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Areas of Agreement 

•Many on the left and right believe that the media is biased

•The problem is that they usually believe that the media is 
biased against them

•They do agree that affects many people’s perceptions about 
what is happening, who is supposed to get either the credit or 
the blame, and thus the outcomes of elections.

•Many reporters themselves believe that the media is biased 
(Pew Research Center Poll, March 10 - April 20, 2004).  This 
survey indicates that reporters believe that the media is biased
against Democrats.



•The customers also believe that the media is biased

•Hamilton (2004, p.73) -- “Of those survey respondents who 
identified themselves as ‘very liberal,’ only 25.3% perceive a 
‘great deal’ of political bias in news coverage. In contrast, 
among those who say they are ‘very conservative,’ 44.5% report 
there is a great deal of bias.”

•Appears that liberal consumers of the news perceive that there 
is less media bias than conservatives.  Alternative explanation 
possible.

•Two questions: objectivity of reporting as well as question of 
what is covered.  Smith (1988)

•Beginning of an empirical economics literature (Groseclose and 
Milyo, 2003; Lott, 1990, 1999, 2003; Hamilton, 2004; and Doms 
and Morin, 2004).



Why Interesting?

•An Associated Press/Ipsos-Public Affairs survey during June 7-9, 2004 found that 57 
percent of respondents thought that more jobs had been lost than gained over the 
preceding 6 months.  

•Yet, the economy had been doing quite well.

•Newspaper coverage of the economy is one area where journalists believe that they 
do a particularly good job.  

•Two-thirds of journalists believe that “major daily newspapers” do an “excellent” or 
“good” job covering economic policy issues, at least twenty percentage points higher 
than their confidence in public broadcasting and weekly newsmagazines and 11 times 
higher than the 6 percent rating given broadcast network TV news (Croteau, 1998)



Problem and how we plan to solve it
•Issue with anecdotal stories -- subjective, different possible 
interpretations

•Need to create objective measure of underlying news.

•Need to create an objective measure of news.

•Benefits of looking at newspaper headlines that cover economic 
news.

•Nexis data base of 389 newspapers.  Loose newspapers as you go 
back farther in time.

•Primary period covered from January 1991 to May 2004.

•For the Associated Press, Chicago Tribune, New York Times, Los 
Angeles Times, and Washington Post, we are able to study 
headlines from January 1985 to May 2004.



Existing Research
•Survey Data on who reporters vote for

•Pew Research Center Polls in 1995 and 2004 found % 
conservative rose from 4 to 7 percent, % liberal rose from 22 to
34 percent

•Anecdotal studies

•Five Broadly Defined Statistical  Studies

•Smith (1988), studies amount of time spent by television news 
on the economy from 1982 to 1987

•Groseclose and Milyo (2003) create an Americans for 
Democratic Action score for the 1993 to 1997 period for eight 
organizations: Fox News; ABC, CBS, and NBC evening news 
reports; USA Today; LA Times; NY Times; and the Drudge 
Report



•Hamilton (2004) uses ideology of viewers/readers to measure 
ideological ratings of media, may provide a relative ranking of 
media, but does not match perceived bias with relative ranking of 
media outlets.

•Groeling and Kernell (1998) examine Presidential approval 
polls from 1990 to 1995 and find that “weak” evidence that 
networks are both more likely to take and report polls when 
Presidential approval ratings are declining.  Concern that there is 
only one presidential election in sample that exhibits declining
presidential approval ratings as the election approached.

•Puglisi (dissertation in progress, 2004) looks at whether the 
New York Times is more likely to carry articles on issues where 
the Democrats are strong.  Over the period from 1946 to 1994, 
he claims that this is true during Democratic Presidencies and 
election years.



Data
•Four categories of economic numbers: GDP, Durable Goods, 
Retail Sales, and Unemployment

•Announcement dates: day of and day after release of economic 
numbers.

•Nexis search, period analyzed limited by the how far back 
Nexis keeps track of newspaper articles.  Of the 389 newspapers 
we start off with in our sample, only 4 and the AP go back as far 
as January 1985.

•Headlines

•Easier to objectively classify, though they could be different 
than the stories under them

•Create strong image in reader’s mind, color story itself

•Other stories outside our sample could create different 
impressions



Some examples for GDP Growth for 
January 31, 2004 when GDP reportedly 

increased in the Fourth Quarter by 4 
percent

• Positive
“Economy Remained Strong in 4th Quarter, US Reports,” New York 

Times

“Growth slower but still strong; GDP rise suggests economy still on 
track.” The Record (Bergen County, NJ)

Negative
“GDP Growth Disappoints; Job worries linger,” Chicago Tribune

“Economy Puts on the Brakes,” New York Daily News

“4% GDP growth fails to impress,” Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Economy’s Growth Rate Cools Off to 4%,” Los Angeles Times



• Mixed
“NYC’s Economy Soars, But Nation’s Growth is Dipping,” New York Post

“Mixed Economic News,” Washington Times

“Output rises at slower pace; U.S. Economy expands, but numbers fall short of 
Wall Street’s prediction; Bush ‘optimistic’ on outlook; Many economists 
unfazed by quarter’s lower rate,” Baltimore Sun

• Similarly for Unemployment on April 3rd, 2004 you have headlines ranging 
from the New York Daily News’ “Jobs, Jobs Everywhere” to the Miami 
Herald’s “Unemployment Rises.



•Only GDP growth and unemployment have headlines that are 

statistically significantly different across administrations.

•In the case of unemployment, 44 percent of the headlines under 

the Clinton administration were positive while that same number 

was only 23 percent under Bush II.  By comparison, the average 

unemployment rates were fairly similar, 5.2 percent under 

Clinton’s eight years and 5.5 percent under Bush during the 

sample.  There is also a great deal of overlap (3.9 to 7.1 percent 

under Clinton to 4.2 to 6.4 percent under Bush II).

•Obviously much more than the level of unemployment or GDP 

matter.  The trends are also important.



Summary of Regression Results
• Estimated Average Effect (Single and Double Lags for the Endogenous Variable)

– For all the newspapers, Republicans receive between 9.6 and 14.7 percentage points 
less positive coverage than Democrats (statistically significant at least at the 1 percent 
level for a two-tailed t-test). Equivalent of 20 to 30 percent less positive coverage. 

– The gap for the top 10 papers covers a wider span, ranging from 9.2 to 18.5 percentage 
points less positive for Republicans and three of the four estimates are statistically 
significant at least at the 6 percent level for a two-tailed t-test.  This implies that the 
Republican administration obtained between 60 and 80 percent of the positive coverage 
given to Clinton.

– More durable goods, GDP growth, retail sales and jobs and less unemployment all 
produce more positive news coverage.

– Similar results from removing the values for lagged headlines, including a dummy 
variable for recession, including a dummy for coverage after September 11th, 
replacing the one month lag in the percent of news stories that are positive with the 
same variable over the preceding six months, using squared terms for all the economic 
variables and the changes in those variables, including the recession dummy and the 
squared terms together, weighting the Tobit estimates by the number of news stories,
using weighted least squares with clustering by President and robust standard errors, or 
negative binomial estimates with robust standard errors.



Partisan Gap by Type of Economic Number
•Durable Goods
–all the newspapers gave Republicans about 18 to 23 percentage points less positive 
news coverage.

–Both Bush I and Bush II got less positive coverage by similar magnitudes than 
Clinton.  

•GDP
–among all newspapers Republicans got 16 to 21 percentage points less positive 
coverage.  

–Top 10 papers: Republicans got about 23 to 24 percentage points less positive 
coverage.

–Bush I and Bush II got less positive coverage than Clinton.  

•Retail Sales
–No differences between Republicans and Democrats

•Unemployment Rate
–Republicans obtained 7 and 21 percentage points less positive news coverage, just 
Unemployment

–With number of jobs, Republicans only less for top 10 papers.



Examining Individual Top 10 Newspapers 
and AP

•1991 to 2004 Data

–With no lags of the positive headlines variable, the Associated Press, Los Angeles 
Times, Washington Post, and Chicago Tribune had significantly more negative 
headlines during Republican administrations 

–With one lag of the positive headlines variable, the New York Times was also 
significantly significant 

–Houston Chronicle is the only newspaper that implied any bias towards Republicans, 
but it wasn’t significant

–As an example, take the headlines after 3Q 2003 when the initial reports indicated a 
7.2 annual increase in GDP

•Washington Post was mixed: “Output Rises at Highest Rate Since 1984, but Jobs 
Still Decline.”

•Chicago Tribune: “GDP aside, jobless rate is number that matters.”

•USA Today: “7.2% GDP growth fastest in 19 years Economists credit tax relief, 
shoppers”

•Houston Chronicle: “U.S. economy shows biggest rise in years; Officials hope 
improvement spurs new jobs”



Comparing Partisan Gap in Different Newspapers 
Using 1991 to 2004 Data
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•1985 to 2004, AP, New York Times, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, LA Times

–Statistically significant partisan gap in favor of Democrats for AP, New York Times, 
Washington Post, and Chicago Tribune

–The Los Angeles Times was the only newspaper that gave the Clinton administration 
significantly fewer positive news headlines than the Reagan administration, interesting 
contrast with the Houston Chronicle.

•AP stories used by papers in our sample

–Is the AP biased relative to the papers that use the AP stories?

•Headlines are just as frequently positive for the newspaper headlines for AP stories as 
they were in the original wire service version.  The percent positive during each 
administration is also very similar.

•Two possibilities: AP reflects the views of the newspapers that subscribe to it or to save 
effort the newspapers simply rely on the AP headlines. 

•Other theories

–Weak support for the notion that the media is slightly less negative towards Republicans 
when they control both the Presidency and the Congress

–Presidential Approval rate appears unrelated to size of partisan gap.



Comparing Partisan Gap in Different Newspapers 
Using 1985 to 2004 Data
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Does Media Bias Affect Perceptions
•The presumption in all the debates over media bias is that it matters, but there is no evidence 
that is the case.

•A lot of economists would argue that if there is a bias among newspapers, the presumption 
should be that readers would take that into account when they read the articles and their 
shouldn’t be any effect on their views.  They would argue that it is the actual economic news 
and not the reporting of it that should matter most in shaping views.

•Since 1991, the Gallup Poll News Service has regularly asked whether economic conditions 
are getting better or worse.

–Past headlines, whether it is over the last three or six months, significantly increase the 

probability that people think things are getting better

– a fifteen percentage point partisan gap produces a 3 to 4 percentage point change in people’s 

perception on the economy

–Newspaper headlines much more important than underlying economics

–Helps answer whether newspaper headlines are balanced by the content of the news article or 

by other media.



Does Bad News Generate More News 
Coverage?

•Smith (1988) and Groeling and Kernell (1998) claim bad news gets more 

coverage

•Two measures: number of articles and whether it is on the front page

–Whether one includes the lagged number of stories or a time trend, for Durable 

Goods, GDP, and Retail Sales, more good news is consistently related to more 

news stories, though the effect is usually not significant at the .10 percent level 

for a two-tailed t-test.  However, they are frequently significant at the one-tailed t-

test level.

–Whether good news stories are on the front page is more mixed.  It is true for 

Durable Goods, GDP, and Retail Sales, but not for Unemployment.



Raw Numbers







Alternative Specifications

Modifications to 
Specification 1 in Table 2

Modifications to Specification 
5 in Table 2

Removing the values for 
lagged headlines

-.153
(4.3)

-.201
(3.2).

Including a dummy variable 
for recession

-.135
(3.57)

-.177
(2.59)

Including a dummy for 
coverage after September 
11th

-.178
(3.8)

-.136
(1.65)

Replacing the one month lag 
in the percent of news stories 
that are positive with the same 
variable over the preceding 
six months

-.14
(3.4)

-.16
(1.75)

using squared terms for all the 
economic variables and the 
changes in those variables

-.197
(4.4)

-.22
(2.86)

including the recession 
dummy and the squared terms 
together

-.15
(3.3)

-.19
(2.32)

Weighting the Tobit estimates 
by the number of news stories

-.11
(3.8)

-.18
(2.72)

Using weighted least squares 
with clustering by President 
and robust standard errors

-.09
(7.36)

-.09
(8.08)

Negative binomial estimates 
with robust standard errors 

-.307
(4.21)

-.175
(1.98)

Negative binomial estimates 
with robust standard errors 
and clustering by President 

-.307
(19.40)

-.175
(0.78)




































