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VOTER LEARNING
IN THE 2004 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION:
DID THE MEDIA MATTER?

The 2004 U.S. presidential election was a close, hard-fought, nega-
tive election campaign that cost candidates and interest groups more
than one billion dollars, much of it spent in efforts by candidates to get
their message through the media to the voters.1 It was also a battle
fought in an ever more complex media environment that continues to
change with the Internet gaining users and traditional news media los-
ing viewers and readers. A study by the Pew Research Center based on
a daily tracking survey on how Americans used the Internet during the
2004 campaign found that 75 million Americans—37% of the adult pop-
ulation and 61% of online Americans—used the Internet to get political
news and information, an increase of more than 50% between 2000 and
2004.2

As with previous presidential elections, the news coverage was
analyzed and criticized by a wide variety of pundits, pollsters, politi-
cians, scholars, radio talk show hosts, television commentators, and oth-
ers.3 The complaints were familiar—too much campaign strategy cover-
age and not enough reporting on substantive issues, and too much focus
on negative mud slinging and not enough on more positive accomplish-

This study examines the relationships of exposure and attention to vari-
ous news media, including the Internet, with information learned about
the issue positions of candidates George Bush and John Kerry, interest in
the 2004 election campaign, and intention to vote among a random sam-
ple of adult residents of Indiana who were interviewed by telephone in
October 2004.  The results are compared with our previous studies of the
1988, 1992, 1996, and 2000 U.S. presidential elections.  In general, our
studies suggest that attention to television news, televised debates, and
now Internet news are important predictors, or at least correlates, of
voter learning of candidate issue positions and voter interest in the elec-
tion campaigns.   These findings contradict the hypothesis that increased
news media use leads to increased voter apathy and alienation from the
political process. 
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ments and qualifications of the candidates.4 As in our studies of voter
learning in previous U.S. presidential elections, the current one asks about
the effects of using and paying attention to various news media, includ-
ing the Internet, on knowledge about the candidates’ issue positions,
interest in the election campaign, and intention to vote among Indiana
adults during the period just before the 2004 presidential election.

Researchers have focused on the role of various media in elections
since Lazarsfeld and his associates studied the impact of the mass media
in the 1940 presidential election.5 Their famous Erie County study and
other early research found little media influence, other than reinforce-
ment of existing predispositions.  Later, media researchers shifted their
focus from opinions and persuasion to cognitive effects and found that
the media did inform about issues, campaign strategies, and who was
winning and losing the race.6 The media exerted their influence through
several formats:  campaign news coverage, political advertisements, and
televised presidential debates.

Using National Election Study data from the University of Michigan
in a study of predictors of campaign interest and political awareness dur-
ing the 1984, 1988, 1992, and 1996 U.S. presidential elections, Son and Kim
found television, radio, magazine, and newspaper campaign news expo-
sure were all significant, though rather weak, predictors of political
knowledge across most of the four elections, but general newspaper and
national television news exposure declined over time as predictors of
knowledge.7 They also found that television campaign news exposure
was the strongest media predictor of campaign interest in all elections
except 1988 and 1992, when newspaper campaign news exposure was
strongest. 

Zhao and Chaffee concluded that television news was a fairly con-
sistent source of information for potential voters during the 1980s and
early 1990s.8 Other studies that support this include surveys by Chaffee,
Zhao, and Leshner in California and North Carolina in 1992.9 They found
that viewing television news was the strongest predictor of knowing can-
didates’ stands on the issues.  And a statewide survey of Indiana adults
by Weaver and Drew also indicated that exposure to television news was
a significant predictor of knowledge of candidate issue positions in 1992.10

More recently, Sotirovic and McLeod, using data from the National
Election Study, found that watching campaign-related programs on tele-
vision, but not general media use, positively predicted knowledge gain
among voters during the 2000 election campaign.11 Norris also used the
2000 NES data and found that using news media for political information
strengthened voters’ civic engagement. More specifically, the data
showed that those who were exposed to local and national news pro-
grams proved to be more knowledgeable about politics, more socially
trusting, and more willing to discuss politics than those who watched
entertainment-oriented programs. Campaign program viewers in this
study also had a stronger sense of political efficacy, greater campaign
activism, and higher likelihood of voting than others.12
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Even more recent studies of political knowledge based mainly on
national panel data suggest that news media use and political discus-
sion tend to lead to increased political knowledge, rather than knowl-
edge leading to news use, and that the overall influence of news media
use on voter issue knowledge increases significantly if the relationships
among various forms of news use are taken into account.13

Studies finding issue learning from TV news contradict Patterson
and McClure’s 1976 generalization that American voters learn issue
information from televised campaign advertisements but not from tele-
vision news.14 In fact, a number of studies indicate that the influence of
TV ads has tended to fluctuate from one campaign to another.  Lipsitz
found that voters living in battleground states in the 2000 presidential
campaign knew more about Bush’s and Gore’s issue stances than those
living in other states.15 She explained this difference in terms of the high
volume of TV ads in battleground states rather than differences in polit-
ical interest, contacts, or candidate visits.  Weaver and Drew, using a
statewide sample in Indiana, found a significant influence of viewing
TV ads on issue knowledge in the 1990 off-year election, but no such
influence in the 1988, 1992, 1996, or 2000 presidential races.16 Indiana
was not a considered a battleground state in any of those four presiden-
tial elections, so it is not surprising that there was no significant influ-
ence of TV ads in these studies.  

Benoit, Leshner, and Chattopadhyay, in a meta-analysis of twelve
studies analyzing the effects of political advertising (including our four
from the 1988 to 2000 presidential elections), found that viewing politi-
cal ads significantly predicted political knowledge, perceptions of can-
didate character, attitudes toward candidates, and campaign interest,
but did not predict perceived importance of issues (agenda setting) or
likelihood of voting.17 These findings, however, were based on average
zero-order correlations across a variety of campaigns and geographic
areas.

Just as the impact of political ads has seemed to fluctuate from one
election to the next, so has the effect of viewing televised presidential
debates.  Early studies of presidential election debates in 1960, 1976,
1980, and 1984 supported arguments that debates contribute to an
informed electorate and to the democratic process in spite of all their
widely discussed flaws.18 Presidential debate viewing was found to be
an important predictor of political knowledge by Lemert in telephone
surveys conducted in the fall of 1988 in Philadelphia, southern Illinois,
and the Eugene-Springfield area of Oregon, even after controlling for
education, age, income, campaign interest, gender, network TV news
exposure, newspaper exposure, and frequency of discussion of the cam-
paign.19

In their 1992 survey, Chaffee, Zhao, and Leshner found that watch-
ing the debates between the presidential candidates was associated with
higher levels of learning about party (not candidate) positions on the
issues and personal information about the candidates.20 The Weaver
and Drew studies, on the other hand, showed that viewing televised
presidential debates was the strongest predictor of being interested in



the 1992 and 2000 campaigns, and interest was the strongest predictor of
knowing the candidates’ issue stands.21 Debate viewing was a nearly sig-
nificant predictor of knowledge of candidate stands on the issues in 2000
as well. 

Benoit, McKinney, and Stephenson also found that debate watching
yielded learning effects among potential voters during the presidential
primary campaign.22 Their research showed that the number of correct
answers to policy questions increased after the participants watched each
Republican and Democratic debate.  However, Benoit and Hansen’s
analysis of the knowledge level of debate viewers and non-viewers in five
elections from 1976 to 2000 showed mixed effects of debate watching on
learning about issues.  The authors found that debate viewers knew more
about candidate stances than non-viewers in five of ten cases during the
period. In their study, debate watching proved effective for learning more
about challengers than incumbents.23

As more people turn to the Internet as a source of news, it is begin-
ning to have an impact on voters’ political decisions.  Farnsworth and
Owen analyzed data compiled by the Pew Research Center for the People
and the Press during the 2000 election and found that people who sought
information on candidate issue positions and past voting records on the
Internet were more likely than others to use this information to determine
whether they would vote for a candidate.24

As with many of the studies cited above, the current survey includ-
ed a cognitive dependent variable, knowledge about candidate’s issue
stands.  In addition, it used interest in the campaign, an attitudinal meas-
ure, and likelihood of voting, an indicator of planned behavior.

This study of the 2004 U.S. presidential campaign is similar to those
cited above.  It measures attention and exposure to various news media
by potential voters (adults 18 years old and older) and then looks at the
relationships of these behaviors to knowledge of the issue positions of
candidates George W. Bush and John Kerry, level of interest in the cam-
paign, and intention to vote. 

This survey of 531 voting age adults in Indiana was conducted by
trained interviewers at the Indiana University Center for Survey Research
in Bloomington, Indiana.  The interviews were conducted between 12
October and 25 October 2004.  The sample of residential telephone num-
bers was generated with the Genesys list-assisted method, a method that
allows unpublished numbers and new listings to be included. Voting age
adults were randomly selected at each home contacted, and the average
interview lasted about 16 minutes. 

The response rate was 50% after eliminating non-working numbers,
business and group quarters, respondents away during the survey peri-
od, and those physically or mentally unable to respond.  The maximum
sampling error for this survey is plus or minus 4 percentage points at the
95% level of confidence.
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The survey questions asked the number of days respondents had
read a newspaper and watched television news during the past week, as
well as the amount of attention they devoted to news about the presi-
dential campaign in newspapers, television and radio news, and televi-
sion talk shows.  We also asked how many days during the past week
respondents had visited a Web site for news and how much attention, if
any, they paid to information about the presidential campaign they
found on the Internet.

Other questions asked how many of the three presidential debates
between George Bush and John Kerry (and the single vice presidential
debate) people had viewed, how much attention they had paid to cam-
paign advertisements on television, and their level of interest in the 2004
presidential campaign.  All attention questions in the study used a four-
point scale:  “a lot of attention, some attention, not too much attention,
no attention.”  Interest in the campaign used a three-point scale:  “very
interested, somewhat interested, not very interested.”

Finally, four questions were used to measure knowledge of candi-
date issue positions.  Respondents were asked which candidate, John
Kerry or George Bush, was more likely to favor a certain position (U.S.
support of the Kyoto treaty on global warming, keeping the tax cut for
Americans in the top income brackets, a stronger role for the United
Nations in developing Iraq’s new government, and tax-free health sav-
ings accounts).  

Selection of these issues was based on an informal content analy-
sis of news media coverage of the campaign a few weeks before the sur-
vey was fielded.  We tried to choose issues that were most often report-
ed and those where the candidates differed most clearly.  These ques-
tions were combined into a knowledge measure, with 1 point awarded
for each correct answer, for an overall score of “0” to “4” for each
respondent.  This measure had a mean of 2.2, and a median and mode
of 2.0, and was only slightly negatively skewed (-.11), with no fewer
than 41 cases in any of the five categories.

In addition, interviewers asked several demographic questions
(age, gender, education, employment, political party identification,
political leaning, and income) as well as the likelihood of voting on elec-
tion day.

Hierarchical multiple regression analysis was used to predict the
three dependent variables of issue knowledge, likelihood of voting, and
campaign interest.  The demographic measures were entered as the first
block as a baseline control.  Campaign interest was entered second
(except when predicting interest, where it was the dependent variable).
Two earlier panel studies have suggested that there is a reciprocal rela-
tionship over time between campaign interest and media exposure
depending on the stage of the campaign,25 but in this study we wanted
to remove the variance in the dependent variables predicted by the non-
media variables before examining the influence of the media measures.
This means that we probably underestimated the actual influence of
media exposure and attention, but we chose to do that rather than over-
estimate this influence.   



Another consideration was the ordering of the predictors in our pre-
vious election studies.  Using the same ordering as in the earlier ones per-
mitted us to make tighter comparisons across time.  As the newest media
measure, Internet campaign news exposure/attention was entered after
the traditional media variables to see if it predicted variance in our
dependent variables not accounted for by the more traditional media
measures.  Televised debate exposure was entered last, as in our previous
studies, because of its wider audience reach to see if it would predict vari-
ance in our dependent variables not accounted for by the other media
measures.

Because of the uncertainty of the ordering of interest and media
measures, however, we ran the regressions predicting knowledge and
vote intention a second time with campaign interest entered after the
media measures to see what difference that made in our findings. In all
regressions, the predictors were entered in blocks with F tests to indicate
the significance of each block as well as Beta significance tests for each
individual measure.   

Before running any of the multiple regressions, we checked the fre-
quencies of each variable for outliers and the correlation matrix (see
Appendix) for evidence of multicollinearity (high correlation) among the
independent variables.  We found that most correlations among the 17
independent variables were below .20, and many were below .10, suggest-
ing few problems with multicollinearity.  One exception was the strong
correlation (.78) between our measures of Internet news exposure (days
per week) and amount of attention paid to campaign information on the
Internet.  Because of this, we combined these measures by summing them
into one overall measure of Internet exposure/attention before running
the regressions.  

After running the regressions, we checked the tolerance for each
independent variable in the regression equations and found that all
were .84 or above except for our final measure of debate exposure, which
had a tolerance of .64 to .69 in the three regressions.  These figures indi-
cate that most of the variance in each independent variable was unique
and not a function of the other IVs, and thus multicollinearity was not a
problem.

Predictors of Knowledge.  As Table 1 shows, the demographic block
of variables had the strongest relationship with knowledge about candi-
date stands on the issues (R2 change = .12).  Males and those with higher
education levels were most knowledgeable about issues, and Democrats
tended to be more accurate in matching candidates with issue positions
than Republicans.  In fact, identifying with the Republican Party was not
correlated at all with knowing the issue positions of George Bush and
John Kerry that we asked about, a fact that reinforces some post-election
analyses based on exit polls that concluded that many Bush supporters
may have voted on the basis of perceived moral values rather than specif-
ic issue positions.26 Interest in the campaign also was associated with
higher scores on the knowledge questions (R2 change = .05).
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Exposure and attention to traditional news media—radio news,
television news, television talk shows, and newspapers—produced no
significant results.  Those who sought news more often and paid more
attention to campaign information on the Internet, and who watched
more of the debates, were more knowledgeable, however.     

Likelihood of Voting.   Again, the demographic block was the
strongest predictor of this dependent variable (R2 change = .14).
Identification as either a Democrat or a Republican, education level, and
being older were all positively associated with respondents reporting
that they intended to vote in the presidential election (see Table 2).  

Campaign interest also was strongly associated with intention to
vote (R2 change = .13), and the traditional media attention and exposure
block was weakly associated with likelihood of voting (R2 change = .02,
p=.048).   Newspaper campaign attention and TV news exposure were
the media variables most closely associated with voting, although nei-

Predictor Variables           Regression        Regression       Regression        Regression      Regression 
1                        2                      3                        4                      5

Republican .01 -.02 -.02 -.01 -.00
Democrat .10* .07 .08 .10* .10*
Age .06 .04 .03 .06 .06
Gender (Being Male) .21*** .21*** .21*** .18*** .17***
Education .25*** .23*** .23*** .19*** .19***
Income .07 .06 .04 .04 .04
Employment -.05 -.05 -.05 -.06 -.06

Campaign Interest .22*** .17*** .15** .11*

Radio Campaign News Attention .03 .03 .02
Newspaper Exposure -.06 -.07 -.07
Newspaper Campaign News Attention .07 .06 .04
TV News Exposure .04 .03 .02
TV Campaign News Attention .06 .07 .05
TV Campaign Ad Attention -.07 -.08 -.08
TV Talk Show Attention .01 -.01 -.02

Internet News Exposure/Attention .20*** .20***

Debate Exposure .13**

R2 .12 .17 .18 .22 .23
Adjusted R2 .11 .15 .16 .19 .20
R2 Change .12 .05 .02 .04 .01
Sig. of Change .000 .000 .172 .000 .008

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

TABLE 1
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Predictors of 2004 Campaign Issue Knowledge 

(Betas, N=508)
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ther was statistically significant by itself.  Internet news exposure/atten-
tion and debate viewing were not significant predictors of intention to
vote after demographics, campaign interest, and traditional media expo-
sure and attention were controlled statistically.

Campaign Interest.  All four blocks of predictor variables produced
statistically significant associations with campaign interest.  In the demo-
graphic block, identifying oneself as a Democrat or Republican and being
older were the significant predictors (see Table 3). 

The traditional media block was the strongest predictor of interest
in the campaign (R2 change = .22), with radio, newspaper, and television
news campaign attention producing significant relationships.   Attention
to campaign news in newspapers was a statistically significant predictor
of campaign interest until debate viewing was entered into the multiple
regression, at which point it became nonsignificant.  Newspaper and tel-
evision exposure, and attention to campaign ads and TV talk shows, were
not significant predictors of campaign interest, but our combined Internet

Predictor Variables           Regression        Regression       Regression        Regression      Regression 
1                        2                      3                        4                      5

Republican .20*** .14** .15*** .15*** .15***
Democrat .23*** .18*** .18*** .18*** .18***
Age .20*** .16*** .14*** .15*** .15***
Gender (Being Male) -.03 -.04 -.04 -.03 -.03
Education .20*** .17*** .17*** .17*** .17***
Income .07 .04 .02 .02 .02
Employment .05 .05 .06 .06 .06

Campaign Interest .38*** .33*** .33*** .34***

Radio Campaign News Attention .02 .02 .02
Newspaper Exposure -.06 -.06 -.06
Newspaper Campaign News Attention .08 .08 .09
TV News Exposure .07 .07 .08
TV Campaign News Attention .02 .02 .03
TV Campaign Ad Attention -.06 -.06 -.06
TV Talk Show Attention .04 .04 .04

Internet News Exposure/Attention .01 -.01

Debate Exposure -.05

R2 .14 .28 .30 .30 .30
Adjusted R2 .13 .26 .27 .27 .27
R2 Change .14 .13 .02 .000 .002
Sig. of Change .000 .000 .048 .872 .300

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

TABLE 2
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of 2004 Likelihood of Voting 

(Betas, N=508)
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exposure/attention measure was.  Debate exposure was also a signifi-
cant predictor of interest, or at least a significant correlate of it.  We are
aware that campaign interest could also be considered a predictor of
these various news media use and attention levels. 

Although pundits and scholars have written a great deal about the
increasing importance of the Internet in the last two presidential elec-
tions, data from the 2004 election are the first in our studies since 1988
to show a significant direct relationship of exposure and attention to
Internet campaign information with knowledge of candidate issue posi-
tions or interest in the campaign.  More frequent Internet news exposure
and greater attention to Internet campaign information in the fall of 2004
was a significant predictor of more issue knowledge and interest in the
campaign.  

Debate viewing was a significant predictor after the removal of all
of the variance resulting from demographics and other media, but tradi-
tional media did not show any significant relationship with knowledge
about candidate issue positions in the campaign.  Although it might be

Predictor Variables                                    Regression       Regression        Regression      Regression 
1                      2                        3                      4

Republican .16** .11* .11* .11**
Democrat .12* .10* .10* .11**
Age .11* .08 .10* .10*
Gender (Being Male) -.01 .00 -.01 -.04
Education .07 .07 .05 .04
Income .07 .03 .03 .03
Employment -.01 -.02 -.03 -.02

Radio Campaign News Attention .15*** .14** .12**
Newspaper Exposure .04 .03 .02
Newspaper Campaign News Attention .14** .14** .07
TV News Exposure -.04 -.04 -.07
TV Campaign News Attention .34*** .34*** .26***
TV Campaign Ad Attention .03 .02 .03
TV Talk Show Attention .02 .01 -.02

Internet News Exposure/Attention .10* .08*

Debate Exposure .30***

R2 .05 .27 .28 .34
Adjusted R2 .04 .25 .25 .31
R2 Change .05 .22 .01 .06
Sig. of Change .001 .000 .018 .000

* p<.05; ** p<.01; *** p<.001

TABLE 3
Hierarchical Regression Analysis of Predictors of 2004 Campaign Interest 

(Betas, N=508)



tempting to attribute this to a decline in the use of traditional news media,
as reported in a number of studies,27 our data in Table 4 show that the
decline in media use recorded during the  two presidential election cam-
paigns after 1992 had reversed, with increases in every measure of expo-
sure and attention we used in studying these elections.  The attention
measures showed the strongest gains for newspapers, television, radio,
and television talk shows.  Internet exposure also increased compared to
the 2000 election (see Table 4).  National viewing of both the presidential
and vice presidential debates in 2004 increased again after declines dur-
ing the two previous elections (see Table 5). 

As mentioned earlier, the impact of the media in this type of election
study is determined somewhat by the treatment of the political interest
variable.  To provide a conservative test of media effects we entered polit-
ical interest in our regression analyses before any of the media variables
were entered when predicting knowledge about the candidate issue posi-
tions or  likelihood of voting.  As a result, some of the variance that might
have been predicted by our media measures was already accounted for by
our measure of interest in the campaign.   

34 JOURNALISM & MASS COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY

1992 1996 2000                     2004
(N=504)                (N=534)                    (N=513)                (N=531)

Newspaper Exposure* 4.45 4.16 4.26 4.62

Newspaper Attention** 2.94 2.75 2.43 2.94

TV News Exposure 5.08 4.79 4.47 4.88

TV News Attention 3.09 2.93 2.84 3.27
Radio News Exposure 3.37 —- a —- a —- a

Radio News Attention 2.39 2.47 2.29 3.47
TV Ad Attention 2.53 2.26 2.10 2.46
TV Talk Show Attention 1.78 2.09 1.80 3.66
Debate Exposure*** 2.11 1.12 1.60 2.01
Internet Exposure —- b —- b .86 1.47
Internet Attention —- b —- b 1.30 1.60

* Media exposure measures in all surveys use scales from 0 to 7 days.
** Media attention measures in all surveys use scales ranging from 1 “no attention” to 4 “a lot of
attention.”
*** Out of three debates in the 1992 election, two in the 1996 election, four in the 2000 election, and
four in the 2004 election. 

a Not asked in the 1996, 2000, or 2004 surveys.
b Not asked in the 1992 or 1996 surveys. 

TABLE 4
Media Use in 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 Elections (Means)
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When the regression analysis was run a second time with political
interest entered after all of the media variables, a somewhat different
picture emerged.  In this new analysis, the traditional media block did
account for a significant amount of variance in the campaign knowledge
measure (R2 change = .04, p = .001), with attention to TV campaign news
the only statistically significant predictor, in contrast to the lack of sig-
nificance in Table 1 where campaign interest is entered into the equa-
tion before the media measures.  Internet campaign information expo-
sure/attention and debate exposure also contributed to knowledge
about the campaign issues, just as they did originally in Table 1.

Our earlier studies found no significant media relationships with
knowledge about candidates’ stands on issues in the 1996 election.  That
was also a low point for campaign interest as measured in our studies
since 1992 (see Table 6).   In 2000, when interest levels were higher, we

Presidential Debates               1984               1988               1992            1996            2000            2004

Number of Debates 2 2 3 2 3 3

Average Rating b 42.9c 40.0d 43.3 27.7e 29.1f 33.9f

Average Viewers 70  65.5 66.4 41.2 40.6 53.5
per Debate                      million             million          million        million        million       million

Vice Presidential Debates

Number of Debates NA NA 1 1 1 1

Average Rating NA NA 35.9 19.7 20.4 28.1

Average Viewers NA NA 51.2 26.6 28.5 43.6
per Debate                                                                     million        million        million       million

a Unless otherwise noted, figures represent total ratings for ABC, CBS, NBC, and CNN combined. 
b Ratings represent percentages of TV households tuned in. 
c Figure only represents the first Reagan-Mondale debate.
d Figure only represents the first Bush-Dukakis debate. 
e Also includes data from Fox network.
f Also includes data from Fox network (which broadcast the first 1996 presidential debate) and
MSNBC.

Sources: Nielsen Media Research; The Associated Press; New York Times, 18 October 2004; Los
Angeles Times, 15 October 2004, 29 September 1988, 18 October 1988; Washington Post, 23 October
1984; Broadcasting, 15 October 1984; Broadcasting & Cable; John W. Mashek with Lawrence T. McGill
and Adam Clayton Powell III, Lethargy ’96: How the Media Covered a Listless Campaign (Arlington,
VA: The Freedom Forum, 1997), 69. 

TABLE 5
National Audiences for Televised Debates, 1984 to 2004a



found TV news attention and debate viewing predicting issue knowl-
edge.  In 2004, interest in the campaign was back nearly to the high level
we recorded in 1992, and we found debate exposure and Internet expo-
sure/attention predicting knowledge.   We suspect that there is a cam-
paign interest threshold, and when interest is low, there is little opportu-
nity for the media to have much impact.

The traditional media exposure/attention variable block also was a
significant predictor of the likelihood of voting when political interest
became the last item in the regression equation (R2 change = .08, p < .001)
because of significant showings by attention to newspaper campaign
news and attention to television campaign news.  In this analysis, Internet
exposure/attention and debate exposure did not help to predict the vari-
ance in likelihood of voting.  Campaign interest remained a significant
predictor, however, even after the variance from all media measures was
removed (R2 change = .08, p<.001), but it did not predict quite as much
variance in voting likelihood as in Table 2 (R2 change = .13, p=.000) when
it was entered in the second regression equation after the demographic
measures. 

There are some interesting consistencies in the data we have ana-
lyzed over the last four presidential elections.  Newspaper attention was
associated with likelihood of voting in the 1996 and 2000 elections and
was one of the two strongest media predictors in 2004 (although not sta-
tistically significant by itself).  In fact, in 1996 and 2000 it was the only
media variable to register a significant relationship with likelihood of vot-
ing (see Table 7).
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1992a 1996b 2000c 2004d

Not Very Interested 7.0% 43.1% 15.7% 10.4%

Somewhat Interested 25.2% 36.7% 36.6% 21.8%

Very Interested 67.8% 20.2% 47.6% 67.6%

Meand 2.61 2.23 2.32 2.57

N 504 534 515 531

a Source: David Weaver and Dan Drew, “Voter Learning in the 1992 Presidential Election.”
b Source: Dan Drew and David Weaver, “Voter Learning in the 1996 Presidential Election.”
c Source: David Weaver and Dan Drew, “Voter Learning in the 2000 Presidential Election.”
d Scales range from 1 “not very interested” to 3 “very interested.”

TABLE 6
Degrees of Campaign Interest in 1992, 1996, 2000, and 2004 Elections 

(Percentages and Means)

Conclusions
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Attention to campaign news on the radio was significantly corre-
lated with campaign interest for the last four presidential election cam-
paigns, and debate exposure and attention to TV news were significant
predictors in three of them (all except 1996 when interest levels were at
their lowest).  Attention to newspaper campaign news was a significant
correlate of campaign interest in the 1996 and 2000 elections.  

The other media measures have produced inconsistent results.
Attention to campaign information on television talk shows was a pre-
dictor of interest in the 1996 election, as was attention to political adver-
tising in 2000.  More frequent exposure to news and increased attention
to campaign information on the Internet was a predictor of both issue
knowledge and campaign interest in 2004.   

The patterns in the significant predictors of knowledge about can-
didates’ issue stances have been the least consistent, as Table 7 illus-
trates.  Debate exposure has been a predictor in the last two elections,
and television news (exposure in one and attention in the other) has
been a significant correlate in two of the last four elections.  As men-
tioned, 2004 was the first election in which Internet exposure and atten-
tion became a significant predictor in our studies.  

The pattern of findings for knowledge about candidate issue posi-
tions probably depends on the candidates’ campaign media strategies,
the popularity of various media at different times, and the level of inter-
est in the campaign.  The results of these studies also depend on how
carefully demographics are controlled and whether campaign interest

1992 1996 2000 2004

Knowledge TV News None TV News 
Exposure Exposure (negative)

Debate Exposure* Debate Exposure
TV News Attention      Internet Exposure 

& Attention

Vote None Newspaper Newspaper None
Intention Attention Attention

Interest Radio News Radio News Radio News Radio News 
Attention Attention     Attention Attention

Newspaper Newspaper
Attention Attention

Debate Exposure Debate Exposure Debate Exposure
TV News Attention TV News Attention TV News Attention

TV Talk Show TV Ad Attention Internet Exposure
Attention & Attention 

*p = .056 for R2 Change; Beta is not significant to .05 level.

TABLE 7
Statistically Significant News Media Predictors from 1992 to 2004



38

is included in the analysis and, if so, whether the measure of interest is
placed before or after the news media exposure and attention measures.

In general, our studies of voter learning in U.S. presidential elec-
tions since 1992 (and even earlier in 1988, although we did not have a
statewide sample in that election) suggest that television news, televised
debates, and now Internet information are important predictors, or at
least correlates, of voter learning of the issue positions of the leading can-
didates and interest in a presidential election campaign.  There is also a
suggestion that paying attention to newspaper reporting of presidential
campaigns is associated with a greater intention to vote, although that
relationship was weaker in 2004 than in the previous two elections, sug-
gesting perhaps a decline in the importance of newspaper campaign cov-
erage as a predictor of voting, and also as a predictor of interest in the
campaign.

A surprising finding is the consistency of attention to radio news as
a  predictor, or at least a correlate, of campaign interest in the last four U.S.
presidential elections.  This underscores the need for more research on the
role of radio, a usually overlooked source of news, in U.S. presidential
elections.

Overall, the combined demographic and media predictors in this
study account for about one-fifth of the variance in campaign issue
knowledge, slightly more than one-fourth of the variance in likelihood of
voting, and nearly one-third of the variance in campaign interest.  While
these are respectable levels for any social science study, there is much
unexplained (or unpredicted) variation left in these three dependent vari-
ables that might be predicted by other measures.  

Communication measures such as frequency of interpersonal dis-
cussion  of elections and exposure to differing viewpoints might help to
predict knowledge of candidate positions on salient issues and interest in
a campaign.  Other factors that might impact likelihood of voting include
personality traits, group influences, perceived political efficacy, perceived
candidate images, and reactions to external events such as terrorist
attacks or economic downturns.  The specifics of each campaign, includ-
ing the records and personalities of candidates and the perceived close-
ness of the race, undoubtedly have a direct effect on campaign interest
and likelihood of voting, and probably an indirect effect on knowledge.

Many of these possible predictors of our dependent variables are
outside the control and scope of the news media, and some of them would
be very difficult to measure. We leave it to others to try to predict the
unexplained variation in our dependent measures, with a caution that
some of this variation is likely to be idiosyncratic and thus not pre-
dictable.  We have chosen in all our studies to focus on the relationships
of exposure and attention to various news media with knowledge, inter-
est in the campaign, and intention to vote, and we have provided evi-
dence that such exposure and attention did matter in the U.S. presidential
elections from 1988 to 2004, and that some media mattered more than oth-
ers.

JOURNALISM & MASS COMMUNICATION QUARTERLY
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