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1 
Legislators, Journalists, and Citizens 

The mass media perform a vital function in democratic systems by report­
ing what elected officials are doing in office. The media convey not only 
factual accounts of officials’ activities and decisions; they also transmit eval­
uations of officials’ performance, including assessments by other politicians, 
interest group leaders, pundits, and ordinary citizens. Although the media 
are not the only source of information about officials’ performance, they are 
by far the most important. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine how large-scale 
democracy would be possible without a free and independent press to report 
the actions of governmental officials. Robert Dahl, the democratic theorist, 
argues that the existence of alternative and independent sources of informa­
tion is one of seven necessary conditions for the existence of democratic 
government.1 

Information about elected officials’ performance serves two important 
purposes. First, it allows citizens to evaluate the desirability of retaining or 
replacing officials when they run for reelection. Candidates promise all sorts 
of things when they first run for office. When they run for reelection, how­
ever, there is no better guide to their future performance than what they 
have already done. Second, a regular flow of information about governmen­
tal decision making helps keep officials on their toes when they first make 
decisions. Officials who expect their actions to be featured on the evening 
news and on the front pages of newspapers may make decisions different 
from officials who expect their decisions to remain forever hidden from 
public scrutiny. 

How extensively and how effectively do media outlets in the United States 
cover elected officials? Do they report the kinds of information that citizens 
need to hold officials accountable for their actions in office? Or is coverage 
so spotty and incomplete that even the most diligent citizens cannot learn 
much about who is responsible for governmental decisions? These impor­

1 His exact criterion is that “citizens have a right to seek out alternative and independent 
sources of information from other citizens, experts, newspapers, magazines, books, telecom­
munications, and the like. Moreover, alternative sources of information actually exist that are 
not under the control of the government or any other single political group attempting to 
influence public political beliefs and attitudes, and these alternative sources are effectively 
protected by law” (Dahl 1989, 221; 1998, 86). 
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tant questions are central to the performance of democratic government. 
Unfortunately, they are not questions to which we know the answers. 

Most citizens are exposed to a regular diet of information about what the 
president is doing in office. The mass media cover presidential activities on 
an almost daily basis, reporting where the president travels, what he says, 
what he proposes, how his proposals fare in Congress, what he is doing 
about various crises, and what innumerable pundits, legislators, politicians, 
and foreign officials think of his performance in office. Although one can 
surely raise questions about the adequacy and fairness of the media’s cover­
age of presidential activities and about the depth of citizens’ knowledge of 
presidential performance, two things seem clear. First, presidents know that 
their deeds and misdeeds will be covered by the press and noticed by the 
public, so they work hard to produce pleasing records. Second, when poll­
sters come knocking at their doors, it is reasonable to believe that most 
citizens have some evidentiary basis for determining whether they “approve 
or disapprove of the way the president is handling his job as president.” 

Can one make similar arguments about the way journalists cover mem­
bers of Congress? Do legislators expect that their individual activities and 
decisions in Washington will be covered by the press and reported to their 
constituents? Are citizens exposed to regular information about what their 
senators or representatives are doing in office? Do citizens have any eviden­
tiary basis for determining whether they approve or disapprove of the way 
their representatives are performing in office? Here the issues become more 
complicated, in part because there are 535 legislators to cover. Journalists 
do not cover all senators and representatives equally well. Citizens in differ­
ent states and different districts are not exposed to identical flows of infor­
mation. 

Media Outlets 

The so-called national press—the networks, newsmagazines, and national 
newspapers—could not possibly cover the individual activities of every sena­
tor and representative. The national press can cover Congress as an institu­
tion and report what it is doing about a whole range of problems. It can 
focus on some colorful or consequential legislators, making Ted Kennedy 
and Newt Gingrich into household names. The national press could not 
possibly make 535 legislators into household names. It has neither the time 
nor the space for such intensive coverage. The typical representative does 
not appear even once a year in Newsweek, USA Today, or on the CBS 
evening news.2 

2 Timothy Cook discovered that only 39 percent of House members appeared on any net­
work newscast during a typical year between 1969 and 1986 (Cook 1989, 60). 
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Local media outlets are better suited to cover individual members of 
Congress than the national media. Newspapers, television stations, and ra­
dio outlets serve geographically defined media markets, and most of these 
market areas are represented in Congress by only a few legislators. Even 
local media outlets, however, have constraints on their coverage. The con­
gruence between congressional districts and media markets is far from per­
fect. A television station in New York City, which has thirty-five representa­
tives within its broadcast area, has no more time in its broadcast day than a 
television station in Portland Maine, where the broadcast area is essentially 
congruent with a single congressional district.3 A small weekly newspaper 
has to decide whether to devote its meager resources to covering the politics 
of the several towns it serves or the activities of its representative in Wash­
ington. Each media outlet decides what kinds of news it wants to present. 
No law compels them to cover what representatives are doing in office. 

Although local media outlets are better suited to covering individual rep­
resentatives than are the national media, they are much more difficult to 
study. The difficulty involves both numbers and access. Four national net­
works, three newsmagazines, and a handful of major newspapers have been 
the focus of most previous studies of politics and the press. Once early 
studies established that coverage patterns were similar among national me­
dia outlets, subsequent studies often focused on a single network, news­
magazine, and newspaper. In contrast, 23,000 local media outlets blanket 
the country in a hodgepodge of overlapping territories.4 No one knows any­
thing about the similarity of coverage patterns across these thousands of 
outlets, so one cannot discover much about the universe of outlets by study­
ing only a handful. Studying local outlets requires sampling, but how 
should one draw a sample that is representative of what citizens see, hear, 
and read? 

The problem of access is even more serious. A research center at Vander­
bilt University has recorded and archived network television newscasts since 
1968. No one has recorded and archived local television newscasts. Radio 
newscasts are similarly unavailable. Although most research libraries con­
tain archives of newsmagazines and major newspapers, most local news­
papers are found only in the communities where they are published. Given 
the problems of sampling and access, it is not surprising that few scholars 
have attempted to study how local media outlets cover members of Congress. 

This book is the first large-scale study of how local media outlets cover 

3 The best source for information about the overlap between congressional districts and me­
dia markets, including information about daily newspapers, commercial television stations, and 
cable television systems, is Congressional Quarterly 1993a. On the effects of incongruence 
between media markets and congressional districts on what citizens know about representatives 
and challengers, see Prinz 1995; Levy and Squire 2000. 

4 These outlets include 1,505 television stations, 9,746 commercial radio stations, 1,567 daily 
newspapers, and 9,816 weekly and semiweekly newspapers (Census Bureau 1994, 567, 576). 
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members of Congress. The focus is on local newspapers because it is for 
them that I have solved the twin problems of sampling and access. No cost-
effective solution is in sight for studying local radio or television newscasts.5 

Unlike previous studies, which largely focused on the campaign period, this 
book explores how local newspapers covered representatives during an en­
tire congressional session, from the first day of 1993 to election day 1994. 
The longer period is essential for studying political accountability. 

Even if it were not the case that studying local newspapers is easier than 
studying local television, good reasons exist for beginning with newspapers. 
First, local newspapers have much larger newsholes than do local television 
stations. Local newscasts are usually fixed at thirty or sixty minutes, so after 
deducting for weather, sports, and advertisements, the time available for 
news is quite limited. Newspapers, by comparison, can cover many more 
subjects and in much greater detail. Second, the constraints in large metro­
politan areas, where there are dozens of representatives to cover, are partic­
ularly severe for television, whereas large metropolitan newspapers can use 
regional editions and regional sections to cover representatives. The news 
hour is fixed; the newspaper is expandable. Third, in many localities, news­
papers set the local news agenda and broadcast journalists follow their lead. 
Jeffrey Mondak found this to be especially true for House campaigns.6 Fi­
nally, two studies of how local media outlets cover Congress found much 
less coverage on local television stations than in local newspapers (Hess 
1991; Vinson 2003).7 

A full understanding of how the mass media cover representatives re­
quires examination of all types of media—radio, television, cable, daily 
newspapers, weekly newspapers, and the Web. The arguments for beginning 
with local newspapers are two. First, local newspapers appear to cover local 
representatives more intensively than do other media outlets. Beginning 
with local newspapers allows one to establish a baseline for comparing other 
types of coverage. Second, the problems of sampling and access are more 

5 Ironically, it is possible to search electronically the archives of the great nineteenth-century 
mass medium, the local newspaper, whereas there are no similar archives for analyzing cover­
age by radio and television, the dominant mass media of the electronic age. Both Stephen Hess 
and Danielle Vinson relied on friends and family to record local newscasts for their studies of 
how local television stations cover Congress and its members (Hess 1991, 49; Vinson 2003). 

6 Mondak’s innovative study during the 1992 newspaper strike in Pittsburgh found that local 
television stations provided reasonable coverage of the presidential and senatorial campaigns 
but very little coverage of the three House campaigns. He argued that with newspapers closed, 
broadcast journalists had no lead to follow on covering House races (Mondak 1995, 65–66). 
On how local television journalists learn what is news, see McManus 1990. 

7 When answering poll questions, citizens say that they rely on television more than news­
papers for national elections like the presidency, newspapers more than television for local 
elections like mayor or state legislator, and a mix of newspapers and television for senator, 
governor, and House member (Mayer 1993; Kahn and Kenney 1999, 36). 
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easily solved for newspapers, thus allowing for much larger sample sizes. It 
is worth emphasizing, however, that this study is essentially measuring the 
high-water mark for media coverage of representatives. When local news­
papers fail to cover some aspect of a legislator’s behavior, it is unlikely that 
local radio and television outlets are somehow filling the void. 

Accountability 

The American system does not make it easy for citizens to hold elected 
officials accountable for governmental decisions. Holding officials account­
able is easiest when power is concentrated on a single individual or party 
team. In a parliamentary system, for example, where two parties compete in 
regular elections and where the winning party gains complete control over 
policy making until the next election, citizens need not monitor who is 
doing what within government. With the executive and legislative functions 
united, it is reasonable for citizens to assume the in-party is responsible for 
everything that government does. If citizens don’t like what government has 
been doing, they can throw the rascals out. The incentives for the in-party 
to produce pleasing outcomes are especially strong when power is concen­
trated. The rewards are for action and results, not words and excuses. 

The American system is one of dispersed power and scattered respon­
sibility. Federalism, separation of powers, and bicameralism make it difficult 
for citizens to know who is responsible for improving or deteriorating condi­
tions, and therefore whom they should reward or punish. If candidates ran 
for office and governed as members of strong party teams, citizens could 
reward and punish the team that controlled the legislative and executive 
branches, just as they do in parliamentary systems. But candidates run more 
as individuals than as members of strong party teams, citizens often split 
their votes among the parties’ candidates in separate House, Senate, and 
presidential elections, and parties do not govern as unified teams. Although 
the norm was once for a single party to control the House, Senate, and 
White House, the norm now is for divided control of these three institu­
tions. With weak parties and divided party control, citizens need to know 
more about what particular officials have been doing if they are to reward 
and punish the right officials. They need to know who the rascals are before 
they can throw them out. 

A system of dispersed power and scattered responsibility also affects the 
incentives of elected officials. Whereas members of strong party teams work 
for the good of the team, often giving up individual glory for team success, 
elected officials in the American system have a stronger interest in individ­
ual glory. Achieving any kind of coordinated action among officials so moti­
vated is difficult. Officials also have strong incentives to blame others for 
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inaction. A president lashes out against a do-nothing Congress; senators 
complain about the lack of presidential leadership; House members blame 
a senatorial filibuster. Every participant has a favorite explanation for legisla­
tive gridlock. 

If citizens are to hold legislators accountable, they need information 
about what their representatives are doing in office. Where might they find 
appropriate information? One thing is certain: Most citizens do not have an 
incentive to search diligently for information about representatives’ actions 
in office. Anthony Downs made the case long ago that information is costly 
and that few citizens choose to incur substantial costs to become informed 
voters. Most citizens rely on whatever information comes their way in the 
course of daily life (Downs 1957, 207–37). Fortunately, many individuals 
and groups have incentives to inform citizens about representatives’ actions 
in office. They willingly bear the costs so that citizens receive information 
with little effort. Citizens have at least four sources for information. 

Incumbent representatives have the strongest incentives for informing 
constituents about their legislative activities. If they can shape citizens’ views 
of their accomplishments, they gain an electoral advantage. To that end, 
they regularly visit their constituencies, speak before labor, business, and 
civic groups, and attend gatherings of every type. They use their free mail­
ing privileges to shower constituents with newsletters and to target indi­
viduals with special mailings. They issue press releases to highlight their 
positions and accomplishments; they court local reporters and editors. Rep­
resentatives are assisted in these tasks by press secretaries, legislative corre­
spondents, and caseworkers, some residing in Washington, some in district 
offices. 

Politicians who seek to remove representatives from office are another 
source for information about representatives’ actions in office. Quite natu­
rally, these politicians emphasize different aspects of legislators’ records. 
They may publicize unpopular roll-call votes, complain about the lack of 
any real accomplishments, or place a different spin on activities that legisla­
tors consider to be accomplishments. These politicians include active chal­
lengers in primary and general election campaigns, individuals who are 
considering challenging incumbents, and leaders of the opposite party. 

Individuals and groups who care intensely about specific policy problems 
are a third source for information about representatives’ actions in office. 
Interest group leaders usually monitor what representatives are doing to 
help or hurt their members’ interests and inform either group members or 
citizens more generally when they observe unfriendly actions. Individual 
citizens who are very interested in particular problems, policies, or pro­
grams—hereafter referred to as opinion leaders—often do the same thing. 
For example, much of the monitoring of what representatives say and do 
about abortion is performed by local opinion leaders who care intensely 
about this issue. 
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Local newspapers play several roles in conveying information to citizens 
about what representatives are doing. First, journalists are independent 
monitors of governmental decision making who actively seek and report 
information about what elected officials are doing in office. Most journalists 
consider that reporting the actions of elected officials is one of their central 
responsibilities. Most media outlets make politics and public affairs an im­
portant part of their news coverage. Second, journalists are conveyors of 
information from all sorts of interested parties. Representatives, challengers, 
and others who have an interest in publicizing information about represen­
tatives’ actions do so by encouraging journalists to write stories in ways that 
further their own goals. This is an efficient way to reach citizens, since 
stimulating a single reporter to write a single story can reach thousands of 
citizens. It also increases the credibility of the message because a story pub­
lished under a reporter’s byline seems less promotional than an advertise­
ment. Third, newspapers provide a forum for local opinion leaders to share 
their views about a representative by encouraging and publishing opinion 
columns and letters to the editor. Newspapers can make their editorial pages 
a place for public deliberation about a representative’s performance in office. 

Citizens 

What citizens know about politics and public affairs is largely determined by 
what the press chooses to cover. Citizens are more likely to learn something 
if the press covers it intensively than if coverage is sparse. Intensive coverage 
does not guarantee an informed public. Citizens must be interested in a 
subject to notice and process the copious information that journalists pro­
vide (Zaller 1992). When the press ignores a subject, however, most citizens 
remain completely uninformed about it. The most interested and attentive 
citizens may still acquire information through specialized informational net­
works, but the general public remains in the dark. 

Representatives, challengers, interest group leaders, opinion leaders, and 
journalists play their various roles in creating and transmitting information 
about representatives’ actions in office. How much of this information do 
ordinary citizens actually receive? How much does whatever information 
citizens receive affect their evaluations of representatives? Scholars do not 
have satisfactory answers to these questions. 

Determining how much information citizens receive is a difficult task. 
There are no covert recordings of the messages that citizens actually see or 
hear. All we have are their own fallible memories. Most citizens do recall 
receiving communications from or about their representatives. In a survey of 
citizens who voted in the 1994 House election, 65 percent reported reading 
about their representative in a newspaper, 61 percent seeing her on televi­
sion, 33 percent hearing her on the radio, 63 percent receiving mail from 
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her, 14 percent seeing her at a meeting, and 15 percent meeting her person­
ally. Nine of every ten voters recalled at least one of these forms of commu­
nications (Jacobson 1997, 100). 

We know far less about the content of the information that citizens re­
ceive in these communications. Most voters apparently learn their represen­
tative’s name. In 1994, 51 percent of voters recalled their representative’s 
name from memory, and 93 percent recognized it when offered a list of 
names (Jacobson 1997, 96). When asked specific questions about their rep­
resentative, citizens display more modest levels of knowledge. Asked in 1991 
how their representative voted on the Persian Gulf Resolution, 19 percent 
answered correctly and 39 percent guessed correctly. Asked in 1994 how 
their representative voted on the recent crime bill, 23 percent answered 
correctly and 28 percent guessed correctly (Alvarez and Gronke 1996; Wil­
son and Gronke 2000). 

Asking citizens to recall specific bits of information about a representative 
may not be the best way to determine what information citizens actually 
receive or how the information received affects how they evaluate their rep­
resentative. Recall of information is most relevant if citizens’ decision mak­
ing is memory based. If citizens make decisions about whether to support or 
oppose a representative first by recalling all relevant information stored in 
memory, then evaluating the individual bits of information, and finally com­
bining the individual evaluations into an overall evaluation, then knowing 
what kinds of information citizens remember would be useful. On the other 
hand, if citizens process information on-line as they receive it and store only 
summary evaluations in memory, then knowing what kinds of information 
citizens remember would not be as helpful. 

The jury is still out as to whether citizens’ decision making about politics 
is better captured by memory-based or on-line models. Memory-based models 
are better at explaining how citizens make decisions about things that they 
are not expecting to evaluate. John Zaller’s account of how citizens answer 
survey questions about policy alternatives is persuasive (Zaller 1992). In his 
model, citizens canvass considerations at the “top of their heads” and an­
swer according to the net value of the considerations that come to mind. 
Since things at the top of the head are often matters that were recently 
activated, perhaps by recent media stories or perhaps by the survey itself, 
Zaller can account for how citizens express opinions about a wide range of 
policy alternatives. Memory-based models seem less satisfactory for explain­
ing how citizens evaluate things that they expect to evaluate.8 Knowing that 

8 The models are not mutually exclusive. Hastie and Pennington (1988) suggest that some 
citizens may use an “inference-memory-based” process that combines elements from both 
models. Initially citizens make inferences about candidates when they encounter information 
about them; later they combine information from various inferences to reach a decision. For 
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I need to assign grades to students at the end of the semester, I constantly 
update my evaluations of each student, rather than storing in memory for 
later evaluation everything they say in class or write in their papers. Know­
ing that they need to evaluate regularly their senators and representatives, 
some citizens operate in similar fashion (Just et al. 1996, 21–22). 

Milton Lodge and his colleagues offer as an alternative to memory-based 
models an impression-driven or on-line model of decision making in which 
citizens react to information as they are exposed to it, storing in memory 
only summary evaluations.9 In experimental settings, they show that their 
on-line model outperforms memory-based models. They conclude that cam­
paign information strongly affects citizens’ evaluations of candidates, even 
though most people cannot later recall the original information (Lodge, 
McGraw, Stroh 1989; Lodge, Steenbergen, Brau 1995). 

If citizens use on-line information processing for evaluating representa­
tives and quickly forget most information they receive, then measures of 
information recall are poor indicators of citizens’ exposure to and reception 
of politically relevant information.10 We need more direct measures of the 
informational environment in which citizens operate. Knowledge about the 
informational environment is also helpful for understanding what citizens 
do happen to remember. Observers are often surprised that most citizens 
cannot recall how representatives voted on specific roll-call votes. It is never 
clear, however, whether the press featured these votes prominently and citi­
zens failed to notice or remember them or whether the press never spot­
lighted the votes in the first place. Put differently, are citizens largely to 
blame for how uninformed they seem about politics and public affairs, or is 
the press more at fault for failing to report frequently and prominently basic 
facts about representatives’ behavior in office? 

Some citizens acquire information about politics and public affairs di­
rectly from the mass media. They read newspapers, watch television, or 
listen to radio newscasts. Many others acquire information indirectly (Huck­
feldt and Sprague 1995). They learn from a spouse, friend, coworker, or 
union leader that their representative voted wrong on the North American 
Free Trade Agreement. Even when citizens do not acquire information di­
rectly from the mass media, the media are generally involved in disseminat­

example, jurors make inferences about the credibility of witnesses when they first testify, but 
jurors postpone judgment until they hear all evidence and receive instructions from the judge. 
For an excellent discussion of memory-based and on-line models, see Just et al. 1996, 19–24. 

9 A decade earlier Morris Fiorina conceived of party identification in a similar way, with 
party identification as a running tally of individuals’ current attitudes toward the parties 
(Fiorina 1981). 

10 Doris Graber argues that “the fact that people tend to store conclusions drawn from evi­
dence, rather than the evidence itself, explains why they are frequently unable to give reasons 
for their opinions” (Graber 1993, 68, 151). 
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ing political information at earlier stages—for example, to a spouse, friend, 
coworker, or union leader (Mondak 1995, 101–24). Knowledge about the 
informational environment is helpful for understanding citizens’ decision 
making no matter whether citizens acquire information directly or indirectly 
from the mass media. A rich informational environment is more likely to 
produce an informed citizenry than is an informational wasteland. 

Journalists 

Journalists need to be selective in what they report about a representative’s 
actions. They could not possibly report everything that a representative did 
in office—every bill introduced, speech made, position taken, meeting at­
tended, lobbyist met, compromise offered, and contribution solicited. These 
are the raw materials for good stories, but journalists must select whatever 
actions seem most newsworthy and write stories that summarize and inter­
pret these actions in interesting and appealing ways. 

What kinds of information would be most helpful to citizens? What facts 
and opinions are most relevant to citizens holding their representatives ac­
countable? At least four kinds of information are especially useful. First, 
citizens profit by knowing what positions legislators have taken on the im­
portant issues of the day. How have their representatives voted on bills that 
reached the House floor? Where do they stand on various presidential pro­
posals and on bills still in committee? How have representatives explained 
their positions, especially those that seem contrary to their campaign prom­
ises or to citizens’ expressed preferences? Position taking is a major part of 
what legislators do. Knowing what positions representatives have taken helps 
citizens apportion responsibility for what Congress has done. 

Second, citizens benefit by knowing how representatives have contributed 
to policy making beyond supporting or opposing other legislators’ proposals. 
Nothing happens in Congress unless someone plans for it and works for it. 
How have individual representatives contributed to legislative action in 
areas that are important to their constituents or that are part of their com­
mittee responsibilities? Are they introducing bills, mobilizing support, and 
working to solve problems, or are they waiting for other legislators to do the 
heavy lifting? On any given bill, most legislators are position takers. That is 
the reality of a legislature with 535 members. But a legislature full of noth­
ing but position takers is an institution that accomplishes little. 

Third, citizens benefit by knowing how other people evaluate a represen­
tative’s performance in office. Ultimately citizens can decide for themselves 
whether a representative deserves to be reelected or removed. But they are 
assisted in that task if they first hear a broad range of opinions about a 
representative’s performance. Citizens may find these opinions expressed in 
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news stories, where journalists often seek evaluative comments from repre­
sentatives, their supporters, and their critics, or on the editorial and op-ed 
pages, where columnists, editorial writers, politicians, interest group leaders, 
and opinion leaders debate the accomplishments and failings of Congress 
and its members. 

Finally, citizens gain by hearing about the various candidates running for 
Congress, including those running in primaries and the general election. 
Who are the candidates that are challenging the incumbent representative 
and what are their messages? Do journalists focus on the candidates’ past 
accomplishments and policy differences, or do they feature horse race cov­
erage—who is ahead and who is behind? Do journalists give balanced cov­
erage to incumbents and challengers? 

Journalists who report all four types of information increase the proba­
bility of citizens acquiring the kinds of information they need to hold repre­
sentatives accountable for their actions. Journalists who focus on only one 
or two types of news deprive citizens of the full range of knowledge that 
contributes to an informed citizenry. 

Representatives 

Political accountability in the American system is achieved not only by citi­
zens removing from office legislators with disagreeable records but by legis­
lators anticipating what citizens might do and working to forestall unfavor­
able evaluations. To be sure, the system would not work well if citizens 
never removed representatives for cause. All that is required, however, is 
that some representatives fail their reelection examinations some of the 
time. These failures remind the survivors and instruct the newcomers that 
anticipating citizens’ preferences is the best way to avoid electoral trouble. 
Defeat at the polls is common enough among career-minded politicians 
that most representatives have a healthy fear of electoral retribution. They 
modify some of their behaviors in Washington to remain popular at home 
(Mayhew 1974; Arnold 1990, 1993). 

Representatives may also modify their behavior based on how journalists 
report news about their Washington activities. Representatives who observe 
that newspapers regularly feature their positions and actions may make dif­
ferent electoral calculations when they are deciding how to vote or what 
activities to pursue than do representatives who seldom see news coverage 
of their Washington activities. When journalists cover a single story assidu­
ously, they increase the probability that citizens will notice what a represen­
tative is doing. If a representative believes that the whole constituency is 
watching, he may adjust his behavior to make it more pleasing. When jour­
nalists ignore a story, however, a representative may be less concerned that 
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citizens will ever learn of his actions. In short, the volume and content of 
press coverage may affect the way in which representatives anticipate and 
respond to citizens’ preferences when they make legislative decisions. Exten­
sive coverage may make representatives more responsive to citizens’ policy 
preferences. 

How journalists report the news can also affect the very activities that 
representatives undertake. If legislators observe that journalists convey little 
information about legislative activity beyond what legislators reveal in their 
press releases, they may focus their creative talents on writing press releases 
rather than writing laws. If legislators notice that journalists monitor care­
fully what legislators are doing to solve national problems and reform gov­
ernmental institutions, however, legislators may decide that doing these 
things well is the best way to attract favorable coverage and impress their 
constituents. We know that representatives monitor what journalists write 
about them (Cook 1989, 75, 201). It does not require an enormous leap to 
imagine that representatives tailor their activities to attract the best coverage. 

How journalists practice their profession, then, can affect the behavior of 
both citizens and legislators. If the press reports nothing about legislators’ 
actions in office, citizens may have insufficient information for determining 
whether they should renew or terminate representatives’ contracts. If legisla­
tors know in advance that their actions will go unreported, they may have 
less reason to make pleasing decisions in the first place. Studying how jour­
nalists report news about local representatives, therefore, allows one to make 
inferences both about how citizens evaluate representatives and about how 
representatives make legislative decisions. 

Informational Environment 

The richer the informational environment, the better the two accountability 
mechanisms work. A rich informational environment increases the chances 
that citizens will have an evidentiary basis for determining whether they 
approve or disapprove of a representative’s performance in office. A rich 
informational environment increases the chances that representatives will 
choose their positions and actions with great care. Of course, local media 
outlets are only a part of the informational environment in which citizens 
and representatives operate. Representatives, challengers, and interest 
groups have other ways to communicate with citizens. Representatives use 
newsletters and community meetings to communicate directly with citizens. 
During campaign season, representatives, challengers, and interest groups 
sponsor events, use direct mail, and purchase advertisements from local me­
dia outlets. 

An environment in which incumbent representatives and their supporters 
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emphasize their accomplishments while challengers and other critics em­
phasize representatives’ shortcomings can be an informative one for citi­
zens. Just as the adversarial system in trial courts, where attorneys on oppo­
sing sides make the best possible cases for their clients, can be an effective 
way to uncover the truth, so too can an adversarial system in politics demon­
strate how well or how poorly incumbents have performed. How informative 
such a system is for citizens, however, depends on how likely it is that 
citizens hear both sides. An adversarial system in politics is not necessarily 
informative for citizens, any more than it is necessarily the best way to 
uncover the truth in court. If one litigant is represented by the best attorneys 
that money can buy while the other is represented by a rookie lawyer, jurors 
may have trouble uncovering the truth. Similarly, if incumbent legislators 
have ample opportunities to publicize their accomplishments, while chal­
lengers and other critics have few opportunities to publicize their criticisms, 
citizens will be less able to evaluate legislators’ fitness for office than they 
would be if the flow of information were more balanced. 

The system works best when lots of citizens notice and read what news­
papers publish about representatives. But the system does not break down 
simply because most citizens are not the ideal citizens that populate demo­
cratic theory. Not every citizen needs to be a front-line sentry to keep repre­
sentatives on their toes. As long as a cadre of individuals and organizations 
monitor what representatives are doing in office and stand ready to inform 
other citizens when they see something out of line, representatives know 
that they are being watched. Much more important is that information reg­
ularly flows to those who act as watchdogs, that these watchdogs reflect the 
diversity of interests in a constituency, and that they have easy ways to com­
municate with other citizens when they discover representatives doing dis­
agreeable things. 

A division of labor is central to any large political system. Yet many ob­
servers of American politics fail to appreciate the division of labor between 
those who actively monitor political actors and those who reward and pun­
ish them for their actions. For example, many political scientists once con­
cluded that representatives had little influence over bureaucrats’ behavior 
because they did not systematically monitor what bureaucrats were doing. 
Mathew McCubbins and Thomas Schwartz changed that view by differen­
tiating between two ways in which principals monitor agents’ behavior. 
They argued that “police-patrol oversight,” where a principal actively moni­
tors everything that an agent does, is relatively rare in politics, while “fire­
alarm oversight,” where other actors do the monitoring and then inform a 
principal when an agent steps out of line, is more common. Fire-alarm 
oversight is efficient because it takes advantage of a division of labor (Mc-
Cubbins and Schwartz 1984). 

The discussion in this chapter recognizes a division of labor between 
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professional watchdogs, amateur watchdogs, journalists, and ordinary citi­
zens. Professional watchdogs, including challengers, potential challengers, 
party leaders, and interest group leaders, have the incentives and resources 
to ferret out information about a representative’s actions even if local jour­
nalists ignore what a representative is doing. Amateur watchdogs are local 
citizens who are intensely interested in politics and publics affairs or in 
particular problems, policies, or programs. These local opinion leaders rely 
on journalists for most of their information about a representative’s actions. 
Ordinary citizens may notice regular news coverage about a representative 
or they may simply wait for professional or amateur watchdogs to sound the 
alarm when a representative steps out of line. 

What would be the consequence if local media outlets ignored what rep­
resentatives were doing in office? Most representatives would probably be 
advantaged. Their ability to communicate with citizens using newsletters, 
meetings, and campaign advertisements would be undiminished, so they 
could continue to tout their accomplishments. Whether or not challengers 
and interest groups were able to publicize representatives’ shortcomings 
would depend partly on the seriousness of representatives’ shortcomings and 
partly on their access to financial resources to publicize representatives’ 
transgressions. If a representative made lots of careless choices on major 
issues, if she repeatedly annoyed powerful interest groups, or if she was 
indicted for a felony, she would provide powerful ammunition for her oppo­
nents. As long as a representative avoided doing these things, however, it 
would be difficult for another candidate to mount a serious challenge. Ac­
countability would be achieved largely by a representative anticipating what 
major issues might be used against her and adjusting her behavior accordingly. 

When local newspapers cover representatives frequently and thoroughly, 
however, both accountability mechanisms work better. Extensive coverage 
allows local opinion leaders and ordinary citizens to monitor contem­
poraneously what a representative is doing. Citizens need not wait for an 
angry interest group or a well-funded challenger to inform them during 
campaign season about a representative’s shortcomings; they can read about 
a representative’s positions and actions in the morning paper and judge for 
themselves. Contemporaneous coverage also encourages a dialogue be­
tween a representative and her constituents. Citizens raise challenging ques­
tions when a representative attends local meetings; they write letters to the 
editor complaining about a representative’s positions and actions; they send 
protest letters directly to their representative; they work to mobilize their 
friends, neighbors, and colleagues to do all these things. Moreover, citizens 
can monitor their representative for the price of a daily newspaper. They 
don’t need to be represented in Washington by interest groups in order to 
discover what their elected representative is doing. A final consequence— 
and a crucial one—is that a representative knows that her actions in Wash­
ington are reported regularly to her constituents. Accordingly, she works 
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hard to look good every day of the week. She takes great care when she acts 
on scores of issues, not just the few issues that would make good campaign 
issues a year hence. 

Standards of News Quality 

Extensive coverage of a representative’s positions and actions increases the 
chances for accountable government. But how much is enough? Is there 
some minimum level of coverage that is necessary to allow citizens to moni­
tor a representative’s actions? Can one establish standards for deciding 
whether newspapers have created an informational environment sufficiently 
rich to keep representatives on their toes? 

John Zaller offers two standards for evaluating the quality of news cover­
age. According to the Full News Standard, newspapers “should provide citi­
zens with the basic information necessary to form and update opinions on 
all of the major issues of the day, including the performance of top public 
officials” (Zaller 2003, 110). In contrast, the Burglar Alarm Standard sug­
gests that newspapers should focus on just a few issues that others have 
identified as particularly important.11 Those who might sound the alarm to 
attract journalists’ attention to particular issues include interest group 
leaders, party officials, the president, and electoral challengers—essentially 
those I have labeled professional watchdogs. For the case of local news­
papers and local representatives, Zaller argues that newspapers should focus 
on how representatives have voted on bills that were top presidential priori­
ties, on representatives’ ethical transgressions, and on any reelection races 
that appear to be close. 

Zaller’s distinction between the Full News Standard, which he believes 
has dominated media studies, and the Burglar Alarm Standard, which he 
argues is a more appropriate standard, is important and useful. Indeed, I use 
this distinction throughout the book. But I disagree with Zaller on one 
point. I believe it is important for local newspapers to meet both the Full 
News and the Burglar Alarm Standards. Zaller recognizes the need for the 
elite news media at the national level—the New York Times, National Pub­
lic Radio, the Newshour with Jim Lehrer—to meet the Full News Standard, 
so that politically attentive citizens can form and update their opinions on 
the important issues of the day and monitor what public officials are doing. 
He argues that the Burglar Alarm Standard is the more appropriate bench­
mark for thousands of other media outlets because most citizens are not 

11 Zaller’s distinction between the Full News Standard and the Burglar Alarm Standard rests 
on Michael Schudson’s distinction between the Informed Citizen and the Monitorial Citizen. 
The former is a citizen who gathers extensive information in order to vote rationally; the latter 
is one who “engages in environmental surveillance more than information-gathering” (Schud­
son 1998, 311). 
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sufficiently interested in politics and public affairs to want exhaustive cover­
age. The basic notion is that opinion leaders use the elite media outlets to 
keep informed, and once they notice something disturbing, they sound the 
alarm through mass media outlets. In local markets, however, newspapers 
are simultaneously elite and mass media outlets. Local newspapers are the 
only media outlets capable of informing local opinion leaders about what 
representatives are doing. Local newspapers are also well positioned to 
broadcast alarms to ordinary citizens when professional watchdogs or local 
opinion leaders sound the alarm about disagreeable things that representa­
tives have been doing. 

When local newspapers do not meet the Burglar Alarm Standard, they 
seriously impede citizens’ ability to hold representatives accountable for 
their actions. Although well-funded interest groups and well-funded chal­
lengers can still communicate directly with citizens about representatives’ 
shortcomings, the resources required for direct communications are so sub­
stantial that only the most serious shortcomings are likely to be publicized. 
When local newspapers meet the Burglar Alarm Standard, they increase the 
prospects for accountable government. By providing challengers, interest 
group leaders, and other professional watchdogs with opportunities to sound 
alarms about representatives’ transgressions, without them having to pur­
chase direct coverage, these papers increase the number and variety of trans­
gressions that can be publicized. When local newspapers meet both the 
Burglar Alarm and Full News Standards, they further increase the prospects 
for accountable government because they inform and empower local opin­
ion leaders. Representatives are likely to be especially vigilant when they 
know that a wide range of local opinion leaders, and not just Washington-
based interest groups, are monitoring their behavior. 

Research Questions 

The literature on how the mass media cover politics is large and growing. 
Most of the literature focuses on how the press covers wars, presidents, elec­
tion campaigns, and policy issues. Scholars have largely ignored press cover­
age of Congress and its members. Only ten studies have examined how 
local newspapers and television stations covered individual members of the 
House or Senate. These ten studies are best described as pilot studies, rather 
than systematic studies, because the authors typically chose nonrandom 
samples of media outlets and studied those outlets for only a few weeks, 
typically during the campaign period. Most studies focused more on the 
volume of coverage than on its content.12 

12 Manheim (1974) examined how 26 papers covered campaigns in 5 congressional districts 



17 L E G I S L A T O R S ,  J O U R N A L I S T S ,  A N D  C I T I Z E N S  

This book differs from previous studies by exploring four sets of questions 
about the volume, content, causes, and consequences of newspaper cover­
age. First, it seeks to establish how frequently local media outlets cover 
members of Congress. Do media outlets regularly report information about 
representatives’ actions in office, and do they display their coverage in 
prominent ways? Or is coverage of representatives infrequent, spotty, or 
buried in the back pages of newspapers? It is important to determine some­
thing about the volume and prominence of political information because 
both factors affect whether citizens are likely to notice and digest the 
information. 

Second, it examines the content of press coverage of individual legisla­
tors. Do the media report the kinds of information that citizens would need 
to hold representatives accountable for their actions in office, or do they 
focus on more peripheral matters that entertain, amuse, or enrage citizens 
without conveying much information about legislators’ actual performance? 
Do they feature bill introductions, roll-call votes, leadership activities, and 
constituency service? Are the media evenhanded in their stories, or do they 
offer more extensive or more positive coverage to incumbents than to chal­
lengers, or to Democrats than to Republicans? 

Third, it seeks to explain why news outlets differ in their coverage of 
Congress and its members. Why do some media outlets provide exemplary 
coverage of local representatives while others largely ignore representatives’ 
activities? Do large, well-financed urban newspapers provide better coverage 
of representatives, or do these papers avoid extensive coverage of local repre­
sentatives because their primary circulation areas include so many congres­
sional districts? Does press coverage depend on what representatives do in 

during three months prior to the 1970 election. Hess (1981) studied how 22 newspapers from 
around the country covered events in Washington during a typical week in early 1978. Tid­
march and Karp (1983) explored how 8 metropolitan newspapers covered 45 House races 
during the month preceding the 1978 election. Clarke and Evans (1983) investigated how one 
major newspaper in each of 86 congressional districts covered a local House race during the six 
weeks prior to the 1978 elections. Goldenberg and Traugott (1984) examined 33 newspapers 
during three weeks preceding the 1978 elections, searching for all items relating to 43 House 
races. Tidmarch and Pitney (1985) studied 10 metropolitan newspapers during four weeks in 
the summer of 1978. Vermeer (1987) examined how 33 small-town newspapers in three rural 
states covered 11 House races during nine weeks prior to the 1984 election. Westlye (1991) 
examined coverage in one to four newspapers per state during the three months prior to elec­
tion day for a dozen Senate campaigns occurring between 1968 and 1982. Hess (1991) exam­
ined about 60 hours of local newscasts collected from 57 television stations during late 1987 
and early 1988. Vinson (2003) examined newspaper and television coverage of Congress and its 
members in 8 metropolitan areas during six weeks in 1993 and 1994. In addition to these ten 
works, there are several studies of media coverage in a single district or state during a House or 
Senate campaign (Orman 1985; Hale 1987; Goldenberg and Traugott 1987) and one study of 
media coverage and its effects in a single district outside the campaign period (Larson 1992). 
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Congress? Do local media outlets cover more extensively legislators who are 
important participants in congressional policy making—the workhorses—or 
do representatives attract local press attention by constituency-oriented ac­
tivities? Does it matter whether media outlets have Washington corre­
spondents? 

Finally, it attempts to discover whether differential coverage of local rep­
resentatives affects citizens’ political knowledge. Are citizens who live in 
areas where media outlets carefully cover representatives more likely to re­
call or recognize their representatives than citizens who live in areas where 
media attention is sparse? Does media attention affect the chances that citi­
zens will know something about representatives’ records? When the media 
report extensive information about roll-call votes, are citizens more likely to 
know where their representative stands on the issues? 

Data Sets 

Unlike previous studies, which largely focused on the campaign period, this 
project explores how local newspapers covered representatives during an 
entire congressional session, from the first day of 1993 to election day 1994. 
The longer period is essential for studying political accountability. In order 
to determine what kinds of information newspapers make available to citi­
zens, one needs to collect newspaper articles from a reasonable number of 
papers, for a reasonable number of representatives, and over a sufficiently 
long time period. Focusing on how a few newspapers cover a few represen­
tatives over a few weeks does not allow one to discover how coverage pat­
terns vary over the cycle of governing, campaigning, and elections, or to 
generalize with any degree of certainty to the universe of all newspapers and 
all representatives. Attempting to balance these competing needs, I have 
selected three samples of newspaper coverage, each sample designed to re­
veal a different aspect of press coverage. 

The first data set is a sample of 25 local newspapers and 25 representa­
tives. It contains every news story, editorial, opinion column, letter, and list 
that mentioned the local representative between January 1, 1993, and No­
vember 8, 1994. My sampling strategy involved first selecting as representa­
tive a set of newspapers as possible, and then selecting randomly one House 
member from each newspaper’s primary circulation area. 

Selecting the newspaper sample was the greater challenge. At the time 
the sample was drawn, there were 1,567 daily newspapers in the country 
with combined circulations of 57 million copies.13 Eighty-eight of these 

13 These figures exclude three papers that did not publish local editions (USA Today, Chris­
tian Science Monitor, Wall Street Journal). Circulation data are from Editor & Publisher 1993. 
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newspapers had publicly available electronic archives for all of 1993 and 
1994.14 The problem was to draw a sample of these 88 newspapers that was a 
reasonable approximation of the universe of all daily papers. The good news 
was that the 88 papers included 38 percent of the total daily circulation in 
the country, despite the fact that they represented only 6 percent of all daily 
papers. This followed from the fact that a majority of citizens read a news­
paper with a daily circulation of more than 100,000 copies,15 and large 
newspapers were overrepresented among the 88 papers. The bad news was 
that smaller newspapers were underrepresented in the electronic archives, 
and smaller newspapers tend to serve small cities and rural areas. 

In order to draw a sample of newspapers that is representative of what the 
average citizen reads, I rank-ordered the 1,567 papers according to circula­
tion, and then grouped the papers into approximate sextiles so that each 
group represented about one-sixth of the total daily circulation in the coun­
try. I then highlighted the 88 archived papers within the various sextiles.16 

Given that the two lowest sextiles contained only seven of the 88 papers, I 
combined these two sextiles into a single group. I then randomly selected 
five papers from each of the five groups. The sample of 25 newspapers 
includes large national papers like the Los Angeles Times and the Boston 
Globe, midsized papers like the Hartford Courant and the Tulsa World, and 
small-city papers like the Rock Hill Herald (South Carolina) and the Lewis­
ton Morning Tribune (Idaho). From each newspaper’s primary circulation 

14 The 88 newspapers were available through the DataTimes division of the Dow Jones News 
Service and the Nexis service of Reed Elsevier’s Lexis-Nexis. Today these sources offer several 
hundred daily newspapers. Although I do not know for sure why these two services chose to 
include these 88 papers, it seems likely that they sought to include papers that were geograph­
ically diverse and that covered business news reasonably well, since both criteria would in­
crease the marketability of the archival services. The first criterion is a plus for my study; the 
second is not, since it could yield newspapers that were better than average in their attention to 
politics and public affairs. 

15 This fact is not widely appreciated by those who study local newspapers. One author 
suggests that “the median newspaper reader is reading a relatively small local paper” (Martin 
1996, as quoted in Vermeer 2002, 8). Although the median daily newspaper is relatively small 
(fewer than 20,000 circulation), the median newspaper reader reads a paper of greater than 
100,000 circulation. The data to support this claim are in the next footnote. 

16 The 88 newspapers are distributed among the sextiles as follows: (a) 8 of 11 papers of 
greater than 500,000 circulation are included, representing 77 percent of the circulation in the 
highest sextile; (b) 24 of 30 papers of between 250,001 and 500,000 are included, representing 
81 percent of the circulation in the fifth sextile; (c) 33 of 73 papers of between 100,001 and 
250,000 are included, representing 51 percent of the circulation in this sextile; (d) 16 of 130 
papers of between 50,001 and 100,000 are included, representing 15 percent of the circulation 
in this sextile; (e) 6 of 236 papers of between 25,001 and 50,000 are included, representing 3 
percent of the circulation in this sextile; and (f ) 1 of 1,087 papers of fewer than 25,000 is 
included, representing less than 1 percent of the circulation in the lowest sextile. 
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area I randomly selected one representative for study.17 Table 1.1 lists the 
newspapers and representatives in the first data set. 

The 25 newspapers are a diverse lot. Although very small newspapers are 
necessarily absent, the inclusion of a few small papers should allow one to 
determine if small newspapers cover House members differently than large 
newspapers. The sample also contains various types of papers and not just 
the most celebrated newspapers in the country. It includes tabloids, such as 
the Chicago Sun-Times and Newsday, rather than their highbrow competi­
tors, the Chicago Tribune and the New York Times; it includes the upstart 
Washington Times rather than the Washington Post. The sample is also geo­
graphically diverse, with newspapers from eighteen states and the nation’s 
capital. The newspapers sell nearly 7 million copies daily—about 12 per­
cent of the nation’s total daily circulation. The sample is not as diverse as 
one would have obtained if one selected a stratified random sample from 
the complete list of 1,567 newspapers. Taking that route, however, would 
have required searching most newspapers manually, which would have ne­
cessitated a much smaller sample and a much shorter time frame. 

The 25 House members are reasonably representative of the whole 
House.18 The match in party and seniority was especially good. Fourteen 
representatives in the sample were Democrats (56 percent), just shy of their 
actual percentage in the House (60 percent). The median representative in 
the sample was elected in 1986, as was the median member of the House. 
Two representatives in the sample, James Bilbray and Larry LaRocco, ran 
for reelection and lost, exactly matching the percentage for the whole 
House. Retiring members were underrepresented (only Romano Mazzoli), 
women were underrepresented (only Barbara Kennelly), and black mem­

17 Matching newspaper circulation with congressional districts is more art than science be­
cause newspapers do not disclose circulation data by district. The matching was done with two 
maps, one identifying the locations of a state’s newspapers, the other identifying the locations 
of a state’s congressional districts (Editor & Publisher 1993; Congressional Quarterly 1993a). I 
first defined, in a fairly mechanical way, the primary circulation area for each of the 88 papers 
and then matched those areas with all of the congressional districts that overlapped the defined 
circulation areas. For each newspaper, I identified from one to fifteen districts as being within 
the primary circulation area by using four decision rules: (a) include each district that includes 
any part of a newspaper’s home city; (b) include each district that includes a significant portion 
of a city’s suburbs; (c) avoid matching a suburban district with a city’s newspaper if the subur­
ban area has its own newspaper included among the 88 papers; and (d) avoid crossing state 
lines unless a metropolitan area is heavily concentrated in a neighboring state. These four rules 
identified 213 districts as within the primary circulation areas of the 88 newspapers; ninety-one 
districts were within the primary circulation areas of the 25 selected papers. (The number of 
congressional districts listed in table 1.1 totals 92 because it counts twice Arizona’s second 
district, located within the primary circulation areas of both the Phoenix and Tucson papers.) 

18 For political and demographic data about House members and their districts, see Ornstein, 
Mann, and Malbin 1996 and Congressional Quarterly 1993a. 
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TABLE 1.1 
Newspapers and Representatives Selected for Study 

Districts Selected Year 
Newspaper Circulation in Area District Representative Party Elected 

Los Angeles Times 1,146,631 15 CA 24 Anthony Beilenson D 76 
Newsday (Long Island) 758,358 5 NY 3 Peter King R 92 
San Francisco Chronicle 556,765 8 CA 9 Ronald Dellums D 70 
Chicago Sun-Times 528,324 11 IL 3 William Lipinski D 82 
Boston Globe 508,867 4 MA 9 Joe Moakley D 72 

Houston Chronicle 419,759 6 TX 7 Bill Archer R 70 
Cleveland Plain Dealer 410,237 4 OH 11 Louis Stokes D 68 
San Diego Union-Tribune 373,453 5 CA 50 Bob Filner D 92 
Buffalo News 305,482 2 NY 30 Jack Quinn R 92 
Orlando Sentinel Tribune 285,172 3 FL 8 Bill McCollum R 80 

Seattle Times 239,476 3 WA 7 Jim McDermott D 88 
Louisville Courier-Journal 236,103 2 KY 3 Romano Mazzoli D 70 
Hartford Courant 229,284 1 CT 1 Barbara Kennelly D 82 
Las Vegas Review-Journal 131,769 1 NV 1 James Bilbray D 86 
Tulsa World 127,476 2 OK 1 James Inhofe R 86 

Baton Rouge Advocate 99,444 2 LA 6 Richard Baker R 86 
Washington Times 92,000 5 MD 4 Albert Wynn D 92 
Phoenix Gazette 83,431 4 AZ 4 Jon Kyl R 86 
Norfolk Ledger-Star 57,603 2 VA 2 Owen Pickett D 86 
Bloomington Pantagraph 51,868 1 IL 15 Thomas Ewing R 91 

Tucson Citizen 48,566 2 AZ 5 Jim Kolbe R 84 
York Daily Record 40,525 1 PA 19 Bill Goodling R 74 
Rock Hill Herald 30,495 1 SC 5 John Spratt D 82 
Idaho Falls Post Register 29,799 1 ID 2 Michael Crapo R 92 

Lewiston Morning Tribune 23,105 1 ID 1 Larry LaRocco D 90 

Total 6,813,992 92 

Sources: Circulation data are from Editor & Publisher 1993. Party and year elected are from Congressional 
Quarterly 1993b. 

Note: The newspapers are grouped into the six circulation sextiles discussed in the text. 

bers were overrepresented (Ronald Dellums, Louis Stokes, and Albert 
Wynn). Two of the 25 richest districts in the country made the list (CA24 
and NY3); none of the 25 poorest districts did. Although none of these 
differences are out of line for a sample this small, they are worth noting. 

After choosing a sample of newspapers and representatives, I used com­
puterized routines for searching the text of the 16,950 daily newspapers (25 
newspapers times 678 days). This search identified and retrieved 8,003 news 
stories, editorials, opinion columns, letters, and lists that mentioned the 25 
local representatives. Three research assistants read the material, coded the 



22 C H A P T E R  1  

articles for their objective content, and summarized the tone and valence of 
each article. They used 68 variables to code a variety of information, rang­
ing from the size, location, and prominence of each article, to whether an 
article mentioned a representative’s policy positions, roll-call votes, or lead­
ership activities. They also tracked the appearance of 214 policy issues in 
order to see how journalists portrayed representatives’ connections to highly 
visible issues, such as NAFTA, the budget, crime, and gun control, as well 
as to less visible issues that Congress handles every year.19 

One limitation of the first data set is that one cannot determine what 
accounts for large differences in coverage. Why, for example, did some 
newspapers cover their representatives more heavily than other papers cov­
ered theirs? Did these differences in coverage reflect differences in the news­
worthiness of representatives or in the editorial practices of newspapers? The 
question is unanswerable with a data set in which there is a one-to-one 
correspondence between each newspaper and each representative. The sec­
ond and third data sets are designed to overcome this limitation. 

The second data set parallels the first. I simply paired six newspapers 
from the first data set with six newspapers that are published in the same 
cities. The paired newspapers are from Boston, Chicago, San Francisco, 
Seattle, Tucson, and Washington.20 The aim is to determine how pairs of 
competing newspapers covered the same legislators. My assistants coded the 
news stories, editorials, columns, letters, and lists in the additional papers 
according to the same procedures used for the first data set. The second 
data set contains 2,175 articles—1,053 from the original six papers and 
1,122 from the six comparison papers. 

The third data set includes information about the volume and timing of 
coverage for a much larger sample of newspapers and representatives. This 
data set shows how 67 local newspapers covered 187 representatives during 

19 In order to guard against the coders becoming too familiar with each newspaper’s cover­
age, and in order to replicate the haphazard way in which most people read newspapers, a 
coder was assigned a batch of about twenty articles from one newspaper before moving on to 
the next paper. I arranged the coding assignments so that 4.5 percent of articles were coded 
twice. Comparing the coding decisions for all double-coded articles revealed a high degree of 
intercoder reliability. The coders disagreed on 6.4 percent of all decisions. The disagreement 
rate for the median variable was 3.9 percent. As one might expect, disagreement was minimal 
for variables that summarized simple facts. Disagreement was greater on matters that required 
judgment and for which there were several acceptable codes. The high degree of intercoder 
reliability was achieved by having my assistants spend a week with me practice-coding about 
200 articles. Actual coding did not begin until we discussed all differences in the practice-
coding of specific articles and agreed how to code tough cases. 

20 The six newspapers—Arizona Daily Star, Boston Herald, Chicago Tribune, San Francisco 
Examiner, Seattle Post-Intelligencer, Washington Post—were chosen randomly from the eight 
cities that had second newspapers. The two papers not chosen were the Arizona Republic 
(Phoenix) and the Los Angeles Daily News. 
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1993 and 1994, with a total of 242 representative/newspaper dyads. The 
61,084 citations—headline, date, section, page, and byline, but not full 
text—allow one to analyze how the amount and timing of coverage depend 
on the newsworthiness of individual representatives, the competitiveness of 
elections, and the resources and constraints of individual newspapers. The 
third data set is not a random sample of all newspapers; it is closer to the 
universe of all newspapers that were available for electronic searches in 
1993 and 1994.21 But imbedded in this data set are the 25 randomly se­
lected newspapers from the first data set. By analyzing separately how these 
25 newspapers covered the 91 legislators within their primary circulation 
areas (22,175 citations), I can determine if the larger but less representative 
sample differs significantly from the smaller but more representative sample. 

The fourth data set is designed to determine whether the volume of news­
paper coverage affected what citizens knew about their representatives. This 
data set was constructed by linking information about how extensively the 
67 newspapers in the third data set covered particular representatives with 
information about citizens’ knowledge of their local representatives, as re­
corded in the autumn 1994 survey conducted by the National Election 
Studies. The unit of analysis is the individual citizen. Added to the usual 
attitudinal data about each citizen is information about how a local news­
paper covered that citizen’s representative during 1993 and 1994. The origi­
nal 1994 NES data set had 1,795 respondents. I have information about 
local newspaper coverage for 675 of these respondents. Although the fourth 
data set is not ideal, it is the best that can be assembled, given the original 
NES survey. The survey contained information about how many times a 
week a citizen claimed to read a newspaper but not the name of the news­
paper that a citizen read. So, I have been forced to assume that the local 
newspaper for which I have data is the same newspaper that a citizen actu­
ally read. The result, of course, is noisy data.22 

Technology 

The main innovation in this study is the use of computerized text searching 
to locate each mention of a representative’s name in a local newspaper 
between January 1993 and November 1994. Although computerized text 
searching has been used for studies of the national news media (Fan 1988; 
Fan and Norem 1992), it has not been used to study how local newspapers 

21 I selected newspapers according to the number of representatives in their primary circula­
tion areas (starting with papers with the most representatives) and continued downloading 
articles until resources ran out. 

22 The four data sets are available on my website at www.princeton.edu/�arnold. They will 
eventually be placed in a national data archive. 
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cover members of Congress. As with any new technology, there are advan­
tages and disadvantages. 

The principal advantages of computerized text searching are efficiency 
and accuracy. It would be extraordinarily expensive to acquire and read 
paper copies of the 45,426 daily newspapers searched for this study (67 
papers times 678 days). It was much less expensive to search through the 
electronic archives of the same newspapers. Computerized text searching is 
also more accurate. Computers are very good at finding every mention of a 
name in millions of lines of text. Human coders are remarkably poor at this 
mind-numbing task. One of the earliest studies of how newspapers covered 
members of Congress employed a commercial clipping service (Clarke and 
Evans 1983). A subsequent audit revealed that the clipping service missed 
about two-thirds of the articles (Goldenberg and Traugott 1984, 133). 

An additional advantage of using electronic archives is that the archives 
contain articles from all regional editions and neighborhood sections that a 
newspaper happens to publish. The Los Angeles Times, for example, pub­
lishes six regional editions, as well as special sections for various neighbor­
hoods. Libraries acquire paper or microfilm copies of only one edition. 
Searching a library’s copies of the Times would not be a problem if one 
were studying a subject that appears in all daily editions—for example, sto­
ries about the president or governor. It turns out to be a very serious prob­
lem, however, when one is studying how newspapers cover representatives 
because the editors of the Times intentionally place much of the coverage of 
individual representatives in the various regional editions and neighborhood 
sections. The editors target constituents with news about their own represen­
tatives without distracting them with news about every other representative 
in Southern California. In order to study how large metropolitan news­
papers like the Times cover members of Congress, one needs either to ac­
quire all the regional editions and neighborhood sections of these news­
papers—something that no library does—or to use the electronic archives 
that contain material from all editions and sections. 

Computerized text searching allows one to analyze very large samples. 
This is a direct consequence of the technology’s twin advantages of effi­
ciency and accuracy. Previous studies limited themselves to a few weeks of 
coverage. This book includes 97 weeks. Previous studies examined an aver­
age of 908 articles. This book examines 61,084 citations and 9,125 full-text 
articles. The first data set alone is roughly equivalent to the combined sam­
ple sizes of the ten previous studies.23 Large samples allow one to find sub­

23 Ten previous studies examined a total of 9,079 articles about individual members of Con­
gress culled from 260 newspapers and 65 television stations (28 articles per media outlet). My 
first data set contains 8,003 articles, with an average of 320 articles per newspaper. 
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tler patterns in newspaper coverage and to generalize with greater confi­
dence to other newspapers and representatives. 

Electronic archives have several disadvantages. Some newspapers do not 
own the electronic rights to everything they publish. As a consequence, 
information about representatives that appeared in syndicated columns or 
wire services’ reports may not be included in the electronic archives for 
particular newspapers (Snider and Janda 1998). In addition, some news­
papers choose not to include other types of materials to which they do 
control the rights—for example, letters to the editor and information in 
tables.24 Although Nexis and Dow Jones list the types of information ex­
cluded for each newspaper, there is no way to estimate the amount of cover­
age that is actually excluded. My sense is that excluded information is not a 
serious problem for a study of how local newspapers cover members of 
Congress, whereas it would be a very serious problem for a study of how 
local newspapers cover international affairs, since most papers rely heavily 
on wire services for foreign coverage. 

Another problem with computerized text searching is that it is difficult to 
construct searches that retrieve only articles mentioning the representative. 
A search that is excessively narrow misses actual coverage of a representa­
tive; a search that is too broad finds articles about people who share a repre­
sentative’s name. My solution was to conduct broad searches and then use 
human coders to discard articles that referred to someone other than the 
representative.25 

Another problem is that electronic archives contain duplicate copies of 
some articles. Twenty-three of the 25 newspapers archived at least some 
duplicate articles about local representatives. The problem was most com­
mon for newspapers that published timed or regional editions. For example, 
the San Diego Union-Tribune, which publishes as an all-day newspaper with 
up to nine editions over a twenty-four-hour period, archived the most dupli­
cate articles (26 percent).26 Others newspapers placed nearly identical mate­

24 All electronic archives exclude advertisements, photos, charts, editorial cartoons, and other 
nontextual material, although some archives include captions for photos, charts, and cartoons. 

25 The problem was most serious for representatives with common names. In the first data 
set, the representatives with the most wrong citations were Peter King (19%), Bill Archer (5%), 
Richard Baker (3%), John Spratt (3%), and Jack Quinn (2%). Although human coders were 
used to review all articles for the first two data sets, the correction mechanism for the third data 
set was slightly different. For each representative/newspaper dyad, I first read a sample of the 
actual articles in search of wrong citations, and then based an adjustment of total citations for 
each dyad on the errors discovered in the sample. The representatives with the most wrong 
citations were Bill Young (52%), Dan Miller (48%), Bill Baker (45%), George Miller (44%), 
and Robert Scott (43%). 

26 The newspapers in the first data set with the most severe rates of duplicates were the San 
Diego Union-Tribune (26%), Louisville Courier-Journal (22%), Los Angeles Times (15%), 
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rials in different regional editions, especially when a congressional district 
was split between two or more newspaper regions. My solution was to use 
computerized text searching to find all possible articles and then use hu­
man coders to discard duplicates.27 Table 1.2 shows summary information 
for the four data sets, including details about sampling and error correction.28 

The advantages of computerized text searching far outweigh the disadvan­
tages. Two of the disadvantages can be overcome by using human coders to 
discard duplicate articles and articles that refer to someone other than the 
representative. The other disadvantage—the exclusion of syndicated col­
umns and wire services’ reports—is probably not a serious problem when 
studying how local newspapers cover members of Congress. In any event, 
this one disadvantage is a small price to pay for obtaining very large samples 
and for correctly observing the coverage patterns in newspapers that publish 
regional editions and neighborhood sections. 

Description and Analysis 

Description is a necessary part of this research enterprise. We know so little 
about how local newspapers cover members of Congress that one cannot 
assess the adequacy of newspaper coverage or analyze the causes and conse­
quences of that coverage without first describing the nature of coverage. No 
doubt each reader of this book begins with some sense of how local news­
papers cover members of Congress, perhaps derived from reading a single 
local paper, perhaps derived from reading papers in several localities where 
the reader has lived over the years. My first task is to replace whatever 
impressionistic sense the reader may have about how local papers cover 
members of Congress with firm evidence from a sample of newspapers. 

The descriptive task is complicated by the enormous disparities in news­
paper coverage. Some newspapers cover representatives extensively, painting 
rich portraits of where they stand on the issues of the day and what they are 

Houston Chronicle (12%), Rock Hill Herald (7%), Newsday (6%), Phoenix Gazette (5%), and 
Seattle Times (5%). 

27 Again, the correction mechanism for the third data set was slightly different. Human 
coders searched the citation lists for similarly titled articles published on the same day or 
adjacent days. 

28 Another source of error is that it is difficult to discover when two sister papers are operating 
as one. Hans Noel, who worked at the Virginian-Pilot during the period under investigation, 
informs me that the Norfolk Ledger-Star, one of the papers in the first data set, was essentially 
the Virginian-Pilot with a different front page. Although this type of problem does not affect the 
content analysis, it does affect the analysis of the volume of coverage in chapter 2, since the 
real resources behind two papers operating together should be the combined daily circulations 
of the papers, not the circulation of the one selected for study. No doubt other gremlins appear 
in the third data set. 
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TABLE 1.2 
Comparison of Four Data Sets 

Second 
First Set Set Third Set Fourth Set 

Unit of analysis article article dyada citizen 
Number of cases 8,003 2,175 242 675 

Newspapers 25 12 67 36 
Representatives 25 6 187 100 
Articles 8,003 2,175 61,084 25,868 
Variables 68 68 23 NES � 23b 

Sample of news­
papers stratified random random nonrandom nonrandom 

Sample of repre­
sentatives random random complete complete 

Error correction exhaustive exhaustive sampling sampling 
Articles coded for 

content yes yes no no 

Sources: All information about newspaper coverage (1/1/93 to 11/8/94) was obtained in 1995 
from the DataTimes division of the Dow Jones News Service and the Nexis service of Reed 
Elsevier’s Lexis-Nexis. The fourth set is a merger of the third set and the 1994 National Elec­
tion Study. 

a Representative/newspaper dyad (one newspaper covering one representative). 
b All variables from the 1994 National Election Study combined with the volume of cover­

age during each of 23 months. 

doing in Washington. Other newspapers provide meager coverage—meager 
in both quantity and quality. Throughout this book I convey the nature of 
these disparities, both with tables that show how each newspaper covered 
various aspects of the representative’s behavior and with occasional summa­
ries of typical, exemplary, or superficial articles. Description of newspaper 
coverage appears in chapters 2 through 7. 

In addition to describing coverage patterns, I assess the quality of news­
paper coverage, and particularly whether the information that journalists 
publish helps citizens hold representatives accountable for their actions. I 
offer three vantage points for this assessment. Previous work on political 
accountability shows the importance of particular types of information 
about legislators’ behavior (Mayhew 1974; Arnold 1990, 1993). The current 
book is partly an attempt to see how much of this information journalists 
actually provide. A second gauge is provided by Zaller’s distinction between 
the Full News Standard and the Burglar Alarm Standard. Do newspapers 
provide coverage that allows individuals and groups to monitor what repre­
sentatives are doing in office? Do newspapers provide opportunities for 
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opinion leaders to communicate with citizens when they discover represen­
tatives doing disagreeable things? A third yardstick is provided by journalists 
themselves. Since journalists often reject outsiders’ recommendations about 
how they should cover the news—what could scholars know about the real­
ities of attracting readers and satisfying advertisers and stockholders?—I treat 
as a baseline for assessment the actual coverage in the best newspapers in 
the sample. The best practices of these newspapers—some small, some me­
dium, some large—offer a standard that is more palatable to journalists. 
Preliminary assessments appear in each of the descriptive chapters (chapters 
2 through 7). Assessment takes center stage in chapter 9. 

In addition to describing and assessing newspaper coverage, I seek to 
identify the causal forces that produce particular coverage patterns. For ex­
ample, chapter 2 first describes the volume of coverage in each newspaper, 
and then proceeds to test various hypotheses that seek to explain these varia­
tions. Other chapters attempt to explain variations in how newspapers cover 
electoral campaigns, bill introductions, and other topics. I also seek to deter­
mine whether variations in newspaper coverage have consequences for what 
citizens know about representatives. This is the central subject of chapter 8. 
In short, the book is a combination of description, assessment, and the test­
ing of various hypotheses about the causes and consequences of newspaper 
coverage. 




