 
Rep. 
pundit 
quote

____ -.10b

(871)
.08a

(755)
-.13b

(755
-.09a

(512)
.16b

(512)

Amount 
Dem. 
pundit 
quote

____ -.02
(755)

.02
(755)

-.01
(512

-.06
(512)

Bush % 
positive 
coverage

____ -.00
(755)

.13b

(448)
.18b

(448)

Bush % 
negative 
coverage

____ .21b

(448)
-.02

(448)

Kerry % 
positive 
coverage

____ -.06
(512)

Kerry % 
negative 
coverage

____

a, p = .05 or less
b, p = .01 or less 
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Table 4.  Correlations, tone of coverage by candidate by month in election cycle

Month Bush % 
positive

Bush % 
negative

Kerry % 
positive

Kerry % 
negative

Edwards 
% 

positive

Edwards 
% 

negative

Dean % 
positive

Dean % 
negative

Month ____ .13b

(755)
.18b

(755)
.09

(512)
.16b

(512)
.03

(213)
.01

(213)
.08

(208)
.08

(208)
Bush % 
positive

____ -.01
(755)

.13b

(448)
.18b

(448)
.40b

(172)
-.01

(172)
.47b

(152)
-.05

(152)
Bush % 
negative

____ .21b

(448)
-.02

(448)
.01

(172)
-.02

(172)
.21a

(152)
-.01

(152)
Kerry % 
positive

____ -.06
(512)

.21b

(190)
.11

(190)
.11

(152)
-.01

(152)
Kerry % 
negative

____ .12
(190)

.44b

(190)
-.06

(152)
.27b

(152)
Edwards % 
positive

____ .21b

(213)
.12

(105)
-.03

(105)
Edwards % 
negative

____ -.02
(105)

.29b

(105)
Dean % 
positive

____ -.03
(208)

Dean % 
negative

____

a, p = .05 or less
b, p = .01 or less

Table 5. Analysis of variance, tone of coverage of Bush and Kerry by year

Variables
Year

2000
Mean
(SD)

2001
Mean
(SD)

2002
Mean
(SD)

2003
Mean
(SD)

2004
Mean
(SD)

F df sig

Bush % 
positive

.03
(.06)

.00
(.01)

.00
(.01)

.00
(.04)

.03
(.09)

6.41 4 .00

Kerry % 
positive

____ .00
(.00)

.00
(.00)

.00
(.02)

.03
(.03)

4.13 3 .01

Bush % 
neutral

.91
(.18)

.99
(.02)

.96
(.13)

.92
(.19)

.80
(.25)

17.04 4 .00

Kerry % 
neutral

____ 1.0
(.00)

1.0
(.00)

.98
(.12)

.86
(.20)

13.45 3 .00

Bush % 
negative

.06
(.13)

.01
(.02)

.03
(.13)

.07
(.19)

.16
(.24)

11.90 4 .00

Kerry % 
negative

____ .00
(.00)

.00
(.00)

.02
(.12)

.11
(.19)

8.79 3 .00
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Table 6.  Correlations, amount of quote by tone of Bush and Kerry coverage

Bush % positive Kerry % positive Bush % negative Kerry % negative
Paragraphs of 
candidate quote

-.03
(755)

.01
(512)

.19b

(755)
-.04

(512)

Paragraphs of 
public quote

.15b

(755)
.10b

(512)
.09a

(755)
.10a

(512)

Paragraphs of 
Republican pundit 
quote

.08a

(755)
-.09a

(512)
-.13b

(755)
.16b

(512)

Paragraphs of 
Democratic pundit 
quote

-.02
(755)

-.01
(512)

.02
(755)

-.06
(512)

Paragraphs of 
other pundit quote

.04
(755)

.01
(512)

-.06
(755)

-.02
(512)

a, p = .05 or less
b, p = .01 or less

Table 7.  Crosstabs, story topic by year

Topic Year
2000 2001 2002 2003 2004

Issues or 
Policy

0.0
(0)

38.1
(8)

21.4
(15)

31.4
(93)

17.9
(86)

Polls or 
Endorsements

0.0
(0)

4.8
(1)

15.7
(11)

12.5
(37)

33.1
(159)

Strategy and 
Advertising

0.0
(0)

14.3
(3)

12.9
(9)

21.3
(63)

20.0
(96)

Candidate 
personal or 
performance

50.0
(2)

28.6
(6)

20.0
(14)

17.2
(51)

22.5
(108)

Other 50.0
(2)

14.3
(3)

30.0
(21)

17.6
(52)

6.5
(31)

X2=106.47, df=16, p <.01
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Table 8.  Analysis of variance, tone and amount of coverage of Bush and Kerry by topic

Variables
Topic

Issues
Mean
(SD)

Polls
Mean
(SD)

Strategy
Mean
(SD)

Candidat
e 

personal
Mean
(SD)

Other
Mean
(SD)

F df sig

Bush % 
positive
sentences

.01
(.02)

.02
(.06)

.02
(.07)

.04
(.12)

.01
(.06)

4.43 4 .001

Kerry % 
positive
sentences

.02
(.12)

.03
(.07)

.03
(.06)

.02
(.06)

.03
(.10)

.409 4 ns

Bush % 
neutral
sentences

.91
(.17)

.81
(.24)

.86
(.24)

.83
(.26)

.93
(.24)

7.82 4 .000

Kerry % 
neutral
sentences

.89
(.23)

.90
(.16)

.87
(.20)

.87
(.22)

.96
(.13)

1.65 4 ns

Bush % 
negative
sentences

.08
(.17)

.17
(.24)

.12
(.22)

.14
(.23)

.06
(.23)

5.52 4 .000

Kerry % 
negative
sentences

.09
(.20)

.07
(014)

.10
(.19)

.11
(.21)

.01
(.09)

2.40 4 .050

Bush total 
number of
sentences

9.49
(8.08)

9.45
(9.50)

7.45
(8.05)

11.45
(16.18)

4.74
(6.81)

8.08 4 .000

Kerry total 
number of
sentences

2.76
(5.76)

9.62
(9.80)

6.95
(10.32)

7.02
(13.80)

1.14
(2.75)

21.07 4 .000
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Table 9.  Hierarchical regression of tone of Bush coverage controlling for story attributes,
   sources quoted, story topic and month in election cycle, N=737.

Dependent 
variable

Blocks of independent variables Std. 
Beta

R-square 
change

Total 
R-square

Adjusted 
R-square

Bush % 
positive 
coverage

1. Story attributes
    -- No. of paragraphs
    -- No. of words
    -- Story placement
    -- Photo
    -- Graphic

.11

.11

.06

.01
-.01 .01 .00 .00

2. Sources quoted
    -- No. of paragraphs with candidate quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Republican pundit quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Democratic pundit quotes
    

-.06
.08
-.03 .01a .01 .00

3. Story topic
    -- Issues or policy
    -- Polls 
    -- Strategy and advertising
    -- Candidate character or performance

-.03
.08
.05
.15 .02c .04c .03

4. Month in election cycle .10 .01b .05b .03

Bush % 
negative 
coverage

1. Story attributes
    -- No. of paragraphs
    -- No. of words
    -- Story placement
    -- Photo
    -- Graphic

-.06
-.05
.04
.09
-.04 .02a .01 .01

2. Sources quoted
    -- No. of paragraphs with candidate quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Republican pundit quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Democratic pundit quotes

.19
-.09
.03 .04c .07c .06

3. Story topic
    -- Issues or policy
    -- Polls 
    -- Strategy and advertising
    -- Candidate character or performance

-.03
.05
.02
.02 .00 .08a .06

4. Month in election cycle .16 .02c .10c .08

a = p <.05
b = p <.01
c = p <.001
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Table 10.  Hierarchical regression of tone of Kerry coverage controlling for story attributes,
     sources quoted, story topic and month in election cycle, N=497.
     (Note: The model for the percentage of positive coverage for Kerry was not significant.)

Dependent 
variable

Blocks of independent variables Std. 
Beta

R-square 
change

Total 
R-square

Adjusted 
R-square

Kerry % 
negative 
coverage

1. Story attributes
    -- No. of paragraphs
    -- No. of words
    -- Story placement
    -- Photo
    -- Graphic

.04
-.03
-.02
.01
-.04 .00 .00 -.01

2. Sources quoted
    -- No. of paragraphs with candidate quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Republican pundit quotes
    -- No. of paragraphs with Democratic pundit quotes
    

-.03
.15
-.03 .02b .03b .02

3. Story topic
    -- Issues or policy
    -- Polls 
    -- Strategy and advertising
    -- Candidate character or performance

.13

.13

.20

.22 .02a .05a .03

4. Month in election cycle .14 .02b .07b .04

a = p <.05
b = p <.01
c = p <.001
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