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In an exact sense the present crisis in Western democracy is a crisis in journalism.

—Walter Lippmann,
Liberty and the News, 1920
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INTRODUCTION



The Corruption of Information


Incompetence and aimlessness, corruption and disloyalty, panic and ultimate disaster, must come to any people which is denied access to the facts. No one can manage anything on pap. Neither can a people.1

—Walter Lippmann



As the possibility of invading Iraq was being debated in Washington, pollsters were busy asking Americans for their opinions. A slim majority expressed support for an invasion if President George W. Bush thought it necessary.2 But Americans’ willingness to go to war depended on what they believed was true of Iraq. Contrary to fact, most Americans thought Iraq was aligned with al-Qaeda, the terrorist group that had attacked the United States on September 11, 2001. Some Americans even believed Iraqi pilots had flown the planes that slammed into the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon.3

Citizens with mistaken beliefs were twice as likely as other Americans to favor an invasion of Iraq.4 They might also have had other reasons for wanting to rid the world of Saddam Hussein. He had repeatedly thwarted UN inspections of his weapons systems and had killed tens of thousands of his own people. Nevertheless, the notion that Hussein was aligned with al-Qaeda was pure fiction.

Fox News viewers were the most misinformed. Two-thirds of them perceived a “clear link” between Saddam Hussein and al-Qaeda, a research finding that journalists at rival news outlets found amusing.5 A more sober look at the evidence would have tempered their response. Fox viewers were not the only ones with a false sense of reality. Roughly half of ABC, CBS, CNN, and NBC viewers wrongly thought that Iraq and al-Qaeda were collaborators, as did two in five newspaper readers.6

Warped understandings are hardly new. When fluoride was added to the nation’s water supply a half century ago, some Americans claimed it was a communist plot to poison the nation’s youth.7 In a seminal 1964 Harper’s Magazine article, the historian Richard Hofstadter described such thinking as “the paranoid style.” “No other word,” Hofstadter wrote, “adequately evokes the sense of heated exaggeration, suspiciousness, and conspiratorial fantasy that I have in mind.”8

The crazed anticommunists of postwar America have their counterparts today. Can anything except the “paranoid style” explain the conspiracy theorists who claim Barack Obama funneled money to extremist Muslim groups in an effort to sabotage American interests9 or who say George W. Bush knew in advance of the September 11 terrorist plot and chose not to stop it?10 Yet paranoia cannot explain today’s astonishing misinformation level. As Hofstadter defined it, the “paranoid style” describes the thinking of the delusional few, whereas it is easy today to find issues on which tens of millions of Americans have far-fetched ideas. At one point in the 2009–2010 health care reform debate, for instance, half of the American public falsely believed the legislation included “death panels”—government-appointed committees with the power to deny medical treatment to old folks.11

It is a short step from misinformation to mischief, as we have seen repeatedly in recent policy debates. It is nearly impossible to have sensible public deliberation when large numbers of people are out of touch with reality.12 Without agreement on the facts, arguments have no foundation from which to build.13 Recent debates on everything from foreign policy to the federal budget have fractured or sputtered because of a factual deficit.14

What’s going on here? Why are Americans mired in misinformation? Several factors are at work, but changes in communication top the list. Americans have been ill-served by the intermediaries—the journalists, politicians, talk show hosts, pundits, and bloggers—that claim to be their trusted guides.
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Journalists are our chief sense-makers. Journalists are other things, too, but we need them mostly to help us understand the world of public affairs beyond our direct experience. That’s not to say that journalists bear the full burden of keeping us informed. If they are to be charged with that responsibility, they will fail. They cannot make up for glaring defects in the work of others, including our educators and political leaders.15 Yet, as journalist Walter Lippmann noted, democracy falters “if there is no steady supply of trustworthy and relevant news.”16

Journalists are failing to deliver it. A 2006 Carnegie Corporation report concluded that “the quality of journalism is losing ground in the drive for profit, diminished objectivity, and the spread of the ‘entertainment virus.’ ”17 The public certainly recognizes the problem. In a 2012 Gallup poll, a mere 8 percent of respondents said they had a “great deal” of confidence in the news media’s ability to report “the news fully, accurately, and fairly.” More than seven times that number—60 percent in all—said they had little or no confidence in the press.18 That’s a dramatic comedown from a few decades ago, when a majority of Americans trusted what the press was telling them.19

Some journalists dismiss criticisms of their work, saying that the public is “shooting the messenger”—blaming the press for what’s being reported, whereas it ought to be aiming its fire at others.20 There’s some truth to their claim. Yet most journalists are keenly aware that they are contributing to the problem. A Pew Research Center survey found that journalists thought reporting had become “shallower,” “increasingly sloppy,” and “too timid.”21 A subsequent Pew survey found that 68 percent of reporters believed that “bottom-line pressure is hurting journalism,” up from 41 percent a decade earlier. Six in ten of those surveyed said that journalism is headed “in the wrong direction.”22

Nevertheless, journalists are the best hope for something better. Talk show hosts, bloggers, political activists, politicians, and commentators cannot be trusted to protect the facts. Many in their ranks are conscientious and public minded, but others willfully twist the facts for partisan or personal gain. They have concocted most of the half-truths and lies foisted on the American public.

Some observers say journalists are less relevant today, given the increase in information sources and the greater ease with which people can share information.23 As I see it, citizens need journalists more than ever, precisely because there is so much information available, of such varying quality and relevance. The contribution of the reporter cannot be compared with that of the scholar or the policy analyst, much less that of the talk show host or blogger. Each has a place in our public life, but none of the others are equipped to do what journalists do. Journalists are in the daily business of making the unseen visible, of connecting us to the world beyond our direct experience. Public life is increasingly complex, and we need an ongoing source of timely and relevant information on the issues of the day. That’s why we need journalists.

Yet, the claim that journalists are the public’s indispensible source of information dissolves when reporters peddle hype and misinformation, which, as the first two chapters in this book will show, has too often been the case in recent years. There are plenty of conscientious journalists, but their efforts are diminished by what other reporters are doing. The costs of poor reporting are higher than many journalists might think, not only to our democracy but to their livelihoods. If the public concludes that the messages of journalists are no more valuable than those of other sources, the demand for news will go down.24 The shift is already under way. Surveys over the past decade show a steady rise in the number of Americans who prefer to get their information from partisan bloggers, talk show hosts, and pundits.25 In its 2013 “State of the News Media” report, the Project for Excellence in Journalism noted that nearly a third of American adults had stopped using a news source because they believed its reporting had declined in quality.26
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Journalists have had crises of confidence in the past, most pointedly in the “yellow journalism” era of the early 1900s, when vanity, advertisers’ clout, and market competition led to what one critic called “a shrieking, gaudy, sensation-loving, devil-may-care kind of journalism which lured the reader by any possible means.”27 The challenge of that earlier era was answered by separating the advertising and news departments and by devising a form of reporting—objective journalism—that sought to strip the news of unfounded opinion.28

What might be the answer this time? What might increase the trustworthiness of the news? Some observers believe that digital-era breakthroughs—citizen journalists, fact checkers, crowdsourcing, and the like—are the keys to a more reliable form of news. These developments can help, but they have major limits of their own.29 A more promising possibility is what I will call “knowledge-based journalism.” Today’s journalists use reporting tools that were developed more than a century ago and were better suited to the demands of that age than to those of today, where manufactured consent, clever fabrications, and pumped-up claims are everyday assaults on the public’s sense of reality.

In the chapters that follow, I identify the extent to which the public’s information has been corrupted by its providers and how knowledge-based journalism can act as a corrective. I also provide tantalizing evidence that suggests knowledge-based journalism could solidify the audience for news. To be sure, knowledge-based journalism would not be a cure-all. Information corruption is deeply rooted in contemporary America. Too much money, power, and celebrity rest on it for it to be wished away. Nevertheless, knowledge-based journalism would provide the steady supply of trustworthy and relevant news that Americans now lack, but sorely need.


ONE



The Information Problem


All that the sharpest critics of democracy have alleged is true, if there is no steady supply of trustworthy and relevant news.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

“The citizen performs the perilous business of government under the worst possible conditions.”2 Journalist Walter Lippmann wrote these words in 1922, a time when deafening factories, oversized families, and the grind of household chores sapped people’s time and attention. A quiet moment with the evening paper was as close as most people came to a civic education. “For the newspaper in all literalness is the bible of democracy, the book out of which a people determines its conduct,” Lippmann wrote. “It is the only serious book that most people read. It is the only book they read every day.”3

Life today is much easier. Yet the same instrument—the media—that in Lippmann’s time was a citizen’s refuge has become a fool’s paradise. Never before has the public had access to such a vast amount of public affairs information. Yet never before has so much of the information been untrustworthy or pointless. New York University’s Neil Postman worried that in the media age we risk “amusing ourselves to death.”4 We now also risk deluding ourselves to no good end. On one issue after the next, many Americans’ beliefs are so wildly at odds with reality that they could not possibly think sensibly about it. Numerous indicators reveal that the earth is warming from human activity and that the temperature rise is accelerating. Yet much of the public either flatly denies global warming or thinks that human activity is not a contributing factor.5

Ever since the first scientific opinion polls revealed that most Americans are at best marginally informed about politics, analysts have asked whether citizens are equipped to play the role democracy assigns them.6 However, there is something worse than an inadequately informed public, and that’s a misinformed public.7 It’s one thing when citizens don’t know something, and realize it, which has always been a problem.8 It’s another thing when citizens don’t know something, but think they know it, which is the new problem. It’s the difference between ignorance and irrationality.9 Whatever else one might conclude about self-government, it’s at risk when citizens don’t know what they’re talking about.10

Our misinformation owes partly to psychological factors, including our tendency to see the world in ways that suit our desires. Such factors, however, can explain only the misinformation that has always been with us. The sharp rise in misinformation in recent years has a different source: our media. “They are making us dumb,” says one observer.11 It’s worse than that. They are also making us wary. When fact bends to fiction, the predictable result is political distrust and polarization.12

2.

The sources of Americans’ misinformation are many, one of which got its start when the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) rescinded the Fairness Doctrine in 1987. The Fairness Doctrine had discouraged the airing of partisan talk shows by requiring stations that did so to offer a balanced lineup of liberal and conservative programs. Once the requirement was eliminated, hundreds of stations launched talk shows of their choosing, the most successful of which had a conservative slant.13 Within a few years, the highest-rated program, The Rush Limbaugh Show, had a weekly audience of twenty million listeners.14 Limbaugh’s success helped convince Rupert Murdoch to start a conservative alternative to the traditional TV networks in 1996.1 Talk show host Bill O’reilly was among Fox News’ first hires. By 2001, O’reilly had the highest-rated political talk show on cable, and Fox’s total audience had surpassed that of its competitors, prompting CNN and MSNBC to hire talk show hosts of their own.

Radio and television talk shows now have a combined weekly audience in excess of fifty million Americans.15 Although some talk shows provide a forum for thoughtful discussion, most only pretend to offer it.16 Many talk show hosts traffic in what Nicholas Lemann, former dean of Columbia University’s journalism school, calls “the corruption of information.”17 When Glenn Beck in an unguarded moment called himself a “rodeo clown,” he put his finger on half the formula—showmanship—for a successful political talk show. Double-talk is the other half.18 Said Beck of the Occupy Wall Street protesters: “Capitalists, if you think that you can play footsie with these people, you’re wrong. They will come for you and drag you into the streets and kill you.”19

The disinformation that spews from talk shows can be seen in the following examples, one from the right and one from the left. On July 16, 2009, Betsy McCaughey, the former lieutenant governor of New York, falsely claimed on The Fred Thompson Show that the health care reform bill under debate in Congress “would make it mandatory—absolutely require—that every five years people in Medicare have a required counseling session that will tell them how to end their life sooner.”20 From there, McCaughey’s allegation snaked from one right-wing show to the next.21 Beck called the legislation “euthanasia.” “Sometimes for the common good,” Beck said, “you just have to say, ‘Hey, Grandpa, you’ve had a good life. Sucks to be you.’ ”22

If right-wing hosts rail endlessly against big government, their left-wing counterparts pretend to know what lurks in the dark corners of the conservative mind. In 2010, MSNBC’s Keith Olbermann said that followers of the “Tea Klux Klan” (his label for the Tea Party) were driven by hatred of the nation’s first black president, citing as proof the color of their skin. Olbermann asked: “Why are you surrounded by the largest crowd you will ever again see in your life that consists of nothing but people who look exactly like you?” About as close as Olbermann came to acknowledging the movement’s deeper roots was a moment of mock humility: “I know if I could only listen to Lincoln about the better angels of our nature, I’d know that what we’re seeing at the Tea Parties is, at its base, people who are afraid—terribly, painfully, cripplingly, blindingly afraid.”23

Talk shows appeal to the like-minded.24 Conservatives flock to right-wing hosts while liberals head for those on the left. Among Limbaugh and Beck listeners, self-identified conservatives outnumber self-identified liberals by more than fifteen to one.25 The liberal talk show audience is not quite as one-sided, but conservatives account for only a fraction of it.26

As Harvard’s Cass Sunstein has shown, exposure to one-sided arguments can lead people to adopt extreme political views.27 It can also give them a warped sense of what the opposing side believes. The University of Pennsylvania’s Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Joseph Cappella found, for example, that Limbaugh’s listeners have a fairly accurate understanding of Republican positions but a distorted view of Democratic stands—the result of Limbaugh’s habit of twisting Democratic positions and his listeners’ eagerness to believe the worst about the Democrats.28

Political blogs have a similar effect, despite what their proponents say. In their 2005 book, Blog!, David Kline and Dan Burstein claimed that blogging is “the new paradigm of human communication”—a robust combination of information and discussion.29 Blogs do bring information and discussion together, but usually in a narrow-minded way.30 Most of them have intensely partisan followers who belittle or drive off those with opposing views.31 Rare is the political blog in which people of differing opinions regularly convene, much less meet to sort out the facts.32 And when blog users are directed to other blogs, they find additional people who think as they do. Nearly 90 percent of the links are to sites that promote the same ideology.33

Unlike during the broadcast era, when most Americans had a shared media reality, the Internet era is increasingly a time of separate realities—“cyber-ghettos,” in the words of British scholar Peter Dahlgren.34 “We’re increasingly able to choose our information sources based on their tendency to back up whatever we already believe,” says Washington Post columnist Ezra Klein. “We don’t even have to hear the arguments from the other side, much less give them serious consideration.”35

When people with strong but erroneous beliefs are given corrective facts, they find all sorts of reasons for rejecting them.36 Leon Festinger, the founder of cognitive dissonance theory, was one of the first to describe the tendency. “A man with conviction is a hard man to change,” wrote Festinger. “Tell him you disagree and he turns away. Show him facts and figures and he questions your sources. Appeal to logic and he fails to see your point.… [When] presented with evidence—unequivocal and undeniable evidence—that his belief is wrong, he will emerge not only unshaken but even more convinced of the truth of his beliefs than ever before.”37

Festinger’s claim is backed by scores of studies. In a 2005 experiment, for example, subjects were asked on a five-point scale ranging from “strongly agree” to “strongly disagree” whether it was likely that Iraq had had an active weapons program when the United States invaded in 2003.38 Later in the experiment, the subjects were given a mock Associated Press (AP) story that included a recent statement by President George W. Bush on his Iraq policy: “There was a risk, a real risk, that Saddam Hussein would pass weapons or materials or information to terrorist networks, and in the world after September the 11th, that was a risk we could not afford to take.” The mock story subsequently referred to the postinvasion investigation by U.S. intelligence agencies that found Iraq had destroyed all its WMDs well in advance of the American invasion. Later in the experiment, the subjects were again asked whether they thought Iraq had an active weapons program at the time of the invasion. On the retest, the opinions of every group of subjects except one shifted in the direction of the intelligence agencies’ finding. Conservatives were the exception. They had become even more convinced that Iraq had had an active weapons program when the United States invaded. In the words of the researchers, conservatives had “moved in the ‘wrong’ direction.”39

3.

“Blood on the floor” is how former Los Angeles Times editor John Carroll describes the talk show format.40 He could have said somewhat the same of news reporting. To hear conservatives tell it, all the blood being spilled is theirs. Ever since 1968, when Edith Efron claimed in The News Twisters that the television networks had “clearly tried to defeat Mr. Nixon in his campaign for the Presidency of the United States,”41 the notion that the press has a liberal bias has been an article of faith for conservatives.42

Decades of scholarly research, however, have failed to find what conservatives treat as gospel. Although examples of bias have been documented,2 they are isolated cases rather than part of a systematic pattern. Researchers at the University of Connecticut examined fifty-nine separate bias studies in leading academic journals and found no consistent pattern of partisan bias in newspaper coverage, a slight but insignificant pattern of Democratic bias in television coverage, and a slight but insignificant pattern of Republican bias in magazine coverage.43 In fact, the television-age president with the worst press coverage is a Democrat rather than a Republican. The Center for Media and Public Affairs found that Bill Clinton’s negative coverage exceeded his positive coverage in every quarter of every year of his eight-year presidency—a dubious record that no president before or since has equaled.44

Clinton’s coverage is an extreme example of the news media’s real bias: its preference for the negative. Although the norms of American journalism dissuade reporters from taking sides in partisan debate, there is no rule that says they can’t bash both sides.45 News reporting turned sour during the Vietnam and Watergate era and has remained so ever since. In a 2010 interview on NPR’s On Point, then editor of the New York Times Bill Keller blamed the rise of negativity on Fox News.46 It actually started much earlier and the Times had a hand in it. In the two decades leading up to the founding of Fox News in 1996, negative coverage in the Times increased by a factor of three.47

Every president since Nixon has received reams of bad press.48 Congress has fared no better. Press coverage of the institution has been steadily negative since the mid-1970s, regardless of which party controls Congress or how much or little is accomplished.49 Year after year, nearly every high-level federal agency except the Department of Defense receives more negative than positive coverage.50 “Journalism has slid from skepticism … toward cynicism,” says Time’s Joe Klein. “It’s gotten to the point where the toughest story … to write about a politician is a positive story.”51

Critical journalism has been around for a long time. “There is but one way for a newspaper man to look at a politician, and that is down,” said Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Frank Simonds in 1917.52 However, the muckrakers of the early twentieth century focused on activities worthy of criticism—the taking of bribes, the predatory practices of business trusts, the stuffing of ballots by party machines.53 Modern-day reporters tear down politics and politicians for even the smallest of things.54 Gaffes were nearly the headline of the day during the 2012 presidential campaign, many of which were taken out of context, as when Mitt Romney said, “I’m not concerned about the very poor,” or when Barack Obama said, “The private sector is doing fine.”55 As political scientist Michael Robinson put it, journalists seem to have taken some motherly advice and turned it upside down: “If you don’t have anything bad to say about someone, don’t say anything at all.”56

Journalists dismiss the notion that the news is too negative. “It’s almost our role to be the bearer of bad news,” said a veteran reporter.57 Journalists also point out that Jefferson, Jackson, and Lincoln endured withering attacks and yet governed effectively.58 This argument ignores a key distinction. Nineteenth-century newspapers were partisan outlets that lambasted one side while praising the other. In 1896, the San Francisco Call devoted 1,075 column inches of glowing photographs to the Republican ticket of McKinley-Hobart and only 11 inches to the Democrats, Bryan and Sewall.59 San Francisco Democrats had their own oracle, the Hearst-owned Examiner, which touted Bryan as the savior of working men and blasted McKinley as a tool of moneyed interests. The partisan press of yesteryear was not in the business of tearing down the whole of politics. “With malice toward all” is how scholars Patricia Moy and Michael Pfau characterize today’s journalists.60

Without doubt, a healthy dose of negativity is a good thing.61 There’s a lot of political puffery and manipulation that needs to be exposed, and the press would fail in its public responsibility by not doing so. Yet a constant barrage of criticism clouds people’s thinking, as a 1995 survey by Harvard’s Robert Blendon demonstrated. Respondents were asked whether the trends in inflation, unemployment, crime, and the federal budget deficit had been upward or downward in the past five years. Although there had been substantial improvement in each of these problem areas during the five-year period, two-thirds of the respondents in each case said things had gotten worse. After having heard repeatedly from reporters about government’s failings, Americans had assumed the worst about its performance.62

Journalists in this instance were not trying to deceive the public. When they referred to policy trends, they usually cited them correctly.63 However, the positive trends were buried in the news, which highlighted instead political failings and peccadilloes. According to Congressional Quarterly, which tracks the legislative process, President Clinton in 1993 had the highest congressional support score (88 percent) on legislative initiatives of any president since Lyndon Johnson in 1965.64 Yet, according to a study by the Center for Media and Public Affairs,65 more than 60 percent of news references to Clinton’s policy accomplishments were negative.3

When it comes to economic policy, as scholarly studies have shown, “bad news” routinely trumps “good news.”66 A study found, for example, that the economy is a front-page story when it’s performing poorly and is relegated to the back pages when it’s doing well.67 Small wonder the public regularly underestimates the effectiveness of economic policy.68 A Pew Research Center poll, for example, asked respondents whether the 2008 Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP) had “helped prevent a more serious [economic] crisis” or “did not help.” “Did not help” came out on top, even though TARP is widely credited with preventing an implosion of the financial sector in late 2008 and 2009.69

Americans also misjudged the effect of the $787 billion economic stimulus bill enacted in the early months of the Obama administration, which, according to the nonpartisan Congressional Budget Office (CBO), created and saved somewhere between two million and five million jobs.70 Nevertheless, a CNN poll conducted a year after the bill’s passage revealed that most Americans thought the government had willfully squandered hundreds of billions of dollars on the program. Nearly half of those surveyed claimed the government had wasted nearly all or most of the money while another quarter said it had wasted at least half the money.71

Public skepticism about government performance is also apparent from a 2010 University of Maryland survey that asked Americans about the impact of nearly a dozen public policies. Respondents greatly underestimated the effectiveness of all of them, leading the Maryland researchers to conclude: “False or misleading information is widespread in the general information environment.”72

An irony of the press’s critical tendency is that it abets the right wing. Although conservatives claim the press has a liberal bias, its negative focus reinforces their antigovernment message. For years on end, journalists have told the news audience that political leaders are not to be trusted and that the government is poorly run. The message has been so downbeat for so long that many Americans have taken it to heart.4

4.

As cable spread into American homes in the 1980s and 1990s, the audience for broadcast news and newspapers declined.73 As the losses mounted, a theatrical style of news emerged that was designed to compete with cable entertainment. Critics called it “infotainment” and “news lite.” Within the news business, it was commonly called “soft news” to distinguish it from traditional hard news (breaking events involving public figures, major issues, or significant disruptions to daily routines).74 Former CBS anchor Walter Cronkite called soft news “one of the greatest blots on the recent record of television news.”75 NBC’s Tom Brokaw defended it, saying that the networks would be committing “suicide” if they sat on their hands while their audiences slipped away.76

Whatever the justification, the news today is less substantial than it was during the broadcast era. Harvard University’s Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy conducted an exhaustive study of two decades of news coverage in a variety of news outlets. Included in the study were two national television networks (ABC and NBC), two mass-circulation weekly newsmagazines (Time and Newsweek), three major newspapers (the New York Times, the Washington Post, and USA Today), and twenty-six local daily papers (for example, the Dallas Morning News and the Minneapolis Star Tribune). In every news outlet, soft news stories had increased in frequency over the course of the two decades. On average, celebrity profiles, hard-luck stories, good-luck tales, and other human interest stories had doubled during the period. Stories about dramatic incidents—crimes and disasters—had also doubled.77 What Pulitzer Prize recipient Alex Jones calls “the iron core” of news—the news that aims “to hold government and those with power accountable”—had shrunk proportionally.78

Another study—this one of 154 local TV stations in fifty media markets over a five-year period—found that crimes and accidents received twice the coverage of public affairs. “Hook and hold” was the operative strategy. Local newscasts frequently opened with a sensational crime or accident story—sometimes several in a row without a commercial break—in order to “hook” the viewers. Teasers about soft news stories to be aired later in the newscast were used to “hold” the viewers. Civic affairs stories were jammed together in the middle of the telecast and given short shrift—two in five were thirty seconds or less in length.79

City hall was once a daily beat for local news outlets, but few of them now station a reporter there. Even fewer assign a reporter to the state capital.80 As for congressional elections, they might as well be taking place in Canada. A study of Midwestern TV stations found that, although they ran dozens of candidate ads during their newscasts, they rarely aired stories on local congressional campaigns.81 A study of California’s TV stations found that on average they aired only a single story each on these local races.82

To be sure, soft news has old roots. One of America’s highest-paid journalists in the 1830s was a veteran reporter brought over from London to write sensational stories about New York City’s crime scene. In less than a year, he was the paper’s co-owner.83

Nevertheless, the modern version of soft news is unlike anything that has gone before. The volume and tone are stupefying. In 2007, CNN gave the death of starlet Anna Nicole Smith a level of attention worthy of royalty. During the three weeks from the time of her death to her burial in the Bahamas, CNN devoted a fifth of its news time to the Smith story.84 In 2010, the antics of Lindsay Lohan—a B-list actress by any standard—received a level of news coverage that would be the envy of a cabinet secretary. So would the name recognition she acquired. A poll revealed that Lohan was more widely known than all the cabinet members at the time except Hillary Clinton.85

If wayward and dead celebrities are the salad of soft news, crime is the main dish. Almost nothing can match the media frenzy that ensues when a sensational crime occurs. In 2011, CNN topped its Smith coverage with its reporting of Casey Anthony’s Florida murder trial. In addition to live courtroom shots, CNN and its sister station HLN carried more than five hundred Anthony-based stories.86 CNN even constructed a temporary two-story air-conditioned structure across from the courthouse so that its crews could work in comfort.87

The longest and most consequential of the media’s crime sprees, however, occurred in the early 1990s. The binge was triggered by several high-profile cases, including the arrest of serial killer Joel Rifkin in New York, the trial of the parent-killing Menendez brothers, the kidnap and murder of twelve-year-old Polly Klaas in California, and a crazed gunman’s shooting spree on a Long Island commuter train that killed six people and wounded nineteen. These running stories spawned a larger running story: the breakdown of law and order. Gang fights, drug busts, and other manifestations of a disorderly and dangerous society filled the headlines. Crime news tripled in the 1992–1994 period, overshadowing every other issue, including the economy, the Bosnian crisis, and the health care reform debate.88 Time magazine’s cover story of February 7, 1994, captured the frenzy: “Lock ’Em Up and Throw Away the Key: Outrage over Crime Has America Talking Tough.”

The image of an America awash in murder and mayhem had a dramatic impact on public opinion.89 At no time in the previous decade had even as many as one in ten Americans claimed that crime was the nation’s most important problem. Yet in Gallup’s August 1994 poll, an astonishing four in ten Americans called it the country’s leading issue. Politicians, too, got caught up in the frenzy. Lawmakers rushed to enact harsh new sentencing policies and allocated more funds for prison construction than at any time in the nation’s history. Within a decade, the United States had a larger proportion of its people behind bars than any other country in the world, higher even than Russia and Cuba and five times more per capita than China.90

The crime frenzy, however, was understandable only in terms of its media logic. Contrary to the impression conveyed by the news media, Justice Department statistics show that the crime rate, including the rate of violent crime, was falling—not rising—during the 1992–1994 period.91 In 1994 alone, violent crime dropped by 4 percent from the previous year’s level.92

Collective ignorance on the scale of Americans’ fear of crime in the early 1990s is rare enough to be truly remarkable.93 Yet the haphazard way in which Americans reached their opinions about crime is altogether ordinary. The world is far too complex to be traversed without mental shortcuts—what the linguist George Zipf called the “principle of least effort.”94 In most cases, our shortcuts serve our needs.95 When selecting a bottle of wine, we listen to the store clerk rather than paging through back issues of Wine Spectator. When people are misinformed, however, their mental shortcuts send them to the wrong place.96 Americans who believed that crime was rising sharply had a reason to want more prisons and longer sentences. The problem was not their deductive logic. The problem was their premise. They believed crime in America to be something it was not. “Cognoscenti of their own bamboozlement” is how sociologist Todd Gitlin describes such citizens.97

5.

If sensationalism is the hallmark of soft news, controversy has increasingly defined hard news.98 “Unless something feels like a crisis,” said a veteran broadcaster, “most journalists can’t be bothered with it.”99 Journalists are also increasingly attracted to what the Washington Post’s Walter Pincus calls “the false gods of fame and fortune.”100 Ever since the Watergate scandal propelled reporters Bob Woodward and Carl Bernstein to national prominence, journalists have been on the lookout for what Columbia University’s Michael Schudson calls “the story behind the story.”101

Sometimes the story behind the story is so flimsy that it quickly deflates. After James Holmes murdered more than a dozen people in a Colorado theater at midnight on July 20, 2012, ABC News investigative reporter Brian Ross went on the air to say, “There’s a Jim Holmes of Aurora, Colorado, page on the Colorado Tea Party site as well, talking about him joining the Tea Party last year. Now, we don’t know if this is the same Jim Holmes. But it’s Jim Holmes of Aurora, Colorado.”102 Ross’s would-be scoop collapsed when it was pointed out that his “Jim Holmes” was at least twice as old as the shooter.

Wild speculation is not always so easily debunked. A case in point is the mad cow stampede of 2004.103 When the story broke that bovine spongiform encephalopathy—or “mad cow disease”—had been found in a cow in Washington State, reporters went looking for anything and everything—from the food supply to the blood supply—that might be endangered. When Department of Agriculture officials tried to dampen the speculation, journalists hinted they were conspiring with ranchers to downplay the problem. A sampling of newspaper headlines tells the story: “Mysterious Mad Cow–Like Disease Surfaces in Washington State,” “Mad Cow Disease Raises Questions about Hamburger,” “Mad Cow Raises Fears about Transfusions,” “Threat to Food Supply Rising,” “Mad Deer Disease—An Alarming Hazard for America’s 12 Million Deer Hunters,” “USDA Dithering Prompts Mad Cow Cover-Up Fears.”104

Mad cow is a horrific disease. It eats away at the human brain, as reporters regularly reminded their audience. But what kind of risk does it pose? According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, a total of three Americans have died from the disease during the past decade—one each in 2003, 2004, and 2006.105 Each week, fifteen times as many Americans choke to death on food particles. The chances of dying from plain old food poisoning are about ten thousand times greater than the odds of dying from mad cow disease. Perhaps the alarmist news coverage in 2004 saved a life or two, but its unquestioned effect was to scare the bejesus out of the American consumer. It was estimated that beef and crop producers lost between $3.2 billion and $4.7 billion from the scare.106

In 2001, journalists took Americans on a different kind of hunt, searching for anything that might link Congressman Gary Condit to the disappearance of his intern Chandra Levy, with whom he had had an extramarital affair. Even though the D.C. police repeatedly told reporters, on the record and off, that Condit was not a suspect, the story’s ingredients—power, sex, and mystery—made the chase irresistible.107 What did Condit know that he was not telling? Did Condit have a hand in her disappearance? Over a period of four months, Condit was the target of hundreds of news stories before journalists abruptly ended the hunt. It was not that they stopped because charges against him had been dropped. They had never been filed. It was not that they stopped because Levy had been found. She was still missing.5 Reality had intruded. The Condit frenzy ended at precisely 8:47 a.m. on September 11, 2001—the moment that the first hijacked plane slammed into the North Tower of the World Trade Center.

If journalists had not been preoccupied with the life of a backbench congressman, they might have acquired a better understanding of who was behind the terrorist attacks. Earlier that year, the U.S. Commission on National Security, headed by former senators Warren Rudman and Gary Hart, had issued a report predicting a “catastrophic attack” on American soil by international terrorists. The commission’s evaluation was largely ignored, even by top news organizations.108 CIA director George Tenet also issued a warning, saying at a Senate hearing in February 2001 that Osama bin Laden’s “global network” was the “most immediate and serious” threat facing the country.109 This alert, too, went largely unreported. The New York Times, for example, gave it only a few paragraphs in the middle of a page-eleven story headlined by Russia’s efforts to revive itself as a great power.110 In the year preceding the World Trade Center and Pentagon attacks, the al-Qaeda terrorist network was mentioned by name only once on the evening newscasts of ABC, NBC, and CBS.111

In the early days after 9/11, the press was ill-prepared to help Americans understand the threat confronting them. Some journalists were candid enough to acknowledge the gaps in their analysis. Others plowed ahead, unmindful or uncaring that their assessments might be off the mark, a shortcoming not lost on Frank Rich of the New York Times. “From our flag-decorated TV screens,” he wrote, three weeks after the attacks, “you would hardly know that the Taliban’s internal opposition and would-be fellow freedom fighters, the ragtag Northern Alliance, is anathema to Pakistan, our other frail new ally. Or that Pakistan and its military, with its dozens of nuclear weapons, are riddled with bin Laden sympathizers.”112

6.

The legendary publisher William Randolph Hearst once claimed that an “editor has no objection to facts if they are also novel. But he would prefer a novelty that is not a fact to a fact that is not a novelty.”113 No editor today would dare utter such a thought, but the point behind it—the need to attract an audience—is a constant concern in the news business.114 Journalists’ challenge is to take what’s important and make it interesting, which would seem to mean starting with what’s important and figuring it out from there. But that’s not necessarily how it works. When editors were asked in a research study to rank a series of mock stories and say why they made their choices, they identified conflict, proximity, and timeliness as the major factors, leading communication scholar Doris Graber to note, “Conspicuously absent from their choice criteria was the story’s overall significance.”115

Few attributes in a news story are more highly prized by journalists than novelty.116 During the 2000 presidential campaign, for instance, the revelation that George W. Bush had been arrested a quarter century earlier for drunken driving generated more coverage in the space of three days than did all of Bush’s and Al Gore’s foreign policy statements during the entire general election campaign.117 It was an enticing story, coming as it did in the last week of a close race. Somewhere in the course of telling it, however, reporters placed a decades-old drinking episode ahead of the question of how the next president might conduct foreign policy. “There is,” wrote communication scholar Murray Edelman, “a kind of Gresham’s law of news prominence: dramatic incidents involving individuals in the limelight displace attention from the larger [issues].”118

The demand for novelty contributes to what Newsweek’s Meg Greenfield once called journalists’ “chronic collective amnesia”—their eagerness to dump the old story in favor of the new.119 Front-page stories in early 2006, for example, told of church bombings in the rural South and of Arab unrest over a Danish newspaper’s publication of cartoons depicting the prophet Muhammad in terrorist garb. Suddenly, these issues disappeared from the front pages, though not because they had been resolved. They had been displaced by news out of Texas. Vice President Dick Cheney had just shot a hunting companion in the face.

Very little in the way of effective human communication occurs at high speed.120 “The thing that has not speeded up,” Boston Globe columnist Ellen Goodman explains, “is the capacity to actually think through something.”121 Nearly two decades ago, the Atlantic’s James Fallows said that news had devolved into “an endless stream of emergencies … of artificial intensity,” the effect of which “is to make the week the fundamental unit of political measurement.”122 Since then, the pace has accelerated. “We are hostages to the non-stop, never-ending file-it-now, get-on-the-Web, get-on-the-radio, get-on-TV media environment,” says the New York Times’ Peter Baker.123

In Warp Speed, former journalists Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel argue that the accelerated news cycle threatens the accuracy of reporting. “In the continuous news cycle,” they write, “the press is increasingly oriented toward ferrying allegations rather than first ferreting out the truth.”124 In their haste to beat out competitors, for example, CNN and Fox News misreported the 2012 Supreme Court decision that upheld the health care reform bill enacted two years earlier. “Mandate Struck Down: High Court Finds Measure Unconstitutional” was how CNN headlined its story. “Supreme Court Finds Individual Healthcare Mandate Unconstitutional” was Fox’s headline. Acting on the widespread assumption that the Supreme Court would overturn the legislation, CNN and Fox rushed their stories onto the air only minutes after the Court released to the press its lengthy and complex opinion.

Although CNN’s and Fox’s mishandling of the Court ruling was widely criticized by others in the press, some journalists believe that the public’s interest in getting timely updates outweighs the occasional errors that result. The safeguard, they claim, is that errors will get spotted and then corrected in follow-up stories. “It gets fact checked, in effect, by the readers,” a top editor says.125 Studies indicate, however, that errors often go uncorrected, even when brought to an editor’s attention.126

Reporting errors that enter people’s heads often stay there, even in the face of subsequent corrections.127 Once people accept something as fact, they tend to fend off information that would lead them to think otherwise.128 When Representative Gabrielle Giffords was shot at a political gathering in Tucson in 2011, the hurried initial reports hinted that the gunman was a conservative fanatic who had been prodded into action by right-wing rhetoric. Sarah Palin’s name got folded into the story when reporters discovered that her Web site contained a midterm election map showing the crosshairs of a rifle scope aimed at several Democratic districts, one of which was Giffords’s.129 A CNN poll taken within days of the shooting found that 35 percent of Americans believed Palin was partly or fully to blame for the shooting.130 Her poll numbers, which had been trending upward, fell to their lowest level in two years, and didn’t rebound even after it was reported that the assailant had a grudge against Giffords and had a history of mental problems but no history of right-wing activity.131

7.

Citizens can be faulted for their lack of attention, for their willingness to embrace thin portrayals, for their laziness in trying to resolve the contradictions between what they think and what they hear. In the final analysis, though, they suffer from a media system gone haywire. They are told they are in Kansas but are being led through Oz.

Writing in the 1960s, Pierre Salinger, press secretary to President John F. Kennedy, foresaw the destructive possibilities inherent in modern communication. “Perhaps in the long run,” Salinger surmised, “we will find that the communications revolution has run away from us and that we have neither the ability nor the desire to adjust life and our practices to meet the challenges with which it has presented us.” If this happens, Salinger said, the public “will ride from crisis to crisis, from crest to crest of ‘happenings,’ many of which are completely fabricated.”132

Albert Camus observed that “one should never indulge in useless lamentations over an inescapable state of affairs.”133 Perhaps the corruption of information at the hands of today’s communicators is precisely this type of situation. Perhaps the commercialism, personal ambition, and partisanship driving the factual distortions are too powerful to be blunted. For sure, the rabidly partisan talk show hosts and bloggers are beyond redemption. As British prime minister Stanley Baldwin said of the unscrupulous press barons of his era, they seek “power without responsibility—the prerogative of the harlot through the ages.”134 Nothing in their mode of operation dictates fidelity to the facts.

Nor can politicians be counted upon to guard the facts. Although politicians, unlike talk show hosts and bloggers, are accountable for the power they wield, their accountability is less to the facts than to the voters, some of whom prefer fabricated versions of reality to the real thing.

If there is to be a remedy, journalists are the logical choice. They claim to be “custodians of the facts”135 and say that “accuracy” is the first principle of journalism.136 Yet what they claim and what they do are all too often far apart. A decade ago, psychologist Howard Gardner and two of his Harvard colleagues conducted a comprehensive study of the relationship between professional norms and practices. Journalism emerged as a “massively misaligned” profession in the sense that its performance was out of line with its professed values, both in an absolute sense and in comparison with other professions.137 Many of the journalists interviewed by Gardner and his colleagues said that their profession had drifted away from its public service mission. One of them said: “While the news can be entertaining, that’s not our job, to be entertainers. Our job is to be informers.”138 A 2010 Pew survey of news executives yielded a similar finding. They felt the news was declining in quality and that factually inaccurate reporting was on the rise.139 Their views echoed an earlier statement by the Committee of Concerned Journalists, a group of hundreds of U.S. journalists established in the late 1990s. “Many journalists feel a sense of lost purpose,” wrote the committee. “There is even doubt about the meaning of news, doubt evident when serious journalistic organizations drift toward opinion, infotainment, and sensation.”140

There is no quick fix for the shortcomings of today’s journalism, nor are journalists necessarily thinking about solutions, preoccupied as they are with figuring out how to shore up their industry’s eroding business model. But it will not serve them, or democracy, if they arrive at a business solution without also figuring out how to strengthen their reporting.




1 Cable television news was not subject to the Fairness Doctrine and could have pursued a partisan model from the start. The first of the cable news outlets, CNN, adopted a policy of politically balanced news programming.

2 Partisan bias was found, for example, in news coverage of the 2008 presidential campaign. According to studies by the Center for Media and Public Affairs and the Project for Excellence in Journalism, for instance, the 2008 presidential election coverage was slanted heavily in Barack Obama’s favor in his Democratic nominating race against Hillary Clinton and then again in his general election race against John McCain. When McCain went to Iraq during the campaign, few reporters followed. When Obama went to Europe, dozens went, including the network anchors. It is rare for a seated president to be featured on the cover of Time more than two or three times in a year. Obama appeared on Time’s cover six times during the campaign. In the opening stage of the Obama-Clinton race, Obama’s coverage was three-to-one positive while Clinton’s was three-to-two negative. In the 2012 presidential election, on the other hand, the press was highly critical of both Obama and Mitt Romney.

3 Congress fared even worse in this period. The Democrat-controlled 103rd Congress (1993–1994) enacted a score of new programs but failed on health care reform and was described as “pathetically unproductive” by the New York Times in an October 8, 1994, editorial. According to Center for Media and Public Affairs data, the 103rd Congress’s television coverage was nearly 70 percent negative. TV coverage of the Republican-controlled 104th Congress (1995–1996) was also nearly 70 percent negative, despite its historic first one hundred days, in which nearly all the planks in the GOP’s Contract with America were enacted. In this case, Congress was criticized by the press for doing too much. (News coverage during the first half of the 1990s was not atypical. A Pew Research Center study of the 2012 presidential election, for example, found that negative statements about Obama and Romney outpaced positive ones by more than two to one in newspaper and television outlets. The ratio of negative to positive statements was even higher in journalists’ Twitter feeds and blog postings.)

4 Negative news and perceptions of media bias are linked. Research has shown that negative news is perceived differently by those who oppose and those who support the politician being attacked. Opponents tend to see the criticism as valid whereas supporters tend to see it as unjustified and therefore biased. And unlike the perception of valid criticism, the perception of biased criticism tends to get people “to argue back” at the journalist and, eventually, to convince some of them—typically the strong partisans—that the press is thoroughly biased against their side.

5 Chandra Levy’s remains were found in Washington, D.C.’s Rock Creek Park a year after her disappearance. Seven years later, an illegal immigrant from El Salvador was convicted of her murder. The police had identified him as a prime suspect early in the investigation but lacked sufficient evidence to arrest him at the time.




TWO



The Source Problem


There can be no liberty for a community that lacks the information by which to detect lies.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

If journalists are neither as high-minded as their admirers claim nor as wily as their critics allege, they are less secure than their First Amendment protection would suggest.2 The pillar of their profession—accuracy—is compromised by their dependence on high-ranking sources.

Public officials are journalists’ prime source of news. As Leon Sigal wrote in Reporters and Officials, “Most news is not what has happened, but what someone says has happened.”3 The news, explains Michael Schudson, flows from the top down, “favoring high government officials over lower government officials, government officials over unofficial groups and … groups of any sort over unorganized citizens.”4 For a long period, this arrangement worked to journalists’ advantage.5 Although bullied by Senator Joseph McCarthy in the early 1950s,6 they normally benefited from a close relationship with officials. It gave them credibility with their audience and a predictable source of news.

Nevertheless, the day has long passed when the relationship between reporters and officials was a healthy one. Changes within journalism and politics have placed these two groups on a collision course that has brought out the worst in both. National political reporting has become a two-ring partisan circus with citizens cast in the role of unwitting spectators, treated to a version of news that is as unsavory as it is deceptive.

2.

“The air was thick with lies, and the president was the lead liar,” said Ben Bradlee, editor of the Washington Post.7 It was the time of the Vietnam War and Watergate, and the deceptions of the Johnson and Nixon administrations had convinced reporters that politicians could not be trusted. If politicians were going to lie, journalists would challenge their every word and action.8

Newsweek’s Meg Greenfield said journalists had been thinking that “the worst thing we could do … was [to] falsely accuse someone of wrongdoing.” Now “the worst, the most embarrassing, humiliating thing is not that you accuse someone falsely but that you … fail to accuse someone of something he ought to be accused of.”9 Although some journalists were uneasy about questioning politicians at every turn,10 most saw it as axiomatic.11 The question was how to put it into practice, given that journalistic norms prevented reporters from challenging officials openly.12 “If a [newsmaker] spouts fulsome bullshit all day,” journalist Timothy Crouse said, “the formula [makes] it hard for [us] to say so.”13

Investigative reporting was not a realistic alternative. Time-consuming and expensive, it was not a type of reporting that news organizations were equipped to do on a daily basis. Reporters needed an expedient alternative and by the late 1970s had devised it. When a politician said or did something newsworthy, journalists reached out to an opponent to attack it. The critical element was supplied not by careful investigation of whether a proposal was sound or sincere, but by seeking out an opponent who would rip it apart. “You go shopping” is how Los Angeles Times reporter Jack Nelson described the practice.14 It was as ingenious in its safety as in its simplicity. It allowed the journalist to orchestrate the attack while staying out of the line of fire—politicians would do the dirty work of tearing each other down.

“He said, she said” reporting was abetted by a change in the style of journalism.15 When broadcast networks introduced their thirty-minute picture-based newscasts in 1963, they found the newspaper style of reporting unsuited to television. The print style was descriptive—the journalist’s job was to transport the audience to the scene of an event and tell it what had happened. However, television viewers didn’t have to be told what they could see with their own eyes. Something different was needed, and the networks came up with an interpretive style based on story lines.16 NBC’s Reuven Frank instructed his correspondents: “Every news story should, without any sacrifice of probity or responsibility, display the attributes of fiction, of drama. It should have structure and conflict, problem and denouement, rising action and falling action, a beginning, a middle and an end.”17 Newspaper outlets, realizing that readers had little interest in descriptive accounts of events seen the night before on TV, soon followed suit.18

The new style cast the journalist in the role of expositor, which shifted control of the story from the newsmaker to the journalist. With the older, descriptive style, newsmakers had the upper hand. Their words were the central focus of the story, allowing them to control much of what was reported about them. “It is my job,” veteran reporter Carl Leubsdorf said of the traditional style, “to report [the newsmaker’s] words whether I agree with them or not.”19 With the new form, journalists selected the narrative theme and wove the pieces together, putting their own words at the center of the story.20 In the early 1960s, speaking time on the evening newscasts had been divided almost evenly between journalists and newsmakers. By the 1990s, for every minute that newsmakers spoke on the evening news, the journalists who were covering them spoke for five minutes.21 In newspapers, newsmakers were also being quoted less often and less fully—the average newspaper quote was only a third of its former length.22

With the new style, it was a simple matter for journalists to place political opponents side by side in the same story and to use battlefield metaphors—“took the first shot,” “under fire,” “shot back”—to make it appear as if the antagonists were engaged in actual debate rather than in one staged by the reporter.23 In the words of the University of Virginia’s Larry Sabato, reporters had taken “center stage in the process, creating the news as much as reporting it.”24 It was not long before charges and countercharges filled the airwaves. On the evening news, adversarial sound bites had come to outnumber conciliatory ones by a ratio of six to one.25

By the early 1990s, journalists no longer had to “go shopping” to find their assailants. The bipartisanship of the postwar era had faded, and a new breed of politician, less given to compromise, was emerging. Their kind had once been dismissed as oddballs and hotheads, but their blistering attacks made them good copy.26 A University of Pennsylvania study found that members of Congress from the extreme wings of the parties were being quoted more often in the news while moderate party leaders were being quoted less often.27 A Times Mirror survey found that 85 percent of the journalists covering the 1992 presidential primaries relished the candidacy of firebrand Pat Buchanan. Said one journalist: “He gives good sound bites. He’s very quotable. Whether you’re a print journalist or a broadcast reporter, he’s a joy to cover.”28

Critical journalism was not merely a means of cutting politicians down to size. It was a way for journalists to get ahead.29 Although the reasoned voices in the Washington press corps could still be heard on the talk and interview shows, cable television had created more seats at the table and reserved them for reporters and pundits who savored a fight. In the view of the Washington Post’s David Broder, the press had spun out of control. “Cynicism is epidemic right now,” he wrote. “It saps people’s confidence in politics and public officials, and it erodes both the standing and standards of journalism.”30 The New York Times’ Maureen Dowd saw it differently. The “raffish and rowdy” press, she wrote, had finally found the nerve to place politicians on twenty-four-hour watch.31 “Wooing the press is an exercise roughly akin to picnicking with a tiger,” she later wrote. “You might enjoy the meal, but the tiger always eats last.”32

3.

Reporters are drawn to conflict, as is the news audience. “Everyone loves a fight” is how one scholar put it.33 With “he said, she said” journalism, reporters don’t have to wait for conflict to erupt. Fights can be arranged by soliciting opposing views and playing them against each other.34 Fights can also be orchestrated through the old-fashioned process of selection, as political scientists Tim Groeling and Matthew Baum discovered in their study of newsmakers’ appearances on Meet the Press, Face the Nation, and other Sunday morning interview programs. Although these newsmakers talk mostly about their policy goals and only occasionally attack their opponents, their attacks are what get reported on the Sunday night newscasts and in the Monday morning papers.35

To be sure, newsmakers are the ones doing the attacking. But journalists are the ones who decide which statements will make it into the news. A study of candidates’ stump speeches found that journalists largely ignore the candidates’ policy statements, which account for most of what they say, choosing instead to report the moments when they go on the attack.36 Another study found that more than 80 percent of congressional sound bites in the area of foreign policy are attacks on the president’s initiatives.37 A third study found that the minority party in Congress is largely ignored by the press except when the other party controls the presidency. Then, as a prime source of attacks on the president, the minority party gets as much coverage as the majority party.38

At times, conflict seems nearly to be the point of the coverage. During the 2009–2010 health care reform debate, flash points like the “death panel” controversy so thoroughly dominated the coverage that key provisions of the bill, such as cost containment, escaped the public’s attention.39 High-profile issues are not the only ones to get such treatment. In a study of news coverage of the teaching of evolution in public schools, for example, Chris Mooney and Matthew Nisbet found that reporters “deemphasize the strong scientific case in favor of evolution and instead lend credence to the notion that a growing ‘controversy’ exists over [the validity of] evolutionary science.”40

The greater the level of conflict, the bigger the story. The tendency is not absolute—there are plenty of times when cooperative efforts make news. Nevertheless, such developments typically take a backseat to conflict. Stem cell research, for example, seldom made headlines before 2001, even though breakthroughs in gene and bone marrow therapy were saving thousands of lives and promising to save millions more. Then, in 2001, politicians faced off over the issue of extracting stem cells from human embryos. In that year alone, the New York Times and the Washington Post carried 486 articles on stem cell research—more than they had published on the subject in the previous twenty-five years combined.41

For its part, cable television feasts on controversy. When an issue lacks conflict, cable shows invite guests who will fight over it anyway.42 Sometimes, the host starts the fight. In late 2006, Chris Wallace, the host of Fox News Sunday, invited former president Bill Clinton to be his guest with the assurance that Clinton’s global philanthropy would be a featured part of the interview. Wallace’s fourth question revealed that he had something more provocative in mind. Said Wallace: “Why didn’t you do more to put bin Laden and al-Qaeda out of business when you were president?” Clinton responded sharply, telling Wallace that his interview was a “conservative hit job.” “I want to know,” said Clinton, “how many people in the Bush administration you asked, ‘Why didn’t you do anything about the Cole [the navy ship attacked by terrorists in 2001]? Why did you fire Dick Clarke [the counterterrorism adviser who warned Bush of the likelihood of a pending attack on the scale of 9/11]?’ ”43 Within a month of the Fox interview, CNN’s Wolf Blitzer gave nearly the same treatment to Lynne Cheney, wife of former vice president Dick Cheney. Although the interview was ostensibly about a children’s book she had written, Blitzer grilled her on her husband’s role in authorizing the waterboarding of terrorism suspects.44

Few developments more clearly illustrate the press’s zeal for conflict than the 2004 presidential campaign, when journalists spent weeks wading through distortions of John Kerry’s war record of three decades earlier. The claims of the Swift Boat Veterans for Truth had been aired in locally televised ads and might have died there had reporters not turned them into front-page news. As the controversy grew, allegations about George W. Bush’s National Guard service, which had been heavily aired in the previous election, got folded into the dispute. The controversy petered out only when CBS News overplayed its hand, unwittingly airing a charge based on a forged document. By then, the controversy had received enough news coverage to rank it among the most heavily reported issues of the 2004 campaign—this at a time when Americans were worried about weakness in the economy and the deteriorating war in Iraq.45

4.

As political scientist Lance Bennett notes, “power” rather than truthfulness is the operative standard of “he said, she said” reporting.46 When a member of Congress tells a bald-faced lie and the journalist passes it along to the audience as a “he said, she said” controversy, what except deference to those in “power” explains the reporter’s decision?47 By conveying it, the reporter is complicit in the deception—the claim gets publicized and gains credibility as a result of being in the news.48

The New York Times’ Jill Abramson says, “When you can name sources, you have a much more authoritative first draft of history than you do with one larded with anonymous sources.”49 True enough, if the named sources are playing it straight. In his weekly radio address of August 6, 2006, President Bush said that his tax cuts had “stimulated economic vitality and growth and it has helped increase revenues to the Treasury. The increased revenues and our spending restraint have led to good progress in reducing the federal deficit.” Bush’s claim was duly reported even though experienced reporters must have known it was false.1 Bush’s own Council of Economic Advisers had earlier announced that the tax cuts were not paying their way.50

Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel argue that there is no excuse for reporters to transmit false claims without identifying them as such.51 Yet it happens regularly, sometimes because the reporter doesn’t have the time or knowledge to sort out the truth and sometimes because the reporter wants to avoid the appearance of taking sides.52 Either way, the objective reporting model absolves journalists of their part in the deception.53 As Stanford’s Ted Glasser put it, objective reporting is “biased against the very idea of [journalistic] responsibility.… Objectivity requires only that reporters be accountable for how they report, not what they report.”54

The objective reporting model, writer Gaye Tuchman says, is “a strategic ritual” that protects journalists “from the risks of their trade.”55 It’s far less risky for the journalist to report “Senator Smith said… ” than to pounce on Senator Smith for what was said.56 The Washington Post’s Dana Milbank got frozen out of the White House press corps after writing a front-page article that carried the headline “For Bush, Facts Are Malleable.”57 Although some reporters are willing to jeopardize their access to high-ranking sources by challenging them openly, they are the exception. Says UCLA’s John Zaller: “It would be more accurate to say that journalists are never afraid to say what other people [say] is true.”58

No recent example illustrates the point more clearly than the news coverage of the lead-up to the Iraq War. So much has been written on the subject that little needs to be said here except to note how skillfully the Bush White House steered the message. On the evening newscasts, administration officials were the most heavily quoted sources. The president alone accounted for roughly one in every six quotes. Democratic officeholders accounted for only 4 percent of the total number—and this figure includes those who backed the president’s position. Antiwar protesters accounted for a mere 1 percent of the quoted statements—fewer even than those voiced by retired military officers. The most heavily quoted opponents of a U.S. invasion were Iraqi officials—the source least likely to sway an American audience.59 Newspaper coverage was similarly one-sided. Fourteen months after the invasion—by which time the Iraq War had turned sour—the New York Times publicly apologized for the unsubstantiated claims that had driven much of its prewar coverage.60 The Washington Post’s executive editor, Len Downie, also apologized for his paper’s one-sided coverage, saying it “was a mistake on my part.”61

5.

When attack journalism surfaced in the late 1970s, politicians were caught off guard. Why had the transgressions of the Johnson and Nixon administrations made all of them targets? “I feel like bait rather than a senior member of Congress,” said Democratic congressman Jack Brooks.62 GOP senator Alan Simpson’s response was equally defensive: “You come out of a legislative conference and there’s ten reporters standing around with their ears twitching. They don’t want to know whether anything was resolved for the betterment of the United States. They want to know who got hammered, who tricked whom.… They’re not interested in clarity. They’re interested in confusion and controversy.”63

Faced with an increasingly hostile press, politicians then did what they’ve always done. They adapted. If journalists had changed the rules, they would learn to play by the new rules. They had done so in the 1960s, when pictures began to drive television journalism. If pictures were what the networks wanted, pictures were what the networks would get. Image making—“it’s not what you say, it’s how you say it”—became the operative rule.64 However, the new game—the “he said, she said” game—was not about imagery. It was about words. And with the rise of party polarization, it was closer to word combat than to wordplay. “Warfare among elites, waged… in the name of causes, not compromises” is how Harvard’s Richard Neustadt described the temper of the new brand of politics.65

Most politicians are not themselves experts in communication strategy, but their media advisers are.2 They have taught politicians the importance of staying on message, no matter how simplistic it sounds or how misleading it may be.66 “The cure for propaganda is more propaganda” is how Edward Bernays, the founder of modern public relations, described the tactic.67 Politicians have also been instructed in their choice of words.68 Opposition to taxes on large inheritances, for instance, rises sharply when politicians describe them pejoratively as “death taxes” rather than by their traditional label, “estate taxes.”69 Politicians have also been trained to find and exploit their opponents’ weak spots. “Find the wart; make the wart stand for the whole” is how one analyst put it.70 Politicians have also been taught that every issue is part of the larger competition for power. “The line between campaigning and governing has all but disappeared,” Thomas Mann and Norman Ornstein write.71 Politicians have also been schooled in how to use talk shows, cable, and the Internet to amplify their messages.72 Republican lawmakers, for example, didn’t have to go far to obtain extra fuel for their attacks on the 2010 health care reform bill. Fox News was twenty times more likely than other networks to use the terms “socialism” and “Obamacare” in referring to the bill.73

As politicians were folding these lessons into their communication strategies, a final question remained. Would journalists give voice to the clever labeling and mind-numbing repetition? Or would they expose them as gimmicks? As it turned out, journalists were inclined to do both of these things, which was good enough for the politicians. It meant they could achieve their main goal—getting their message into the flow of news.

Few examples illustrate more clearly the success of such efforts than the Bush administration’s skill at managing how its use of waterboarding was characterized by the press. A study of three leading newspapers—the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Wall Street Journal—found that each of them had described waterboarding as torture during the period preceding the American wars in Afghanistan and Iraq. They had called it torture when applied by the Japanese during World War II, by the Chinese communists during the Korean War, and by the North Vietnamese during the Vietnam War. It was described this way in well over 80 percent of their newspaper stories prior to September 11, 2001. However, when it was discovered in 2005 that the U.S. government had used waterboarding to interrogate Islamic militants, these very same newspapers applied the label devised by the Bush administration: “enhanced interrogation technique.” Fewer than 5 percent of the waterboarding references in these newspapers described the practice as a form of torture.74

Political leaders are not the only ones who’ve figured out how to manipulate the communication process. Early in the race for the 2008 Democratic presidential nomination, a blogger claimed that “researchers connected to Senator [Hillary] Clinton” had discovered that Barack Obama had attended a Muslim madrassa in Indonesia as a boy. The allegation quickly spread to talk shows and then to the news media. The attack on Obama was debunked within a few days, but the rumor that Clinton had orchestrated the dirty trick continued to circulate. More than a week after the story broke, ABC News ran an article on the front page of its Web site titled “Madrassa Madness: Was Hillary Behind Obama Smear?” As it happened, the allegation had been concocted by the conservative blogger who first posted it.75 Commenting on the incident in the Columbia Journalism Review, Paul McLeary said: “It doesn’t take a respected news organization to run a big-time smear campaign—all it takes is for the rest of the media to repeat the story, while neglecting to follow it up with their own reporting.”76

6.

The proportion of saints to sinners among politicians is probably not much different from the proportion in the general population, or among journalists for that matter. What’s different about politicians is their role. They are in the business of having to sell their ideas, which means that they’ll mold the facts to fit their goals. Any leader who stands idly by while others define what’s at stake in an issue is inviting defeat. The power to define an issue at the outset can be half the battle.77 Every leader, as Lippmann noted, “is in some degree a censor” and “is in some degree a propagandist.”78

Some politicians are better than others at crafting persuasive arguments but spin has been a political tactic since ancient Greece. “The political orator,” Aristotle wrote, “aims at establishing the expediency or the harmfulness of a proposed course of action; if he urges its acceptance, he does so on the ground that it will do good; if he urges its rejection, he does so on the ground that it will do harm.”79 In his 2012 book, The Righteous Mind, psychologist Jonathan Haidt illustrates the point by describing the role of a hypothetical White House press secretary: “No matter how bad the policy, the secretary will find some way to praise or defend it. Sometimes you’ll hear an awkward pause as the secretary searches for the right words, but what you’ll never hear is: ‘Hey, that’s a great point! Maybe we should rethink this policy.’ ”80

Journalists criticize politicians for spinning their messages and dodging the tough issues. Citizens also find fault with these tactics. Yet journalists and citizens alike punish politicians who speak candidly or play the game poorly.3 In the 1984 presidential campaign, Democratic nominee Walter Mondale stuck his neck out by saying that he would raise taxes in an effort to bring the spiraling federal deficit under control. “Let’s tell the truth,” said Mondale in his acceptance speech at the Democratic National Convention. “Mr. Reagan will raise taxes, and so will I. He won’t tell you. I just did.” Rather than plaudits, Mondale’s stance garnered him a slew of unfavorable headlines.81 “Reagan Ridicules Mondale ‘Realism’ ”82 and “Presidential Aide Scoffs at Mondale Tax Pledge” were among the “he said, she said” stories in the New York Times.83

If politicians have no choice but to watch what they say, they are not expected to engage in outright deception.84 Yet that’s exactly what many of them have done in recent years, using misleading messaging to mask their intentions.85 The deceptions extend to the manufacture of issues. In Beyond Ideology, political scientist Frances Lee shows that congressional leaders have frequently introduced phony bills that are designed to create the kind of conflict that will catch journalists’ attention and mobilize core constituents.86 “Fight club politics” is how veteran Capitol Hill reporter Juliet Eilperin describes the tactic.87

The fog of war that has descended on America’s politics includes efforts to confound the facts, a development that Jay Rosen calls “verification in reverse”—the taking of known facts and challenging them in order to create confusion and uncertainty.88 In his 2008 book, What Happened, Scott McClellan, a real-life White House press secretary, tells of how he was instructed to mislead the press in the effort to win the public’s support for the Iraq invasion. “He [Bush] and his advisers confused the propaganda campaign with the high level of candor and honesty so fundamentally needed to build and then sustain public support during a time of war,” McClellan wrote. “In this regard, [Bush] was terribly ill-served by his top advisers, especially those involved directly in national security.”89

7.

By airing deceptive claims and pairing them with opposing claims, the journalist leaves open the question of where the truth lies.90 During the 2000 presidential election, a Newsweek writer dumped the question squarely in the audience’s lap: “Who gains [from Bush’s proposed tax cut]? Gore says that 42 percent of the benefits go to the richest one percent. Bush says the figure is only 21 percent. The truth lies in between; just where, no one knows.”91

If the Newsweek reporter expected the public to sort out the figures, it wasn’t going to happen.92 Faced with contrasting claims, people tend to pick the more agreeable one, even when it’s factually less plausible93—a condition that Lance Bennett calls “the democratization of truth.”94 Through a process that psychologists call “motivated reasoning,” people are able to process information in a way that allows them in some situations to believe what they want to believe.95 A study of news coverage of the long-term solvency of Social Security found, for instance, that exaggerated claims by GOP leaders resulted in an increase in the number of Republicans who falsely believed the program would soon “run out of money completely.”96 Similarly, a 2010 national survey found that a significant number of Democrats thought President Obama had cut the number of U.S. troops in Afghanistan, a view consistent with their personal desires but at odds with what Obama had done.97

In an experiment designed to show the power of motivated reasoning, Stanford psychologist Geoffrey Cohen exposed self-identified liberals to two hypothetical news stories, one containing a proposal for a generous new welfare program and the other containing a proposal for a less substantial new welfare program. Half of the subjects read stories that presented the proposals without reference to their sponsors. This group of liberals expressed a clear preference for the generous program—the more liberal alternative. The other half read stories that included an endorsement of the skimpy program by Democratic leaders. Reacting to the endorsement, these liberals expressed a preference for the less substantial program—the more conservative of the two options.98

Americans’ partisan loyalties are not always so determinative of their thinking. In some instances, the facts are simply too obvious to ignore. Opposition to the Iraq War, for example, rose among Republicans and Democrats alike as the human and financial costs soared.99 However, when the facts are less obvious and become the object of “he said, she said” partisan disputes, people often use party loyalty as a guide.100

Global warming is a case in point. During most of the 1990s, a substantial majority of Republicans and Democrats accepted global warming as fact and believed human activity was driving it.101 However, after the Kyoto climate change agreement was negotiated in late 1997, global warming came under attack from the right, and Republicans’ belief in climate change began to waver. They didn’t have to look far to find challenges to the scientific evidence. A study found that conservative politicians, industry-funded think tanks, and other sources that claimed climate change was inconsequential or scientifically unsupported received the same level of news coverage in the mainstream press during the 1998 to 2002 period as did sources whose views were aligned more closely with those of the scientific community.102

Although scientific evidence of climate change continued to accumulate after 2002, so did attacks on the evidence, as a study by Duke University’s Frederick Mayer revealed.103 When the climate change film An Inconvenient Truth burst on the scene, garnering an Oscar and the Nobel Peace Prize for former vice president Al Gore in 2007, conservatives fired back, claiming that global warming was a hoax concocted by environmentalists and government-funded scientists. The claim gained momentum when the hacked e-mails of four climatologists at the University of East Anglia suggested (wrongly as it turned out) they had manipulated data to strengthen the case for climate change. By 2009 on Fox News, the “hoax narrative” was outpacing the global warming narrative by nearly two to one.104 Overall, nearly 60 percent of Fox broadcasts included a message disputing the global warming thesis, whereas less than 20 percent of its broadcasts contained a message supporting the thesis.105

Fox’s liberal foil, MSNBC, countered the hoax narrative with what Mayer calls the “denialist-conspiracy narrative”—the claim that the right-wing media were deliberately distorting the evidence in order to promote corporate interests. At its peak, this type of reporting accounted for half of MSNBC’s global warming coverage.106 For its part, CNN gave the hoax and denialist-conspiracy theories nearly equal time while granting more airtime to “he said, she said” disputes than either Fox or MSNBC. CNN anchor Wolf Blitzer began a segment of The Situation Room by saying, “So is global warming fact or fiction? Let’s go to a debate. John Christy is professor of atmospheric science at the University of Alabama–Huntsville and Gavin Schmidt is a climate scientist at the NASA Goddard Institute for Space Studies.”107

Other news outlets did not ignore these controversies but gave them much less time and space—indeed, the balance of their coverage had tipped in the direction of the scientific consensus.108 In other respects, however, they were still playing the “he said, she said” card. On the basis of a study of climate change economics, journalist Eric Pooley concluded that the news media “failed to recognize the emerging consensus among economists that cap-and-trade would have a marginal effect on economic growth and gave doomsday forecasts coequal status with nonpartisan ones. In other words … the press allowed opponents of climate action to replicate the false debate over climate science in the realm of climate economics.”109

Offered a range of scenarios, Republicans and Democrats embraced different versions of reality. Whereas 86 percent of Democrats in 2007 believed there was “solid evidence” of climate change, only 62 percent of Republicans thought so. By 2008, the number of Republicans with this opinion had slipped to 49 percent. By late 2009, only 35 percent of Republicans agreed that the earth was warming and a mere 18 percent thought it was warming “mostly because of human activity.”110

News exposure once served as protection against faulty beliefs. Citizens who followed the news regularly were more likely than other citizens to hold realistic views.111 It’s still true, but less so. A 2010 University of Maryland survey that examined Americans’ opinions on eleven issues—ranging from health care reform to climate change—found that “for some news sources on some issues, higher levels of exposure increased misinformation.” Newspaper readers were better informed than TV viewers, but that was not saying much. On eight of the eleven issues, 40 percent or more of regular readers misjudged the facts. On six of the eleven issues, regular readers were nearly as misinformed as other citizens, and on one issue—the budgetary impact of the 2010 health care reform law—they were the more misinformed group.112 In explaining the findings, the University of Maryland research team pointed to the inaccurate messages that now flow freely through the media system.113

8.

The objective model of American journalism offers a weak defense against factual distortions. Not only does the commitment to balance invite such distortions, it allows them to pass unchecked. The model’s definition of accuracy is less a question of the truth of what is said than a question of whether someone actually said it,114 a practice that Pooley calls “stenography.”115

It was not always this way. Kovach and Rosenstiel note that objective journalism was originally conceived as a method of inquiry. Journalists were assumed to have a subjective view of the world and therefore were required to make every effort to separate fact from opinion.116 Over time, objectivity took on nearly the opposite meaning. Rather than taking responsibility for ascertaining the facts, journalists aimed for “balance”—giving each side an opportunity to present its version of the facts.117 In the words of author Joan Didion, journalistic balance is “a scrupulous passivity, an agreement to cover the story not as it is occurring but as it is presented.”118

As Bennett notes, the balance model breaks down when newsmakers “begin to play loose with facts.”119 “Balanced” reporting then devolves into what James Fallows calls “false equivalencies”—the side-by-side placement of statements of differing factual integrity.120 Journalist John McQuaid argues that “he said, she said” reporting “is unworkable because the public ‘conversation’ is too splintered, its practitioners too practiced and manipulative.”121

McQuaid thinks the answer to the problem rests in exposing politicians’ fabrications. He says “journalists should be ready to call BS when they see it.”122 Fair enough. The appropriate counter, if a false or misleading claim is flagrant enough, is to call it for what it is. In fact, some observers suggest that “he said, she said” journalism, although still prevalent, is diminishing—that journalists are increasingly inclined to challenge officials’ claims.123

Yet if journalists were to apply a microscope to everything that politicians say, the public will only end up confused about what to believe and whom to trust. Some issues are so fluid or inexact that politicians have no choice but to fight over them.124 A failure to do so would force them to debate the issue on their opponents’ turf. Moreover, some disputes are normative in nature. When Democrats propose extending the scope of stem cell research and furnish their set of facts for why it’s necessary, and Republicans oppose any such extension and furnish their set of facts for why it’s a bad idea, the two sides are clashing over values. If their factual constructions are dishonest, journalists should call them out, but the underlying normative differences, as philosophers tell us, are factually unimpeachable.

It is also the case that political rhetoric is naturally overblown.125 “Politicians are the same all over,” Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev said a half century ago. “They promise to build a bridge where there is no river.”126 Citizens routinely discount such claims, accepting them, as Doris Graber found in her study, “with the proverbial grain of salt.”127 If journalists were to jump on every such exaggeration, they would only muddy the waters, making it harder, not easier, for citizens to understand what’s at stake in political conflict.

The 2012 presidential campaign offered a glimpse at the chaos that results when journalists magnify every factual inaccuracy, large or small. Barely a day passed during the campaign when some reporter somewhere didn’t report an inaccuracy uncovered by FactCheck.org, PolitiFact.com, or some other political fact-checking entity.128 The back-and-forth charges between journalists and candidates filled the air on so many subjects that voters could have been forgiven if they had covered their ears.4 A 2012 election survey found that only 10 percent of respondents approved of the news media’s performance,129 leading one critic to say of election reporters: “You know, the ones who bring us daily, even hourly, tales of hypocrisy, corruption, jealousy, infidelity, gaffes, ambition, lies, double-crosses, distortions, unsubstantiated rumors, malicious unsourced quotes, self-serving opinions masked as analysis and downright stupidities.”130 The Washington Post’s David Broder put his finger squarely on the effect of unrestrained criticism when he said: “If the assumption is that nothing is on the level, nothing is what it seems, then citizenship becomes a game for fools, and there is no point in trying to stay informed.”131

Journalists’ credibility can be shredded as easily by overzealousness as by timidity.132 There is no surer way for the press to take the bite out of its watchdog bark than to find fault with every claim, large and small. Research indicates that heightened public mistrust of both journalists and politicians is the only certain effect of reporting that attacks nearly everything politicians say.133

Holding leaders to account is not merely an issue of correcting their faulty claims. The purpose of such reporting should be to clarify the public’s choices.134 This can occur only if journalists pick their battles, focusing on critical issues where deceptive tactics run the risk of getting citizens to act in ways contrary to their core interests and values.135 When confronting grave lies, wrote Lippmann, journalists have “no higher duty” than “to tell the truth and shame the devil.”136 The consequences of not doing so, as in the case of the preinvasion coverage of the Iraq conflict, are substantial. By picking their battles, reporters will have the public’s attention and trust when it counts. What Alexander Hamilton said of judges—that their authority rests not on their power to decide but on their ability to exercise “judgment” when making decisions—applies also to journalists.137

9.

Whether closer scrutiny by journalists would lead politicians to refrain from deceptive claims is unclear.138 “We’re not going to let our campaign be dictated by fact checkers,” said Romney campaign pollster Neil Newhouse during the 2012 Republican National Convention. Other public figures say they would welcome closer scrutiny, as long as it is applied evenhandedly. “If a major political figure says something that is entirely untrue and ridiculous,” said a White House communications director, “the press [should] treat it as untrue and ridiculous.”139

Yet politicians face enormous pressures—arm-twisting by powerful groups, persistent demands from constituents, intense pressure to raise campaign funds. Any worry they might have about media scrutiny could take a backseat to the strategic advantage of stretching the truth. For sure, politicians would try to turn press criticism to their advantage.140 From the earliest days of partisan politics in America, politicians have taken press practices into account when devising their strategies.5 Today, attacks on the press are a tactical ploy, aimed at weakening the impact of the press’s messages.141 In a 2012 Republican presidential primary debate in South Carolina, CNN’s John King opened the questioning by asking Newt Gingrich about his ex-wife’s accusation of marital infidelity. Gingrich shot back: “I think the destructive, vicious, negative nature of much of the news media makes it harder to govern this country, harder to attract decent people to run for public office. I’m appalled you would begin a presidential debate on a topic like that.”142 The debate audience erupted with wild applause—for Gingrich, not King.

Where, in most cases, would the public side in a war of words between the journalist and the politician? At the time of Watergate, the public might have sided with the journalist. Today, the public—or at least its motivated partisans, like those at the South Carolina debate—would side with the politician. In an experiment designed to test the relative power of the media’s corrective messages and partisan-based motivated reasoning, political scientists Brendan Nyhan and Jason Reifler exposed conservative Republicans to a mock New York Times story that included a portion of a George W. Bush speech in which he claimed his tax cuts had increased government revenue. In a subsequent paragraph, the story cited evidence that “both nominal tax revenues and revenues as a proportion of GDP declined sharply after Bush’s first tax cuts were enacted in 2001 … and still had not rebounded to 2000 levels by either metric in 2004.” Rather than accepting the corrective information, the Republican subjects became more convinced than ever that the Bush tax cuts had increased revenue. Nyhan and Reifler conclude: “Many citizens seem unable or unwilling to revise their beliefs in the face of corrective information, and attempts to correct those mistaken beliefs may only make matters worse.”143

In an earlier study, Northwestern University’s Dennis Chong and James Druckman found the same tendency, concluding that corrective information can have a “backfire effect.” They found that motivated partisans “counterargue” when exposed to corrective messages on controversial issues, thereby convincing themselves that they were right in the first place.144 The tendency is strongest among those who distrust the press.145

10.

Few developments in recent decades have done more to tarnish the reputations of both journalists and politicians than what former Boston Globe editor Michael Janeway calls their “parasitic” and yet “adversarial” relationship.146 Each side has done its level best to malign the other, and each has succeeded to an unhealthy degree.147 A recent study found, for example, that partisan criticism of the media is a prime factor (tabloidization being the other) in the public’s growing distrust of the press.148 Journalists and politicians now have reputations on par with those of trial lawyers and used-car salesmen.149 Writing a few years before his death in 2011, David Broder observed: “The hardest question any Washington reporter faces these days, whenever talking with voters outside the capital, is simply: ‘Can I believe anything I’m told by those politicians in Washington—or by the press?’ ”150

Some journalists are unfazed by the public’s skepticism of their work. “We’re not here to be loved,” remarked a veteran broadcast journalist.151 Perhaps so, but journalists’ credibility suffers when they don’t have the public’s trust.152 A Pew Research Center poll during the Iraq War found, for example, that Americans had more faith in what the military was telling them about the conflict than what journalists were saying.153 A recent study by political scientists Brian Fogarty and Jennifer Wolak showed that people find “media accounts less convincing than messages delivered directly by politicians.”154 In his 2012 book, Why Americans Hate the Media and How It Matters, Georgetown University’s Jonathan Ladd presents evidence showing that those who trust the press are swayed by its messages, whereas those who distrust it are not.155

Somewhere in the evolving relationship between journalists and politicians, fidelity to truth has slipped away. The potential for destructive behavior on either side has always been there, as the McCarthy era revealed,156 but it was kept largely in check by informal understandings. Journalists expected politicians to be reasonably honest and high-minded, and politicians expected journalists to act with a reasonable degree of trust and restraint.157 Many politicians and journalists still operate by this unwritten code. Increasingly, however, the old norms have given way to strategic spin on the political side and the stirring up of controversy on the journalistic side.

These are powerful disruptions. They result in an undersupply of reliable information and contribute to public misunderstanding and confusion. They empower the bullies and the charlatans and allow deceptive notions to surface and thrive. If citizens want to believe that the temperature of the earth has not changed or that the defense industry starts America’s wars, they have no trouble finding support for it in today’s corrupted information environment.

The situation will be difficult to reverse. It is costly for politicians to work against those in their party who misrepresent issues. If they do so, they get attacked by special interests with a stake in the outcome and risk being challenged by die-hard activists within their own party. And it is costly for news organizations to ignore an unverified story that is spreading like wildfire from one news outlet to the next. If they do resist, they get accused of bias and of suppressing vital information, and risk losing audience members to outlets that are airing the story.

The way forward cannot be found in the practices of the past. Journalism has evolved to the point where it is almost defined by its contradictions. The press, as Washington Post columnist E. J. Dionne notes, is operating “under a whole set of contradictory rules and imperatives—to be neutral yet investigatory, to be fair-minded and yet have ‘edge,’ to be disengaged from politics and yet have ‘impact.’ ”158 Each of these contradictions can be traced to the unholy mix of disdain and dependency that marks journalists’ relationships with officials. Journalists need a new paradigm, one that involves a different way of thinking about what constitutes a reliable source.




1 Reporters might have been forgiven the lapse if it had been the early 1980s and the Reagan tax cuts were at issue. Supply-side economics was relatively new then and poorly understood. Long before Bush took office, however, the adverse revenue effects of overly deep tax cuts were well known—a “crackpot theory” in the words of Reagan’s onetime budget director David Stockman. Bush’s tax cuts were deeper than Reagan’s and were followed by meager economic growth and an exploding budget deficit.

2 Although nothing in politicians’ communication strategies is truly new, the sophistication level today is far beyond what was true even a few decades ago. Applied psychology and social science methods have taken strategic communication to an unprecedented level, as has the increase in the number of communication specialists. According to Robert McChesney and John Nichols in their book The Death and Life of American Journalism, there were roughly as many journalists as there were public relations specialists in 1980. Since then, the number of journalists has declined while the number in PR has increased. By 2000, there were twice as many PR specialists as there were journalists, and today there are three times as many.

3 Although journalists censure politicians for acting strategically, they save some of their sharpest criticisms for those who fail to play the game well. Examples from presidential election coverage include the campaign efforts of Walter Mondale, Michael Dukakis, Bob Dole, Al Gore, Howard Dean, John McCain, and Mitt Romney. When Dukakis in 1988 was savaged by deceptive advertising that pictured him as soft on crime, his refusal to respond in kind was taken as a sign of weakness. During an interview as the campaign was drawing to a close, NBC’s Tom Brokaw asked Dukakis: “You said this is a campaign not about ideology. It’s about competence. What about the competence of your campaign?”

4 Nonpartisan fact-checking organizations, such as FactCheck.org and Politi Fact.com, provide an invaluable service. These services can be devalued, however, when they trumpet small or inconsequential deviations from fact. Their work has also been devalued through the rise of ideologically oriented “fact-checking” organizations, which exist partly to challenge what their nonpartisan counterparts are saying, making it doubly important that nonpartisan fact-checking organizations concentrate on significant distortions.

5 As the rivalry heated up between Thomas Jefferson and Alexander Hamilton for influence within and outside the administration of George Washington, each of them convinced a backer to start a newspaper that would serve as the principal outlet for their political philosophies. Support was provided in the form of government patronage. As secretary of the treasury and of state, respectively, Hamilton and Jefferson controlled most of the government’s lucrative printing contracts.




THREE



The Knowledge Problem


News and truth are not the same thing, and must be clearly distinguished.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

In a 2012 article, Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Linda Greenhouse challenged reporters who had given voice to David Rivkin’s views on national security. Rivkin had served in the Reagan and first Bush administrations and invariably took “the other side” in stories that criticized the second Bush administration’s handling of the war on terrorism. Said Greenhouse: “As a surrogate, a ‘go- to proxy,’ [Rivkin] is simply filling a role assigned to him by reporters and—let’s assume—editors who accept unquestionably the notion that every story has another side that it is journalism’s duty to present. But there is another side to that story, too—one that calls on journalists to do their best to provide not just the facts, but also—always—the truth.”2

“Truth” is the holy grail of journalism. In the late 1990s, two dozen of the nation’s top reporters, calling themselves the Committee of Concerned Journalists, held a series of public forums to address what its members saw as declining news standards. Over a period of two years, the committee met with three thousand reporters and citizens to exchange ideas about the purpose of journalism.3 The resulting “Statement of Shared Principles” identified “truth” as journalism’s standard:


“[J]ournalistic truth” is a process that begins with the professional discipline of assembling and verifying facts. Then journalists try to convey a fair and reliable account of their meaning, valid for now, subject to further investigation. Journalists should be as transparent as possible about sources and methods so audiences can make their own assessment of the information. Even in a world of expanding voices, accuracy is the foundation upon which everything else is built—context, interpretation, comment, criticism, analysis and debate. The truth, over time, emerges from this forum.4



The committee members were careful to say that “journalistic truth” is not truth in the ordinary sense of the word, much less in the way philosophers understand it. Journalistic truth is a “sorting out” process that occurs over time through interaction “among the public, newsmakers, and journalists.”5 Committee members Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel explained that journalists get at “the truth in a complex world by first stripping information of any misinformation, disinformation, or self-promoting bias and then letting the community react.… The search for truth becomes a conversation.”6

There is no reason to question reporters’ determination to deliver what Carl Bernstein has called “the best obtainable version of truth.”7 And it’s easy to find examples of good reporting. Yet reporters fall far short of delivering “truth.” Studies show, for example, that economic coverage typically lags behind major shifts in the macroeconomic cycle. Existing story lines can linger in the news months after the economic conditions that gave rise to them have changed.8 Nor is economic reporting the exception. Studies have found that social conditions are often misreported.9 As for forecasting—predicting how events will unfold—journalists’ judgments, as one study concluded, are “repeatedly, wildly wrong.”10

If news is truth, there appear to be at least two versions of it, one for print journalists and one for television journalists.11 A Washington State University study showed that local TV and newspaper reporters portray U.S. Senate campaigns differently—so differently, in fact, that voters could reasonably assume they are witnessing different contests. “The priorities of newspapers and local television news seldom overlapped,” the research team concluded.12

When journalists speak of truth in news, they often have a narrow conception in mind, one that boils down to the accuracy of specific facts.13 Did Senator Smith actually say the words attributed to her? Did last year’s trade deficit actually top $400 billion? Some news organizations retain fact checkers to verify such claims. But fact checkers don’t address the fundamental question: Is the story itself “true”? A story can be accurate in its particulars—what was said, when and where it happened, who witnessed it, and so on—and yet falter as a whole. Even if the facts check out, a story would not be true for that reason alone.14 Early coverage of the war in Afghanistan, for example, was often accurate in its particulars but off the mark in its assessments of Afghan society and the probable course of the war.15

Even “the facts” can be elusive. A 2005 study of fourteen local newspapers funded by the Knight Foundation found that three-fifths of their stories contained an error. Some errors were minor, as in the misspelling of a name. Others were more significant, as in the case of a misleading headline or faulty claim. None of the newspapers had a low error rate. “Neither stature of the paper nor market size,” the study concluded, “[was] closely associated with accuracy.”16

Journalists gain little by claiming to be in the truth business and suffer more as a result when their reporting goes astray. David Broder came closer to describing the nature of news when he said: “My experience suggests that we often have a hard time finding our way through the maze of facts—visible and concealed—in any story. We often misjudge character, mistake plot lines. And even when the facts seem most evident to our senses, we go astray by our misunderstanding and misjudgment of the context in which they belong.”17

2.

Of the many who have written on the subject of news, few have come closer to understanding its nature than Walter Lippmann, widely regarded as the leading journalist of the twentieth century. He knew firsthand the frailties of reporting and had no patience for the craft’s myths. To Lippmann, the oft-heard claim that the news is a mirror of reality was nothing but self-serving nonsense.18

The claim that news is truth was also troubling to Lippmann. Although the news is presented as if it were fact, Lippmann saw it as filled with opinion.19 Journalism, wrote Lippmann, “works marvelously well at times, particularly in the rapidity with which it can report the score of a game … or the result of an election. But where the issue is complex, as for example in the matter of the success of a policy, or the social conditions among a foreign people—that is to say, where the real answer is neither yes or no, but subtle, and a matter of balanced evidence … the report causes no end of derangement, misunderstanding, and even misrepresentation.”20 As Lippmann saw it, nearly all assertions about power politics are conjectural, as are those about personal motives. So too are claims about social movements, complex events, intricate policy problems, and the like. News about what is likely to happen is usually of this kind.

News reports on intricate subjects may include flashes of insight but typically contain questionable assertions. Perhaps journalists were correct in claiming that Hillary Clinton’s 2002 Senate vote on the Iraq invasion was expedient, driven by her desire to become president.21 But what is the measure of a politician’s sincerity? And what level of expediency is disqualifying, given that all who step forward to run for the presidency exhibit it? Perhaps Clinton exceeded the level of ambition expected of a president. But what is the standard and who should define it?

The Clinton narrative focused on a single individual. What about developments that encompass an entire institution or thousands of people? Or those that cut across national boundaries? Can it be said in all honesty that in the years since September 11, 2001, journalists have provided Americans the “truth” about Muslim views of the United States? Coverage of the killing of Osama bin Laden, for example, rarely mentioned that his death intensified anti-American sentiment in parts of the Muslim world.22

If truth were the test, the machinery of news would grind to a halt. Whole areas of public life would be walled off to reporters because judgments about them are speculative. When Woodrow Wilson said he had spent much of his adult life in government and yet had never seen “a government,” he was saying that government is a concept and not an object.23 How can journalists claim to know “the truth” of something as complex and intangible as government? Political scientists spend their careers studying government without mastering the subject fully. How can journalists with much less time and specialized training somehow accomplish it?

Journalists are asked to make too many judgments under conditions of too little time and too much uncertainty for the news to be the last word. “When we expect [the press] to supply a body of truth,” Lippmann wrote, “we employ a misleading standard of judgment. We misunderstand the limited nature of news [and] the illimitable complexity of society.”24

3.

Almost alone among the professions, journalism is not rooted in a body of substantive knowledge.25 The claim is not that journalists lack knowledge or skill, for that is far from true. Nor is the claim an entry into the perennial but ultimately fruitless debate over whether journalism is a craft rather than a profession.26 The claim instead is a precise one: Journalism is not grounded in a systematic body of substantive knowledge that would protect its practitioners’ autonomy and inform their judgment.1

Medicine, law, and the sciences, even economics and psychology, have disciplinary knowledge that guides practitioners’ decisions, narrowing the choices and reducing the chances of error. Journalists have no such advantage. Although there is a theoretical knowledge of journalism, it is not definitive, nor is its mastery a prerequisite for practice.27 Although a majority of journalists have a college degree in journalism, many have a degree in a different field and some have no degree at all.28

Journalists are often in the thankless position of knowing less about the subject at hand than the newsmakers they are covering, a reversal of the typical situation, in which the professional practitioner is the more knowledgeable party. Only rarely do clients know more about the law than do their attorneys, whereas newsmakers normally know more about the issue at hand than the journalists covering them. During the Persian Gulf War, journalists who visited the Pentagon press office were greeted with a sign that read, “Welcome Temporary War Experts.”29

The knowledge advantage that newsmakers have over journalists is not simply that they are privy to what’s said in closed-door meetings or contained in briefing papers.30 They are assisted by experts. The president would never rely on his own instincts across a host of issues without the advice of policy specialists; nor would any congressional committee chair, top bureaucrat, or lobbyist. To be sure, journalists acquire expertise as a result of being on the same news beat for lengthy periods, but this form of expertise does not compare with that of most professionals. Doctors, lawyers, and engineers are masters of their own house in a way that journalists are not.

Journalists’ knowledge deficit does not appear to be a major concern within their profession. In 2008, the Knight Foundation created a blue-ribbon commission aimed at strengthening journalism so that it could better serve communities’ “information needs.” None of the panel’s fourteen recommendations spoke to journalism’s knowledge deficit.31 Yet the public has a sense of it. In a Freedom Forum study, journalist Robert Haiman found that although the public “respects the professional and technical skills [of] journalists,” it feels that journalists “don’t have an authoritative understanding of the complicated world they have to explain to the public.” In the five cities where he held public forums (Nashville; New London, Connecticut; Phoenix; San Francisco; and Portland, Oregon), Haiman heard repeated complaints from local civic and business leaders who questioned reporters’ preparation. “We heard stories,” he writes, “about reporters who did not know the difference between debt and equity, who did not know basic legal terminology used in a trial, and who had little idea of how manufacturing, wholesaling, distributing, and retailing actually work and relate to each other.”32

If journalists are, as has been claimed, “the custodians of the facts,”33 their armament is sometimes akin to that of a palace guard. It is difficult to protect the facts in those instances when someone else commands them.

4.

When it comes to a subject of more than average complexity, the truth in news typically comes from outside of journalism. The news media, Lippmann argued, “can normally record only what has been recorded for it by the working of institutions. Everything else is argument and opinion.”34

Lippmann’s point is best seen by looking back in time, comparing the accuracy of news before journalists had access to precise information with its accuracy after they acquired it. Consider the history of election forecasting. Through the first half of the twentieth century, reporters arrived at their election predictions by talking with party leaders, judging the size of crowds at election rallies, sharing notes with colleagues. Experienced journalists knew they could not rely solely on what they observed. A huge rally in Detroit was significant, but it did not necessarily reveal what small-town America was thinking. However, since other reporters were in the same boat, journalists could let fly with their forecasts, knowing they would not be called to account until the votes were in. The Literary Digest won fame by correctly predicting four presidential elections in a row. It acquired notoriety when it missed the fifth by a mile, calling the 1936 election for Alf Landon. Landon won only 37 percent of the popular vote and a meager 2 percent of the electoral vote—a shellacking almost unmatched in the history of presidential elections.35

Even polling in its early years did not protect journalists from faulty predictions. In a front-page story the day before the 1948 presidential election, the New York Times proclaimed that “the rosy prospect of victory from the Truman ticket finds no credence outside Mr. Truman’s kitchen cabinet.”36 Time polled the forty-seven journalists traveling with Republican nominee Thomas Dewey; all of them predicted he would win.37 Newsweek conducted a poll of fifty of “the nation’s top political writers” shortly before the election; all of them forecast a Dewey victory. The Newsweek panel predicted that Dewey would win 54 percent of the two-party popular vote.38 Even after early returns revealed stronger-than-expected support for Harry Truman, some journalists clung to their forecasts. “Dewey Defeats Truman” was the headline of the Chicago Tribune’s early edition.

Faced with the wrong winner on their hands, journalists devised a new version of truth. During the campaign, journalists had cast Truman in the image of a loser. Newsweek said he lacked the “stature” of a president: “a woefully weak little man, a nice enough fellow but wholly inept.”39 His whirlwind train tour was dismissed with the headline “Prayer for a Chain Reaction.”40 The Truman of legend—he of whistle-stopping fame—did not become journalists’ story line until after the election. The feisty style that had been labeled “intemperate” and “a sign of desperation” during the campaign became the “give-’em-hell, Harry” that we know today.41

Election reporting in 1948 was an awkward form of fiction that journalists would not be required to repeat. The science of polling was advancing rapidly, as was its practice. George Gallup would never again make the mistake of conducting his final poll two weeks out from an election. Since then, polling has enabled journalists to predict election outcomes accurately. Polling is not a flawless method. It is subject to confidence intervals and margins of error, creating the possibility of a faulty prediction in a close or fluid race. But forecasting based on polls is a quantum improvement over journalists’ old way of predicting elections.

So it is in most areas of news: the more precise the system of record, the more precise the news coverage. Until the 1990s, for example, obesity was portrayed by journalists as a personal problem that was the result of family genetics, eating disorders, and the like. In 1996, the National Center for Health Statistics (NCHS) made public for the first time a large amount of systematic evidence on obesity, including the startling finding that half of Americans were overweight and a quarter were obese. Within a few years, according to Regina Lawrence’s Shorenstein Center study, the framing of obesity stories had changed dramatically. Although the “personal” frame was still in use, most stories were now framed in “systemic” terms. NCHS had concluded that personal predispositions could not explain the rapid rise in obesity levels, particularly among children and adolescents. NCHS singled out systemic factors, including the aggressive marketing of sugar-laced cereals and cholesterol-laden fast foods. “We don’t sell children guns, alcohol or drugs,” Dr. Walter Willett of Harvard University told the New York Times, “but we do allow them to be exploited by food companies.”42

There is, wrote Lippmann, “a very direct relation between the certainty of news and the system of record.”43 No one need quarrel, for example, with stories that recount statistics on the balance of trade. Journalists did not get better at reporting on trade because their discipline developed a formula for calculating it. They got better because government agencies instituted a systematic method for measuring it.

Knowledge does not always yield precise answers. It can complicate the reporters’ task by alerting them to what’s not known as well as to what’s known. Sometimes, the effect of knowledge is to unearth new questions or uncertainties. Even the “facts” can be elusive. Once they are determined, facts serve as a point of agreement, but they are not always easy to pin down.44 “Most people think science is about facts and are quite frustrated when they find that science is in large part about uncertainty,” says Gilbert Omenn, former chair of the American Association for the Advancement of Science.45 Nevertheless, the surest way to improve the accuracy of news is for journalists to make fuller use of knowledge. There’s no lack of it, and it’s expanding at a breathtaking pace. By one estimate, the storehouse of human knowledge is doubling every decade.46 Enough of it touches on public affairs that few policy areas now fall outside its scope.

5.

When Lippmann spelled out his vision of journalism in Liberty and the News (1920) and Public Opinion (1922), the biggest detractors were his fellow journalists.47 As they saw it, reporting was not an intellectual pursuit but instead a job for hard-nosed men of common sense.48 Paul Radin, a leading anthropologist of the early twentieth century, characterized the journalist as “a man of action” rather than “a thinker.”49

When the 1947 Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press echoed Lippmann’s claim that journalism needed a deeper knowledge base,50 the writers at Editor & Publisher fired back, dismissing the commission’s report as the work of “eleven professors, a banker-merchant and a poet-librarian.”51 A New York Herald Tribune columnist belittled the report: “[A] good $150-a-week newspaperman would have been ashamed to do as little work for a three-week assignment.”52 Los Angeles Times managing editor L. D. Hotchkiss said, “Outside of Walter Lippmann, I can think of no working newspaperman who could stand confinement with [the commission] members for any length of time.”53

Modern journalists are leagues apart from the crusty newsmen of yesteryear.54 Most journalists today are college graduates and are receptive to expert judgments.55 Roughly a fifth of the sources cited in their news stories are scholars, professionals, former officials, and the like.56 Although some of these “experts” are more skilled at delivering sound bites than at analyzing policy,57 the world of knowledge and the world of the newsroom are closer together today than ever before.58

There is also greater expertise within journalism. Although they are still a small fraction of the profession, the number of reporters with advanced degrees in fields such as science, health, economics, and law has steadily increased. A few journalists, like David Sanger and Andrew Revkin, have acquired substantial reputations inside and outside the profession for deeply informed reporting. American University’s Matthew Nisbet calls them “knowledge journalists,” noting that they regularly apply “deductive, specialized understanding to problems.”59

Nevertheless, journalists have been slow to apply systematic knowledge to their everyday work. As Walter Pincus noted recently, there are major policy areas in which few journalists—anywhere—know the subject truly well.60 American journalists are trained in gathering and presenting information,61 which are substantial skills but not ones that require subject proficiency. In a comparative study, a German scholar and his American colleague examined the news-gathering methods used by journalists in the two countries. When it came to making use of systematic forms of information, such as studies and public records, American journalists were substantially less likely to do so than their German counterparts.62

Journalism education in the United States has mirrored journalism practice.63 For the most part, students are instructed in the skills of the craft and taught how to construct a broadcast, print, or online story. Few journalism schools systematically train students how to access, gain command of, and apply subject matter knowledge. Three decades ago, a top-level commission of journalists and practitioners criticized journalism schools for being “little more than industry-oriented trade schools.”64 Changes have occurred since then, but journalism schools still lag far behind business and public policy schools in the application of knowledge. Economics, management science, and even social psychology are now an integral part of a business school or public policy school education. Although these schools still puzzle over how best to align practice and scholarship, they have achieved a fuller integration of the two than have journalism schools.65

6.

In their influential and widely adopted journalism text The Elements of Journalism, Kovach and Rosenstiel explain that journalists’ “discipline of verification” is what allows them to home in on the truth. “The discipline of verification,” they write, “is what separates journalism from entertainment, propaganda, fiction, or art. Entertainment—and its cousin ‘infotainment’—focus on what is most diverting. Propaganda selects facts and invents them to serve the real purpose: persuasion and manipulation. Fiction invents scenarios to get at a more personal impression of what it calls truth. Journalism alone is focused on getting what happened down right.”66

Kovach and Rosenstiel acknowledge that journalists’ discipline of verification is largely “personal and idiosyncratic.”67 “The notion of an objective method of reporting,” they say, “exists in pieces, handed down by word of mouth from reporter to reporter.”68 “While not following any standardized code,” they write, “every journalist operates by relying on some often highly personal method of testing and providing information—his or her own individual discipline of verification.”69

Whether a method that is “personal and idiosyncratic” qualifies as a discipline is open to question. If there is no “standardized code,” wouldn’t it be better to describe journalism as a practice guided by conventions? Recognizing the problem, Kovach and Rosenstiel propose five “intellectual principles” as the basis for “a science of reporting”:


1. Never add anything that was not there.

2. Never deceive the audience.

3. Be as transparent as possible about your methods and motives.

4. Rely on your own original reporting.

5. Exercise humility.70



Each of these principles has its logic. Conspicuously absent from the list, however, is knowledge.

It’s difficult to imagine that journalism can become a systematic discipline without knowledge at its core. Unless knowledge is a guide, the chances of miscalculation are high. In early 2011, reporters described the protest demonstrations taking place in Cairo’s Tahrir Square as a “prodemocracy movement.” “Protesters Press for Voice in Egyptian Democracy” is how the AP headlined the departure from power of President Hosni Mubarak on February 11.71 Many of the protesters were indeed seeking to install a Western-style democratic system in Egypt. Other protesters, however, had a different political system in mind, one closer in kind to Egypt’s governing traditions. As it turned out, their view prevailed in the aftermath of the Egyptian revolution.

It is not all that hard for journalists, or anyone else for that matter, to devise explanations. What’s harder to do is to come up with valid explanations. Noting the dysfunctional behavior of political leaders in 2010, a leading journalist wrote: “Barring a transformation of the Democratic and Republican parties, there is going to be a serious third-party candidate in 2012 … one definitely big enough to impact the election’s outcome.”72 Such commentary is harmless enough and enables the journalist to say “I told you so” when the prediction comes true. But a deeper understanding of the dynamics of America’s party politics would have tempered the claim. Whatever the indicators in 2010 of a viable third-party effort, they could not possibly have been as persuasive as the counterindicators. Strong third-party candidacies are rare for a host of reasons. Political scientists Brendan Nyhan and John Sides identify some of them: “party loyalty, ballot access, fundraising difficulties, the lack of organizational infrastructure, voters’ unwillingness to ‘waste’ their vote.”73 Even when institutional obstacles can be overcome, a more imposing one exists, as Americans Elect discovered in 2012. Formed by prominent Democrats and Republicans concerned about the rising level of party polarization, Americans Elect secured ballot access for a third-party candidate and obtained funding commitments from major donors. Yet it was forced to abandon its third-party effort upon failing to get a leading politician to head the ticket. It’s been a century since the last truly prominent politician, Theodore Roosevelt, was willing to take on the challenge.2

Knowledge is the starting point as well as the end product of systematic inquiry, guiding the practitioner in what to look for as well as what to make of what is found. Without knowledge of the deeper forces at work in the situation, the choice among plausible alternatives is in large part guesswork, a point that Kovach and Rosenstiel readily acknowledge. “Although journalism may have developed various techniques and conventions for determining facts,” they write, “it has done less to develop a system for testing the reliability of journalistic interpretation.”74

Journalists’ knowledge deficiency is a reason they are vulnerable to manipulation by their sources. Sometimes a source might be disinterested, but the safe bet is that newsmakers are slanting their arguments.75 Knowing this, a good journalist will be on guard, but, says journalist Jack Fuller, it is not enough for the journalist “to smell this sort of thing.”76 Skepticism is a weak defense against sources that fabricate facts or hide them. Unless reporters have a sense of where the truth resides, they find themselves in the position of “common carriers, transmitters of other people’s ideas and thoughts, irrespective of import, relevance, and at times even accuracy.”77

Without a working knowledge of the subject at hand, journalists are also vulnerable to the experts from whom they seek information, quotes, and story leads. Many experts are dispassionate in their pursuit of knowledge, but others have an agenda. Sometimes it stems from a core personal or political belief. In other instances, the agenda is that of a sponsor, as in the case of some medical researchers who accept funding from pharmaceutical firms. Reporters, says Fuller, “must be capable of dealing with experts from a position of strength.”78

7.

In the 1970s, Philip Meyer, a Knight Ridder national correspondent who went on to become a journalism professor at the University of North Carolina, argued that reporters needed “new tools.” Noting the rapid advance of the social sciences, Meyer said scholars were “doing what we journalists like to think of ourselves as best at: findings facts, inferring causes, pointing to ways to correct social problems, and evaluating the effects of such correction.”79 In Precision Journalism, Meyer argued that journalists should make “the new high-powered research techniques our own”80 and proceeded chapter by chapter to show journalists how to apply social science methods such as polls and field experiments.

Meyer’s pioneering ideas acquired a following in some journalism schools and influenced the work of some reporters, particularly those engaged in polling and data analysis.81 The impact was limited, however, by the fact that the slow speed of primary research conflicts with the fast pace of daily journalism. The limits of time and observation make it difficult for journalists to apply the data gathering and analytic methods of the social scientist. Walter Lippmann suggested instead a pragmatic approach. Rather than becoming adept at conducting basic research, journalists would become adept at applying existing knowledge to reporting situations.82

Some in journalism question whether even that approach is realistic, arguing that the puzzles and routines of journalism have little in common with those of science. Even as late as the mid-1990s, a survey funded by the Freedom Forum found that most journalists and journalism educators were resistant to making journalism a more systematic discipline.83

In fact, there are some key differences between science and journalism. Deadlines, time and space limitations, the need to attract and hold the audience’s attention—these factors are distinctly journalistic in nature.84 Moreover, as Nyhan and Sides explain, reporters don’t have the option of ignoring “events that are not well understood.”85

If there is to be a “science” of journalism, it will have to take a form that reflects the type of work that journalists do. Given the range of subjects they cover, and the uncertainty surrounding many of them, journalists cannot be expected to become experts on the level of those who make a subject area their life’s work. Moreover, “knowledge” for the journalist will not mimic the type of “knowledge” that typifies, say, an economist. Journalism is not a tidy discipline, nor are its subjects narrowly defined. It is one thing to explain the economy, which is difficult enough, and another thing to explain nearly the whole of public life.

Nevertheless, there are parallels between scientific inquiry and reporting. “Although the vocabularies differ,” argues communication scholar Kevin Barnhurst, “the [journalistic and scientific] processes closely parallel each other. Both attend to occurrences out there, formulating guesses (which become events or hypotheses), both resolve issues to arrive at facts (or theories), and both seek to establish truth (or a paradigm).”86 And just as good science writing is an artful blend of the simple and the complex, so also is good newswriting. “Great journalism,” says the writer Jeffrey Scheuer, “simplifies complicated stories just enough to make them accessible and clear, without undue distortion.”87

It is a mistake to assume that systematic analysis works well only for tightly defined disciplines. “It does not matter that the news is not susceptible of mathematical statement,” wrote Lippmann. “In fact, just because news is complex and slippery, good reporting requires the exercise of the highest scientific virtues.”88

8.

Change in the way a profession does its work doesn’t happen just because there might be a better way. A receptive attitude within the profession is required, as are mechanisms for bringing about constructive change. Adjustments in management practices and business school education, for example, did not occur until advances in microeconomics and organizational theory made a new approach feasible.89

Journalism has reached a point where change is possible. Its culture is markedly different today from in times past. Skepticism about the value of knowledge has diminished as a result of undeniable scientific advances and the influx into the profession of college-educated practitioners. To be sure, tensions remain. Compared with faculties at other professional schools, for instance, scholars and practitioners on journalism school faculties are more deeply split over the issue of how to best train their students.90 Still, journalism practice and education have increasingly embraced knowledge as a tool of reporting. “We can support research that strengthens and informs those who are making change and apply our scholarship to the practice ourselves,” says former Des Moines Register editor Geneva Overholser, now on the faculty of the University of Southern California.91

The Internet has reduced the obstacles to knowledge-based reporting. At an earlier time, the difficulty of accessing systematic studies and public records made it impractical for journalists to consult these materials on a regular basis. Today, reliable information on a wide range of news subjects is readily accessible on the Web. “Never has it been so easy to expose an error, check a fact, crowdsource, and bring technology to bear in service of verification,” says the Poynter Institute’s Craig Silverman.92 The process is not foolproof, however. The Internet is at once a gold mine of solid content and a hellhole of misinformation. Unless the reporter knows something about the subject at hand, the odds of making a mistake are uncomfortably high. Even peer-reviewed scholarly studies available online can be misleading—some are deeply flawed and most require interpretation to apply them accurately to reporting situations.

If all that knowledge-based journalism comes to mean is tapping the Internet for information, it will not reach its potential.93 It will represent the injection of knowledge into news stories rather than the application of knowledge to reporting. There’s a large difference between the two. As Cambridge University scientist W. I. B. Beveridge noted, knowledge enables the investigator to recognize things that would otherwise be misunderstood or go unnoticed.94 Knowledge can enable reporters to recognize whether they are on the right track with their explanations; whether they are keeping things in proportion; whether they are weighing plausible alternatives; whether they are avoiding attribution errors; whether they are fending off source fabrications; whether they are on target with their trend analyses and comparisons; and whether they are challenging their taken-for-granted assumptions.

Knowledge could also keep journalists from becoming outmoded and from being outflanked. In a 2012 report for Columbia University’s Tow Center for Digital Journalism, C. W. Anderson, Emily Bell, and Clay Shirky note that what journalists have traditionally done—identifying newsworthy events—is now being done also by citizens, while what media outlets have traditionally leveraged—analyzing recent developments—is now being done also by specialty sites and scholars. During the 2012 presidential campaign, for example, historian Jack Bohrer posted a ten-thousand-word article on Mitt Romney’s family background that attracted more than 125,000 visitors and was passed along through social media to an additional 750,000 people.95 Anderson, Bell, and Shirky argue that journalists, if they are to remain competitive, will have to change from “the production of initial observations to a role that emphasizes verification and interpretation.”96 If this claim is even somewhat correct, journalists and news outlets will have no choice but to base more of their work on knowledge.




1 As the term is used in this book, “knowledge” refers to established patterns and regularities organized around conceptual frameworks or theories. Knowledge is more than mere information or conventional understandings. It is systematic information. As the ensuing discussion will point out, journalism lacks such a knowledge base, both in an absolute sense and relative to other disciplines. A related point, which is central to an understanding of journalism’s shortcomings, is that knowledge is a key to devising accurate interpretations of what is observed or factually recorded.

2 Roosevelt, a Republican and former president, ran in 1912 because he was angered by the policy direction of his handpicked successor, Republican incumbent William Howard Taft. Roosevelt narrowly outpolled Taft, but they split the Republican vote, enabling their Democratic opponent, Woodrow Wilson, to win the election with 42 percent of the popular vote.




FOUR



The Education Problem


We need be under no illusion that the stream of news can be purified by pointing out the value of purity. [It can] be made serviceable to democracy … by the training of the journalist.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

Journalists like to say that the news is “the first rough draft of history.”2 Even when the claim is not used to excuse the small errors inherent in a fast-paced job, it is inadequate. The news is a story of how today differs from yesterday. Each day is a fresh start, a new reality. Journalism, says scholar Philip Schlesinger, is a “time machine.”3 The New York Times’ James Reston called reporting “the exhilarating search after the ‘Now.’ ”4

Much of what is truly historic is barely visible in the news. In the twentieth century, few developments had more impact on American politics than the northward trek of Southern blacks. As they streamed north to industrial cities in search of jobs, white families, pushed by racial fears and pulled by the lure of the suburbs, moved out. Within the span of a few decades, the political, social, and economic borders of urban America had been redrawn. Yet because it happened slowly over a long period of time, the black migration was seldom reported in the news and almost never emblazoned in headlines.5 Columnist George Will remarked that a ribbon should have been stretched across the Mason-Dixon Line as the one millionth African American crossed it on the way north. Journalists would then have had a story to cover.6

Although the example reveals a gap between journalistic myth and reality, its purpose is to illustrate a defining feature of journalism. Unlike history, journalism is an intentionally shortsighted discipline.7 Journalists are in the business of producing news, which is to say they are trained to see the world changing in important ways from one day to the next. There are always critical problems facing the nation and the world, but whether they will make headlines depends on whether they fit the time horizon imposed by the news cycle.

Efforts to strengthen journalism must account for its unique character. Journalism cannot be recast in a way that squeezes “the new” out of the news, as can be seen from journalist Christopher Beam’s depiction of what a news story might look like if written through the long-range lens of political science:


A powerful thunderstorm forced President Obama to cancel his Memorial Day speech near Chicago on Monday—an arbitrary event that had no effect on the trajectory of American politics. Obama now faces some of the most difficult challenges of his young presidency: the ongoing oil spill, the Gaza flotilla disaster, and revelations about possibly inappropriate conversations between the White House and candidates for public office. But while these narratives may affect fleeting public perceptions, Americans will ultimately judge Obama on the crude economic fundamentals of jobs numbers and GDP.8



News reports of this ilk would soon send people scurrying to find better ways to spend their time. Nevertheless, journalists need to figure out how to work the steady currents of public life more fully into their reporting. Journalists necessarily look to what is new about today. It’s the window through which they find their stories. Yet, if they focus too tightly on today, they will tend, as Walter Lippmann said, “to make of moles mountains, and of mountains moles.”9 An ABC News report in 2012, for example, headlined a research study that found the risk of heart attack and stroke roughly doubled with the use of birth control pills. What was not headlined was that the risk associated with use of the pill is much lower than that associated with pregnancy.10 A columnist wryly divided medical reporting into two types of stories: “new hope” and “no hope.”11

Contextual information has never been journalism’s strong suit.12 In 1947, the Hutchins Commission on Freedom of the Press concluded that reporters routinely fail to provide a “comprehensive and intelligent account of the day’s events in a context that gives them some meaning.”13 A University of Pennsylvania study found that competing bills in Congress are often reported by their sponsors’ names without reference to what the bills contain or how they differ.14 Communication scholar Doris Graber found that news stories typically provide the who, what, where, and when of developments but often omit the why.15 When stories do offer a why, it is often too thin to be instructive. A study of economic news coverage, for example, concluded that journalists’ explanations “tend to [be] episodic, shallow and formulaic, focusing on the most obvious short-term effects.… Linkages rarely go beyond the simplistic level of … [the] explanation that ‘the dropping dollar got a lift today, and that pushed up stocks on Wall Street.’ ”16

The why of reporting helps people to understand the significance of events. “The who, when, what, and where,” says writer Jeffrey Scheuer, “is about collecting the dots.” The why is about “connecting the dots.”17 Context, says journalism professor Samuel Freedman, tells “how momentary events fit into the larger flow of politics or culture or history.”18 Contextual inadequacies help explain a research finding that initially puzzled scholars: the fact that people don’t learn much from news stories unless they already know something about the topic. Scholars had assumed that poorly informed individuals would learn the most from exposure to a news story because they know the least. Yet they don’t. The uninformed often don’t know enough about the topic to make up for the scarcity of contextual information.19

Knowledge is a key to strengthening story context. For almost any development of even modest complexity, journalists cannot be counted upon to construct “a comprehensive and intelligent account” unless they are knowledgeable of the underlying factors.

2.

In his classic study The Reflective Practitioner, MIT’s Donald Schön argues that the best practitioners are those who have learned to challenge their assumptions and correct the mistakes arising from them. Rather than deferring to routines and formulas, they apply them reflectively. “Through reflection,” writes Schön, the practitioner “can surface and criticize the tacit understandings that have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a specialized practice.”20

Every profession has its habitual ways of thinking and acting.21 Newcomers get initiated into the profession’s norms and conventions, which eventually become habitual.22 When asked how they select their stories, journalists will often say, “I know news when I see it,” as if the news were a naturally occurring phenomenon rather than something they have learned to see.23 Following the 2012 presidential election, for instance, President Obama held a press conference to discuss the “fiscal cliff” that threatened to drag the nation’s economy back into recession. However, the resulting headlines focused on Obama’s heated response to a question about a different issue. Earlier in the day, several Republican senators had vowed to block Susan Rice’s possible nomination as secretary of state over remarks she made after a deadly attack two months earlier on a U.S. consulate in Libya. When asked about it, Obama called their threat “outrageous,” saying, “If Senator McCain and Senator Graham and others want to go after someone, they should go after me.” With that, reporters had a controversy to report, one that by news standards trumped the president’s predictable remarks about the fiscal cliff.

Journalistic routines teach reporters what to see, but also what not to see. During the two decades leading up to the Occupy Wall Street movement in 2011, the gap in income between America’s wealthy and its poor steadily increased. Yet, as a study by Fortune’s Nina Easton found, the income gap rarely made news. Not until it took the form of a grassroots movement did it fully catch journalists’ attention. “Before these protesters … set up camp in New York City’s Zuccotti Park on September 17,” wrote Easton, “few in the media took notice of a growing body of scholarly research showing that America’s rich are getting richer, even in years when middle-class incomes stagnate.”24

Every profession has such blinders. Yet they are larger in journalism than in most professions because it is closer to being a reflexive practice than a reflective one. Reporters operate under intense time constraints and depend on standardized routines to handle them. Journalism’s reflexive character is also seen in what is called “pack” or “herd” journalism—the tendency of reporters to look to other reporters for their story lines.25 “Ninety percent of the coverage,” the Baltimore Sun’s Jack Germond remarked, “is derivative of what ten percent produce.”26

Two types of knowledge would tip journalism in the direction of a reflective practice: “content knowledge,” which is knowledge of a subject, and “process knowledge,” which is knowledge of how reporting methods affect news content and impact. The first of these will require a division of labor in that no single journalist can master more than a fraction of what reporters are asked to cover. Even some subfields of journalism will require a degree of specialization. “As the pace of new developments in science and technology quickens,” says former Washington Post science reporter Cristine Russell, “[science] journalists are increasingly confronted with covering complicated technical information as well as the potential social, legal, religious, and political consequences of scientific research. Avian flu, embryonic stem cell research, genetic engineering, global warming, teaching of evolution, and bio-terrorism are just a few of the topics on [science] journalists’ plates today.”27

The second knowledge skill—an understanding of the communication process—has been nearly overlooked within the profession. Studies indicate that most journalists are largely unaware of how their reporting tools and story constructions affect story content and audience response.28 It would be as if teachers had only a vague idea of the instructional techniques that help students learn. Admittedly, journalists don’t have the face-to-face interactions with their readers and listeners that teachers have with their students. News audiences are out of sight and therefore harder to comprehend. Still, unless journalists develop a better understanding of their audience, they will miss opportunities to inform it. The next two sections will illustrate this by explaining two common process-related problems: attribution bias, which stems from how journalists gather their material, and framing bias, which stems from how journalists present it.

3.

Journalists’ primary tools—observation and interviewing—have been mainstays of reporting for more than a century. Reporters are trained to look first to the scene of action and then to the statements of interested parties. Observation and interviewing are highly useful tools, which is why they have been employed for so long. They are also tools that require judgment and experience if they are to be used properly.29 Nevertheless, like all tools, observation and interviewing have limits. They fail, says journalist Robert Niles, to provide “us instruction on how to test the accuracy of information we receive.”30 Even when they yield reliable information, observation and interviewing enable journalists to capture only those aspects of developments that are observable and that available parties are able and willing to talk about.31

Invented by American journalists in the nineteenth century,32 the interview is likely the handiest reporting tool ever devised. Interviewing relieves the journalist of having to undertake more demanding forms of investigation, and the interviewee’s words can be treated as “fact” insofar as the words were actually said.33 Yet the interview is not foolproof. Who is interviewed, what is asked, and even the time and place of the interview can affect the answers. Responses are subject to mistakes of memory or even a source’s determination to mislead a reporter, as was the case in front-page New York Times stories that stemmed from White House officials’ hoodwinking of reporter Judith Miller during the lead-up to the 2003 Iraq invasion.

As for observation, its usefulness is limited by the fact that it occurs at a particular time and from a particular perspective. Aspects of public life that are not in the line of sight get less scrutiny than those that are. Lobbying activities, for example, are reported less often than election activities, not because they have far less influence on public policy, but because they are far less visible.

Of the distortions that stem from observation, few are more prevalent or more predictable than “fundamental attribution error”—the tendency of an observer to exaggerate the impact of a salient actor or event.34 In the fall of 2002, for example, George W. Bush crisscrossed the country, campaigning on behalf of three dozen House and Senate Republican candidates. When the votes were counted, the press attributed much of the GOP’s success to Bush’s efforts. “The result was a huge lift for Mr. Bush,” the New York Times reported. “[T]he president clearly appeared to have won last night.”35 The Washington Post was more lavish in its praise: “There was plenty of evidence that Bush’s popularity was a crucial, if not decisive, factor Tuesday. Of the 23 House candidates for whom he campaigned, 21 were victorious or leading last night. Of the 16 Senate candidates he aided, 12 won or were leading.”36 Other news outlets showed even less restraint, saying Bush’s influence was “historic,” comparable to that of FDR’s impact on the 1934 congressional elections.37 Follow-up stories told of how Bush’s “victory” had solidified congressional support for his threatened invasion of Iraq.38

For the most part, these claims were an artifact of journalists’ perspective on the midterm campaign. A study by political scientists Luke Keele, Brian Fogarty, and James Stimson found that Republican congressional candidates in states and districts where Bush campaigned ran no more strongly than those in areas where he did not campaign. In a detailed constituency-by-constituency comparison of the 2000 and 2002 election returns, they found virtually identical Republican vote gains in both types of races. The study concluded: “Republicans that Bush campaigned for did no better than other Republicans.”39

Reporters do not have the time to conduct the type of detailed analysis that would have allowed them to correctly assess Bush’s influence. Yet, in line with fundamental attribution error, the outsized influence they attributed to Bush’s campaign stops was predictable. With their gaze fixed on Bush, reporters naturally gave him the lion’s share of the credit for Republican victories in places where he campaigned.1

Attribution errors are magnified by journalists’ tendency to personalize developments. Personalization is a godsend for the reporter. It exploits the audience’s tendency to credit or blame leaders for what has happened and allows reporters to dramatize and simplify events in a way that reference to structural factors would not.40 Yet personalization diverts attention from more salient aspects of developments.41 A study found, for example, that candidates’ personal strategies and styles account for more than three-fourths of reporters’ explanations of presidential primary results. Differences in state electorates—such as the fact that South Carolina Republicans are more conservative than those of New Hampshire—account for a mere fifth of the explanations, even though they ordinarily have greater influence on primary election outcomes.42 “Too often,” says Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist Diana Sugg, “we tell the tale of a person because it’s a great tale.”43

Journalists’ emphasis on events is also a source of attribution error. Journalists’ assessments of trends are only slightly more accurate than would be expected on the basis of chance alone,44 a situation that can be explained in part by how reporters interpret events. A study found, for instance, that unusual developments alert journalists to events of a similar nature, leading them to conclude that such events are increasing in frequency.45 Stories about a deadly shark attack, for example, generate stories about other sightings, accompanied by exaggerated claims of the risks to swimmers.46

Given the many pressures they face, journalists have no choice but to find efficient and interesting ways to tell their stories. Philip Meyer is correct in saying that “a newspaper with a zero error level of factual errors is a newspaper that is missing deadlines, taking too few risks, or both.”47 Yet it is hard to justify errors that occur repeatedly and stem from the unreflective use of reporting tools.

4.

Citizens do not study the news. They “follow” it. This explains in large part what they learn and fail to learn from news exposure. Few news stories make a lasting impression on the audience. Studies indicate that most stories are forgotten within a few hours of exposure.48

Many of the larger lessons that people derive from news exposure are the result of the frames that journalists repeatedly employ.49 Framing is the process by which reporters select certain aspects of a situation and build their stories around them, as opposed to other aspects of the situation.50 The effect is to prime the audience to see the situation through the frame that the journalist has selected. For example, although every congressional debate includes cooperation and conflict, journalists tend to report such debates through a conflict frame, which highlights the conflictive aspects and subordinates the cooperative aspects, thereby leading people to view such debates as embodying conflict rather than also involving cooperation.51

Reporters rely on a limited number of frames. Stories on policy issues, for example, tend to be told either through a problem frame—which highlights the nature of the policy issue—or through a strategic frame—which highlights the political maneuvering surrounding the issue. The problem frame dominates when issues are addressed in broad terms, usually at an early stage in their development. When issues become politicized, however, the strategic frame takes over.52 Journalists’ tacit assumption—that politics is a strategic game—drives their story lines.

The political game prevails even in unlikely situations. When a U.S. special operations team in 2011 conducted a secret raid into Pakistan that killed Osama bin Laden, the killing dominated the news. During the week following his death, the major story line—accounting for a third of the bin Laden coverage—was the planning and execution of the military raid. But what was the second-biggest story line? The press could have focused on the reaction of the Arab world to the killing, or the operation’s effect on U.S. relations with Pakistan, or the effect of bin Laden’s death on terrorists’ operational capacity. Instead, second billing—accounting for a sixth of the coverage—went to the impact of bin Laden’s death on the political game: Would it help Barack Obama win a second term? “President Obama,” said ABC’s Ann Compton, “is getting a significant bump up in the polls.”53 Strategic framing, Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Paul Waldman observe, “can suppress the factual information citizens need to make sense of the political world.”54

Factual information is also suppressed by journalists’ reliance on “episodic frames”—which highlight only the facts of an event—instead of “thematic frames”—which address also the event’s causes and consequences.55 In a series of controlled experiments, Stanford’s Shanto Iyengar showed that episodic framing leads people to respond narrowly to news stories. When exposed, for example, to an episodically framed story about an individual who is poor as a result of not having a job, people tend to attribute the problem to a personal failing, such as laziness. On the other hand, when the story is framed thematically, people also tend to take into account systemic factors, such as economic conditions.56 Indiana University’s Lesa Hatley Major found the same tendencies in people’s responses to health coverage.57

Episodic framing has its place. Not every development has a discernible cause or is significant enough to warrant elaboration. If episodic framing was confined to such stories, its prevalence would not be an issue. The problem is that the episodic frame is used in covering even momentous events. In a study of terrorism coverage in the period before September 11, 2001, for example, former Boston Globe editor Matt Storin found that the press had largely ignored international terrorism except for the immediate coverage of terrorist attacks, such as the bombing of the USS Cole in a Yemen harbor in 2000, the same-day bombings of embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in 1998, and the first World Trade Center attack in 1993. Even the firing of cruise missiles at Osama bin Laden’s training camp in Afghanistan in 1998 did not prompt journalists to raise their sights. Rarely did they explore the political, religious, and cultural forces that were contributing to the rise in transnational terrorism.58 Looking back on the terrorism coverage in the aftermath of the attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in 2001, Richard Holbrooke said that “the media’s role in the last decade was grossly irresponsible, because the stories mattered.”59

If the news is to be a means of getting people to think and talk sensibly about public affairs, it must be more than “a passing parade of specific events, a ‘context of no context.’ ”60 It needs to include the contextual information that enables citizens to make sense of events. “We’re supposed to make those connections,” says Columbia University’s Nicholas Lemann.61

5.

Knowledge by itself produces “brittle understandings.”62 Only in its application does the practitioner acquire a robust understanding of its meaning and uses. “Knowledge of how to use knowledge” is nearly as important to the practitioner as knowledge itself.

Lee Shulman, an education researcher, was among the first to document the importance of knowing how to use knowledge. Shulman found that good teaching is more than a question of whether teachers know their subjects and understand pedagogical techniques. To be effective in the classroom, they must also know how to blend content knowledge and pedagogical knowledge in ways that heighten student learning. This blended knowledge, which Shulman calls “pedagogical content knowledge,” is acquired through reflective practice. Through trial and error, teachers learn “ways of representing and formulating the subject that make it comprehensible to others.”63

Journalists face a similar challenge. They need to discover how to combine content knowledge and process knowledge in ways that strengthen their stories. As in learning a language, there are few shortcuts in the process.64 Pulitzer Prize recipient Steve Coll relies heavily on knowledge in his work and says it’s “the back and forth” between knowledge and practice that leads to proficiency.65

Coll’s method is not the way most journalists work. “For all the accelerating pace of news and the growing demand for context and analysis, journalists remain largely communicators, not analysts,” writes Tom Rosenstiel. “Our skills are in gathering information and transmitting it to people’s homes. We are masters of motion, not thought.”66 The 2012 Tow Center report made nearly the same point: “Most journalists … do not spend most of their time conducting anything like empirically robust forms of evidence gathering.”67

Knowledge-based journalism would require reporters to change their approach. Reflective practice, writes the University of Minnesota’s Harry Boyte, requires a “willingness to suspend belief, to look at evidence and go where it leads, to hold ideas as provisional hypotheses, to enjoy new problems.”68 If journalists were to operate in this way, news stories would include a wider range of angles, more links between the immediate event and its antecedents, and more connections to other subjects. Knowledge-based journalism would also give new power to time-honored devices. In his research, Shulman found that successful teachers rely on “the most powerful analogies, illustrations, examples, explanations, and demonstrations” to convey their material.69 Such devices have long been hallmarks of vigorous reporting. The reporter’s challenge is to root them in knowledge.

6.

When he gave Columbia University the money to start one of the nation’s first journalism schools, publisher Joseph Pulitzer said that he wished “to begin a movement that will raise journalism to the rank of a learned profession, growing in the respect of the community as other professions far less in the public interest have grown.” Pulitzer went on to say: “My idea is to recognize that journalism is, or ought to be, one of the great intellectual professions; to encourage, elevate and educate in a practical way the … members of that profession, exactly as if it were the profession of law or medicine.”70

Rather than embracing Pulitzer’s aspiration, America’s journalism programs set themselves up as trade schools, a development that failed to impress even those in the trade. A newspaper cartoon that hung in many newsrooms during the first half of the twentieth century showed a city editor asking a job applicant, “And what, may I ask, is a school of journalism?”71 When Columbia University in 1935 cut its journalism program from two years to one year, the New York Daily News called it “a step in the right direction” while suggesting that the program was “still one year too long.”72 Equally damning was the response of those who shared Pulitzer’s belief that journalism should strive to become an intellectual profession. The 1947 Hutchins Commission said of journalism programs: “The kind of training a journalist most needs today is not training in the tricks and machinery of the trade.”73

An effect of journalism programs’ trade orientation was to reduce their voice in setting the profession’s ethical standards. Whereas law and medical schools largely set the professional standards in their fields, journalism schools’ position as a feeder system for the news industry subjected them to “pressures more commercial than democratic in nature.”74 Four decades after the Hutchins Commission, the Project on the Future of Journalism and Mass Communication Education—a group composed of top journalism educators and practitioners—concluded that journalism schools were stuck in the past. “In the midst of what has been called a communication revolution,” the group wrote, “the nation’s journalism / mass communication schools seemed anything but revolutionary. Indeed, there was abundant evidence that they were nearly stagnant. In their fundamental structure and curricular offerings, they had not changed much in decades.… Although journalism schools had begun with lofty ideals and great expectations … many were little more than industry-oriented trade schools.”75

Since then, journalism schools have made significant adjustments. Although training in industry-related skills is still the cornerstone of a journalism education, subject matter training is on the rise.76 In Canada, for example, the University of Toronto has developed a new recruiting model, bringing in students who are subject matter experts—scholars, policy analysts, and the like. Says Robert Steiner, the program’s director, “We recruit real specialists, instead of trying to teach a specialty to generalists.”77 Another example is Columbia University’s new two-year graduate-level journalism program. Unlike Columbia’s long-standing one-year master’s program, the new program requires students to take subject-area courses in addition to practical skills courses. The program is “based on the supposition that a journalist can be educated in a subject matter more efficiently, and in a manner more specific to the practice of journalism, inside a journalism school than outside it.”78

The most ambitious effort to bring knowledge more fully into journalism programs is the Carnegie-Knight Initiative on the Future of Journalism Education.79 In announcing the initiative in 2005, Vartan Gregorian, the Carnegie Corporation’s president, said that journalism should strive to be “the new knowledge profession.” Arguing that the communication revolution has moved “journalists to the forefront of diffusing knowledge to the next generations,” Gregorian said that democracy requires “journalists who are superbly trained, intellectually rigorous, steeped in knowledge about the subjects they report on, steadfast about their ethical standards and courageous in their pursuit of truth.”80 In its announcement of the initiative, the Knight Foundation said: “In today’s changing world of news consumption, journalism schools should be exploring the technological, intellectual, artistic, and literary possibilities of journalism to the fullest extent, and should be leading a constant expansion and improvement in the ability of the press to inform the public as fully, deeply, and interestingly as it can about matters of the highest importance and complexity.”81

The Carnegie-Knight Initiative included eleven top journalism programs: Arizona State University’s Walter Cronkite School of Journalism and Mass Communication; the University of California’s Berkeley Graduate School of Journalism; the Columbia University Graduate School of Journalism; the University of Maryland’s Philip Merrill College of Journalism; the University of Missouri School of Journalism; the University of Nebraska’s College of Journalism and Mass Communications; the University of North Carolina’s School of Journalism and Mass Communication; Northwestern University’s Medill School of Journalism; the University of Southern California’s Annenberg School for Communication and Journalism; Syracuse University’s S. I. Newhouse School of Public Communications; and the University of Texas at Austin’s College of Communication.2 Each program was awarded a grant to develop course work aimed at deepening students’ knowledge of their reporting subjects. “The goal,” explained Gregorian, “is to offer students a deep and multilayered exploration of complex subjects … to undergird their journalistic skills.”82

The participating schools were charged with discovering ways to bring disciplinary knowledge into the classroom. Some programs adopted a team-teaching approach, in which a journalism school faculty member supplied the journalism content for a course while an outside scholar provided the subject matter content. Other journalism schools took the concept a step further, creating journalism concentrations linked to subject-area programs elsewhere in the university. These concentrations created a set of journalism-centered courses rooted in an academic discipline, such as national security studies, religion, or science.

The Carnegie-Knight Initiative, which ended in 2011,3 demonstrated that knowledge-based journalism could be taught successfully in journalism schools, and it offers lessons on how best to do it. However, the initiative was only a first step in redefining journalism education. None of the participating institutions extended knowledge-based training to all students or applied it broadly across the curriculum. Moreover, the eleven participating schools constitute only a fraction of the nation’s roughly five hundred journalism programs. If knowledge-based reporting is to become a cornerstone of journalism education, the pioneering work of the Carnegie-Knight Initiative will need to be expanded.

7.

For the first time in their history, journalism schools are positioned to play a major part in setting the standards for quality journalism. News outlets have traditionally set the standards, which journalism schools have then used as the benchmark for their training programs, enabling their students to step directly into the newsroom upon graduation. Today, the news industry is facing the challenge of declining audiences and shrinking revenues, which has centered its attention more on its financial health than on the quality of its journalism.83 Plus, if knowledge-based reporting is to be a significant part of journalism’s future, the university rather than the newsroom is the logical place to develop it. Knowledge competency is harder to acquire outside the university than within it. “It’s hard to learn on the fly,” as Nicholas Lemann put it.84

In a report for the Carnegie-Knight Initiative, Wolfgang Donsbach and Thomas Fiedler4 identified five competencies that journalists need to acquire: (1) awareness of relevant history, current affairs, and analytical thinking; (2) expertise in the specific subjects to be reported upon; (3) knowledge of the processes of journalism; (4) awareness of ethical standards; and (5) mastery of practical skills. Journalism programs have traditionally stressed the last of these competencies—practical reporting skills. “Learning by doing” has been the prevailing pedagogy. Students are taught the tools of the trade and the production requirements of the various media.

In the hierarchy of journalism education, subject matter knowledge is far down the list. Courses on how to shape and present materials rank at the top.85 A 2012 survey asked journalism educators to identify what they thought should be “the seven core courses” of the journalism major. Except for media law and ethics, all seven of the top-ranked courses involved practical skills training, such as news reporting and feature writing.86 A 2008 survey of newswriting course syllabi found that many of them focused almost entirely on technique. Some lacked even background reading assignments, save for The Associated Press Stylebook or a similar manual on grammar, punctuation, editing symbols, and the dos and don’ts of reporting.87

False choices can blind journalism schools to their options. Should they focus on skills training? Or on knowledge training? The answer is that their training would be strengthened by integrating the two. As Lee Shulman and Chris Argyris have demonstrated in the context of education schools and business schools, respectively, the optimal training program for the professional practitioner is one that combines knowledge and practice.88 When taught by itself, knowledge does not get internalized because it is separated from the context in which practitioners work. Practice is likewise diminished when taught by itself. It trains students to work within the narrow confines of prescribed rules and routines.

Knowledge-based training would not crowd out the practical skills courses that students need, as the Carnegie-Knight Initiative revealed. Although the Knight Foundation was a full partner in the project from the start, it was concerned that knowledge-based training might compete with another of Knight’s goals: helping journalism programs and students make the transition to digital reporting. As it happened, digital technology strengthened knowledge-based reporting, while the latter in turn deepened digital-platform reporting. “The unity of these two [innovations] was a real strength,” concluded Eric Newton, Knight’s journalism program vice president.89

8.

Any large-scale effort to institute knowledge-based training in journalism programs would face resistance. Yet whatever the merits of the traditional approach, it is out of step with the complexity of contemporary society. Journalism schools need to aim higher, asking more of themselves and their students. Even numerical literacy, for example, is not required of all journalism students, despite the fact that solid reporting in many areas depends on it. Journalism students are more likely to understand the power of a picture than to recognize the power of data, even though aggregations of everything from voters to business firms cannot be interpreted properly without the ability to analyze data distributions. “We cannot accept,” says Pulitzer Prize winner Jack Fuller, “the kind of ignorance of basic statistics that so often leads to preposterous reporting.”90

Journalism schools might conclude that their faculties are poorly equipped to take on the task of knowledge-based instruction. That would be true if the goal was to make every student a subject matter expert. Only the largest journalism programs could take on that task, and even they would not be able to cover every reporting area or train every student in that way. All journalism programs, however, have the capacity to train their students in “knowledge of how to use knowledge”—the equivalent of teachers’ pedagogical content knowledge. Like teachers, journalists are asked to address a wide range of subjects. Like teachers, journalists are required to learn how to communicate effectively with their audience. There is no logical reason why “knowledge of how to use knowledge” cannot be taught as readily in a school of journalism as in a school of education.5

Journalism schools have not made full use of their intellectual resources. Many of their instructors have subject-area expertise as a result of past experience or formal education and could work it into their course assignments. Some already do so, but it’s not a uniform requirement. The mass communications scholars within journalism schools are also an underutilized resource.91 They have knowledge, for example, of how the framing of news stories affects audience learning. Yet, in most journalism programs, they have little if any voice in practical skills courses and do not include practical reporting exercises in their own courses—a tendency that impoverishes them as well as their practitioner colleagues. Instructional resources elsewhere in the university are also available to journalism schools. A lesson of the Carnegie-Knight Initiative is the ease of persuading other faculties to get involved in journalism education.92

A “knowledge of how to use knowledge” approach would move journalism education in an intellectual direction. If the primary goal of journalism training continues to be to instruct students in how to report and conduct interviews, they can learn these things almost as easily through supervised work on the college newspaper or in the college broadcast station as in the classroom. On the other hand, if “knowledge of how to use knowledge” is to be at the center of journalism training, the classroom is the proper venue.

9.

It would be premature here to offer a full-scale blueprint for a new form of journalism education. What NYU’s Mitchell Stephens said of news—that it’s “best understood in the places where it is made and where its impact is felt”—applies also to journalism education.93

Nevertheless, there are resources available that can help in the transition. The Carnegie-Knight Initiative, for example, includes a Web site dedicated to knowledge-based journalism. Based at Harvard’s Shorenstein Center, Journalist’s Resource (cjournalistsresource.org) curates studies on a wide range of news-related topics—everything from the economy to government to society.6 The Internet is a vast source of information, but much of it is unreliable or out of date. Journalist’s Resource provides an answer to information overload by vetting and posting the best available studies. “Tens of thousands of studies come out every single year,” notes John Wihbey, editor of the Journalist’s Resource Web site. “It becomes very difficult for journalists, journalism educators, and students to go through and find the key items that would help them. We’re trying to be a useful filter and curator.”94 A search for “carbon tax” on Journalist’s Resource, for instance, produces three studies, each with a summary of the findings and a link to the original work. When “carbon tax” is entered on Google Scholar, a staggering twenty-five thousand results appear.

Journalist’s Resource is more than a tool for reporters working on deadline. It is oriented toward journalism education. Each study on the Web site includes adaptable student assignments that build on the study, and each comes with teaching notes to help instructors apply it in the classroom. Journalist’s Resource has also created semester-length syllabi for a number of practical skills courses. These differ from traditional syllabi in that the practical exercises have a knowledge component, and the readings include a substantial amount of material aimed at informing students on their chosen reporting subjects.

The goal of Journalist’s Resource is to train students to treat knowledge as an everyday tool of journalism, just as they now treat interviewing and observation that way. Reporting cannot simply be a matter of “just calling a couple of people and getting a few quotes,” says Alex Jones, the Shorenstein Center’s director and a Pulitzer Prize recipient.95 “There is a real need,” Jones notes, “for deepening journalism with verified, high-quality knowledge that informs the kind of serious journalism that makes our democracy work.”96

Knowledge-based training could improve the market position of journalism students. As things stand, they compete for reporting jobs not only with each other but with graduates in economics, political science, and other fields. This competition might be tipping toward these other graduates. The 2012 Tow Center report concluded that the marketplace is increasingly responsive to applicants with “in-depth knowledge about something other than journalism. The complexity of information and the speed with which people wish to have it explained and contextualized leaves little room for the average generalist.”97 Knowledge-based training would give journalism graduates a skill that other graduates do not have and could not easily acquire.7

10.

Whether journalism will meet the challenges posed by today’s information environment is an open question. The press, like any institution, is conservative in its routines. Traditional ways of defining, structuring, and gathering the news are built into every facet of journalism practice. “What is of enduring importance,” Wilbert Moore wrote in The Professions, “is the homely truth that new knowledge or innovations in technique and practice threaten the very basis upon which established professionals rest their claims to expert competence.”98

Newer developments could also blunt a shift toward knowledge-based journalism. While the Internet provides access to a seemingly infinite storehouse of knowledge, it also pressures journalists to crank out stories and constantly update blogs, Twitter feeds, Facebook pages, and other social media. Although speed is an obstacle to reflective reporting, it would be a mistake to see knowledge as a component only of slower-paced, longer-form reporting. In any reporting situation, the journalist who knows more about the subject at hand has an advantage over the journalist who knows less. When reporters must file quickly, without the opportunity to observe or conduct interviews, they have no place to turn except to what they already know. Knowledge is the best remedy for hastily concocted, wrongheaded story lines.




1 The news is filled with attribution errors of one type or another. Few are more common, however, than claims about leadership. Take, for instance, reporters’ claim that President Obama during his first term failed to display the communication skills he had shown during the 2008 election campaign. “One of the persistent mysteries about the president,” a prominent Washington Post reporter wrote, “is why … [he] has had so much difficulty making a connection with voters on economic issues.” Perhaps Obama had lost his way with words. Yet reporters portray presidents as “connecting” with voters only when their public approval rating is high or on the rise. When the economy is performing poorly, the president invariably has a low or declining approval rating, which leads to negative portrayals of their public relations skills. A Syracuse University study found, for instance, that Ronald Reagan was not called the “Great Communicator” until the third year of his presidency. During the first two years, unemployment reached a postwar high and Reagan’s public approval rating declined at the fastest pace of any president in the history of polling. Toward the end of Reagan’s second year in office, however, the economy turned upward and, as it did, so did his public approval rating. Only then did the press begin to say that Reagan had a gift for “connecting” with voters and bestowed him with the now-famous nickname.

2 A twelfth university was Harvard. Its Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy at the John F. Kennedy School of Government (where I have a faculty appointment) had a coordinating and research role in the Carnegie-Knight Initiative.

3 Some elements of the initiative continued after this date, but the large grants to each of the participating institutions were phased out in accord with the initial Carnegie-Knight plan.

4 Wolfgang Donsbach is chair of the communications program at the Technical University of Dresden in Germany and is past president of both the International Communication Association (ICA) and the World Association for Public Opinion Research (WAPOR). Thomas Fiedler was a reporter, columnist, and executive editor at the Miami Herald and is currently dean of the school of communication at Boston University.

5 The “knowledge of how to use knowledge” approach especially makes sense from the perspective of undergraduate journalism students. Although some of them plan for a career in a specialized area such as science or foreign affairs, many of them are uncertain about their career interests or, upon graduation, have little choice but to take a job as a general assignment reporter.

6 Instructors at more than a hundred journalism schools are already making use of the content available through Journalist’s Resource.

7 This chapter has concentrated on undergraduate journalism education. The same general principles would apply to graduate-level journalism education, but the possibilities would be greater. One option would be to recruit students with subject-area expertise, as the University of Toronto has done. Another option would be a division of labor, such that some schools would offer graduate-level training in science journalism, others in legal reporting, and so on. This kind of specialization typifies graduate training in many other fields; in political science, for example, the University of Michigan is noted for its political behavior program, while the University of Chicago is noted for political theory. Yet a third option is a two-year program of the type that Columbia University now offers, in which the second year focuses on subject-area training to enhance the first year’s practical skills training. Traditionally, graduate-level journalism has consisted of a one-year course of study in which students follow more or less the same curriculum as undergraduate majors; in other academic fields, however, a graduate education is a more advanced form of disciplinary training. If journalism programs were to develop more advanced graduate training, they would also be better positioned to offer midcareer and executive education programs similar to those offered by business and public policy schools.
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The Audience Problem


Now the problem of securing attention … is a problem of provoking feeling in the reader, of inducing him to feel a sense of identification with the stories he is reading. News which does not offer this opportunity to introduce oneself into the struggle which it depicts cannot appeal to a wide audience.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

The code of ethics of the American Society of News Editors declares that journalism is “to serve the general welfare by informing the people.” The Radio Television Digital News Association’s ethics code says “professional electronic journalists should recognize that their first obligation is to the public.” In its ethics code, the Society of Professional Journalists claims that “public enlightenment is the forerunner of justice and the foundation of democracy. The duty of the journalist is to further those ends.”

Journalism’s codes reflect the age-old idea that democracy requires a press free of government control and dedicated to informing the public. “Where the press is free and every man able to read,” Thomas Jefferson said, “all is safe.”2 The notion that democracy and press freedom are inseparable has been the bedrock of First Amendment jurisprudence. “The Founding Fathers,” the Supreme Court ruled in New York Times Co. v. United States (1971), “gave the free press the protection it must have to fulfill its essential role in our democracy. The press was to serve the governed, not the governors.”3

Yet government is not the only threat to a free and responsible press. The press’s civic obligation has always sat uneasily with its determination to make money. In the early decades of the republic, publishers were dependent on government printing contracts for revenue, which tied them to the political parties.4 The partisan press was brought to its knees not by a fit of conscience, but by a better deal. The invention of the high-speed rotary press enabled publishers to print their papers more cheaply, driving up circulations and attracting a new set of sponsors that paid far more money than the political parties ever could—so much money, in fact, that newspapers avoided stories that would upset their advertisers.5 “One set of masters,” political scientist V. O. Key, Jr., wrote, “had been replaced by another.”6

The press is unusual in that it is a private business with a public trust. It is obligated by its constitutionally protected position to serve the public interest but driven by its business needs to serve itself.7 The twin imperatives have long been a source of conflict within and outside news organizations, but the business side cannot be ignored. It would be foolish to assume that knowledge-based journalism could gain a foothold in the newsroom if what it produces lacks audience appeal. News organizations are not—consciously at least—in the business of self-destruction.

Without implementing it on a broad scale, there is no way to prove that knowledge-based journalism would have substantial audience appeal. However, an examination of news consumption patterns suggests a considerable overlap between knowledge-based journalism’s features and people’s news preferences.

2.

Journalists speak of “the public’s right to know” as if the public insists on knowing. Yet many journalists express doubts about the public’s interest in knowing. One New York Times journalist has said that politics “is superficial because the voters let it be.”8 Or in the words of one Washington Post writer, the “public can’t stand abstract politics.”9

In fact, citizens are not of one mind about the news.10 They say in surveys that they want more issue coverage but do not always pay attention to it. They grumble about sensationalism but succumb to lurid stories. Conflict is another aspect of news that reliably draws people’s attention even as they complain about it in surveys.11 Such contradictions stem in part from the simple fact that people have different news preferences. The contradictions also stem in part from “social desirability bias”—the tendency of survey respondents to overstate “good” behaviors and understate “bad” behaviors.12 Just as some people inflate how often they vote, some people exaggerate their interest in serious news.13

In light of this tendency, political scientist Michael Robinson’s study of Americans’ news interests is among the most reliable assessments to date.14 Instead of asking people about their preferences for particular types of news stories, Robinson looked at the stories they actually consumed, as measured by their responses to Pew surveys. Since 1986, the Pew Research Center has questioned more than two hundred thousand Americans about their news consumption. Robinson focused on the period from 1986 to 2007, during which time more than thirteen hundred different news stories—each of which was a headline story at the time—were included in the Pew surveys.1 Robinson grouped these stories by type of content—natural disasters, elections, foreign policy, celebrity, and so on—and then examined how many adult Americans on average were following each type “very closely.”2 From this, he was able to determine a hierarchy of story types, arranged in order of most to least closely followed story type.




	  1.
	War and terrorism
	41%



	  2.
	Bad weather
	40%



	  3.
	Natural and man-made disasters
	39%



	  4.
	Financial and economic problems and policy issues
	35%



	  5.
	Crime and social violence problems and policy issues
	29%



	  6.
	Health and safety problems and issues
	28%



	  7.
	Other domestic policy problems and issues
	25%



	  8.
	Campaigns and elections
	22%



	  9.
	“Inside Washington” politics
	21%



	10.
	Political scandals
	20%



	11.
	“Other” politics
	20%



	12.
	Foreign policy / international affairs
	18%



	13.
	Celebrity lives and deaths
	17%



	14.
	Celebrity scandals
	16%






News stories about wars, disasters, and major storms—events that disrupt everyday life and offer the drama of lives lost and at risk—tend to attract the most attention. These types were followed very closely on average by roughly 40 percent of respondents and accounted for the four top stories during the period of the study: the Challenger disaster in 1986 (80 percent), the 9/11 terrorist attacks in 2001 (78 percent),3 Hurricane Katrina in 2005 (73 percent), and the San Francisco earthquake in 1989 (73 percent). They also accounted for a number of other closely followed stories, including the terrorist bombing of the federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995 (58 percent).

Robinson’s study indicates that stories involving celebrities tend to get much less attention. In fact, they rank dead last among Americans’ news interests. On average, only 17 percent of those surveyed said they followed such stories very closely. That number would have been even lower, at 13 percent, without the deaths of Princess Diana in 1997 and John F. Kennedy, Jr., in 1999. Both tragedies were closely followed by nearly 55 percent of respondents. More typical in terms of attention level were the deaths of the Grateful Dead’s Jerry Garcia in 1995 (9 percent) and the Beatles’ George Harrison in 2001 (10 percent).

Even celebrity scandals, with an average of 16 percent, fail to attract much attention. Michael Jackson’s arrest on sexual molestation charges was among the top stories in this category—29 percent gave it close attention. On the other hand, only 12 percent were attentive to Donald and Ivana Trump’s messy 1992 divorce, and a meager 2 percent expressed keen interest in Nicole Kidman and Tom Cruise’s 1998 marital separation.

Stories about public affairs rank in the middle of audience interest. However, attention to such stories depends on what’s at issue. At the top are financial and economic stories—news about sharp changes in energy prices, large swings in the economy, abrupt shifts in the stock market, and so on. When people’s pocketbooks are at issue, they take notice. On average, such stories were followed very closely by 35 percent of Americans. The 1987 stock market crash—when the Dow plummeted 500 points within hours, shedding 23 percent of its value—was of keen interest to 40 percent of Americans. Spikes in gas prices scored even higher, topping the 50 percent mark. Even the 2001 Enron bankruptcy scandal was closely followed by a third of Americans, twice the level of the typical celebrity scandal.

Next highest in the public affairs category are consequential stories about social problems—crime and social violence (29 percent) and health and safety (28 percent). The mass killing at Colorado’s Columbine High in 1999 scored 68 percent, placing it in the top ten of the thirteen hundred stories examined. Also in the top ten was the rioting that followed the acquittal of Los Angeles police officers for the videotaped beating of Rodney King. The King story was closely followed by 70 percent of Americans, more than twice the number that expressed strong interest in O. J. Simpson’s 1995 murder trial.

Domestic policy issues ranked next, drawing on average the close attention of a quarter of the respondents. They displayed particular interest in George W. Bush’s 2005 attempt to privatize Social Security (35 percent), the 2004 flu vaccine shortage (44 percent), and the 1989 Supreme Court ruling upholding the right to burn the American flag (51 percent). In contrast, only 14 percent paid close attention to the 2002 campaign finance reform debate.

At the bottom of the public affairs category are political stories. However much these stories might fascinate those inside the Washington Beltway, they fail to engage most citizens. Stories about campaigns and elections (22 percent), Washington politics (21 percent), political scandals (20 percent), and “other politics”4 (20 percent) ranked low on the interest scale. The closing weeks of a presidential campaign, when interest in election news tops the 50 percent mark, is an exception. Closer to the norm is the New Hampshire primary—an average of 17 percent of respondents over the course of the study reported paying close attention to the nation’s kickoff presidential primary.

Political scandals fared no better. With a few exceptions, such as the 1998 Clinton-Lewinsky saga and the 2007 exposé of Walter Reed Army Medical Center’s shabby treatment of wounded troops, political scandals have no more appeal than celebrity scandals. Less than 15 percent of the public closely followed House majority leader Tom DeLay’s corruption-induced resignation in 2006, House Ways and Means chair Dan Rostenkowski’s fraud indictment in 1994, or House Speaker Jim Wright’s fall from grace for ethical violations in 1989.

International politics also ranks low on the scale. Although the breakup of the Soviet Union in 1991 was an exception (47 percent), foreign policy stories on average drew the close attention of only 18 percent of the public. Except for war, Americans’ attention usually wanes when the focus shifts overseas, even when the United States is a direct participant. The American-led expansion of NATO into Eastern Europe in 1999, for example, was closely followed by only 6 percent of respondents.

Two tendencies in Robinson’s study are particularly noteworthy, given that they contradict the conventional wisdom about Americans’ news tastes. One is the low level of interest in celebrity-based stories—public affairs trump celebrity interest by a wide margin. The second is that news of domestic policy problems and issues outdraws news that is more emphatically “political,” also by a decent margin. Policy trumps politics.5 Robinson’s findings coincide with those of an earlier Harvard study that used survey and experimental methods to assess Americans’ news preferences. Unlike Robinson’s study, which examined only top news stories, the Harvard study examined routine stories. As with Robinson’s study, soft news stories—those focusing on celebrities and entertainers—ranked at the bottom of the list. Stories about policy problems and issues—jobs, school spending, and the like—ranked much higher. “Public affairs news,” the Harvard study concluded, “is more appealing than soft news to most people.”15

3.

Audience demand is only one half of the marketplace for news. The other half is the supply side—the stories that news outlets produce. Are the media’s top stories also the ones of greatest interest to the public? As it happens, supply and demand do not coincide. News outlets overproduce some types of news relative to demand, while underproducing other types.

Washington-centered stories are overproduced. Of keen interest to the politically interested, they are of only passing interest to most citizens. Even the stories that address the fate of top leaders do not ordinarily attract close public attention. Although the press heavily covered Trent Lott’s resignation as Senate majority leader in 2002 for praising Strom Thurmond’s 1948 segregationist presidential bid, only 20 percent of Americans said they were following the story closely.16 Run-of-the-mill Washington stories fare worse. Although such stories are often at or near the top of the day’s news, they are far down the list of stories Americans follow closely. “ ‘Inside-the-Beltway stories,’ ” Robinson notes, are “heavily covered, but lightly watched.”17

To be sure, citizens take some interest in political goings-on.18 During the closing phase of a presidential campaign, people are attuned to their favorite candidate’s chance of victory.19 Relatively few citizens, however, intently follow the political wrangling that is the mainstay of national political coverage.20 One reason is that their stake in the conflict is seldom made clear.21 A Project for Excellence in Journalism election study, for example, found that reporters were seven times more likely to say how campaign developments might affect the candidates than to say how they might affect the voters.22

The oversupply of political stories reflects what the Washington Post’s Dan Balz calls “the gap” between the interests of “the media and ordinary folks.”23 Most journalists know a lot more about politics than they do about policy, and they like to cover what they know best—“talking mainly to each other,” as Lance Bennett put it.24 “Washington is weird that way,” says New York Times media columnist David Carr. “Sometimes I hear what some of my friends are chasing and I’m like, really? That’s it? Washington thrives on a kind of incrementalism that wouldn’t reach the standard of news elsewhere.”25 In late 2010, for instance, the lame-duck Senate took up the issue of a nuclear arms control treaty that the Obama administration had negotiated with Russia. The news highlighted Obama’s efforts to acquire the two-thirds vote to ratify the treaty, as well as the objections of some Senate Republicans and the fact that their numbers would increase when the new Congress convened in January. Seldom was there a substantial reference to what was at stake if the treaty was ratified or rejected. In the end, the Senate ratified the treaty, delivering what the headlines called “a victory for Obama,”26 as if that was somehow the crux of the issue.

Political coverage, says NYU’s Jay Rosen, allows journalists to “display their savviness, which is [their] unofficial religion.”27 Moreover, reporters spend much of their time tracking political leaders, which naturally leads them to find significance in what they do.28 “Reporters like to concentrate on … tactics and devices,” journalist Tom Wicker wrote. “In their usual footrace or game perspective on politics, they and their editors see these as being more critical than … most issues.”29 Twitter and other Web-based communication have heightened the tendency. CNN’s Peter Hamby, who reported from the campaign trail in 2012, noted that journalists were tweeting from morning to night, making note of tiny shifts in what the campaigns were doing. “The 2012 media,” Hamby writes, “was covering the campaign through a magnifying glass never-before seen in political journalism, treating every ordinary development—candidate travel plans, staffing decisions in Iowa, minuscule polling shifts, veepstakes voodoo—as if it were the invasion of Baghdad.”30 Said Reuter’s Sam Youngman: “[Twitter] made me think smaller when I should have been thinking bigger.”31

Political stories have the advantage of being relatively cheap to produce.32 Alison Dagnes, a television producer turned scholar, notes that “it is infinitely easier to write about the process than it is [to write about] intricate public policy initiatives.”33 Such stories can be constructed in some cases simply by observing what political figures say and do in public forums—talking heads do it in real time during a presidential debate or press conference. “Much of the news Americans get each day,” writes Walter Pincus, “was created to serve just that purpose—to be the news of the day.”34 The sheer ease of political reporting has made it—along with opinionated commentary—the staple of cable news outlets, which face the daily challenge of filling large blocks of time with relatively small reporting staffs.6 CNN once touted the strength of its “reporting team.” It now claims to have the “best political team on television.” MSNBC’s slogan was once “A Fuller Spectrum of News.” It relabeled itself “The Political Channel.” Fox News camouflages its political appetite by claiming to be what it is not: “Fair and Balanced.”

4.

Although citizens express greater interest in news about policy problems than in news about politics, they aren’t always thinking of policy in the way journalists do. Reporters typically focus on the policy initiatives of political leaders.35 These initiatives draw the public’s attention if they are clearly defined and if they clearly impinge on people’s lives, as in the case of a tax increase. “They will note it, and form opinions about it,” explained Doris Graber on the basis of her audience study.36 On the other hand, if a policy proposal is remote in its consequences or overly complex, as in the case of monetary policy, the public usually tunes it out.37

The policy problems of greatest interest to citizens are those that directly affect their daily lives or the lives of those like them. It’s a reason people give little thought to energy policy until gas prices rise. Such responses are a consequence of what scholars call the “surveillance function.” People seek “reassurance that the world, both near and far, is safe [and] secure.”38 This outlook helps explain why turbulent weather, natural and human disasters, and the onset of war rank highly in the public’s news preferences. It’s also why people take more interest in Main Street economic issues, like high gas prices, than in Wall Street economic issues, like stock price manipulation.39 It also helps explain why they are more attentive to crime reports than to celebrity stories. As Pete Hamill noted: “[People] have only marginal interest in the latest sensational sex scandal; they do care when death comes calling in their own neighborhood.”40

News also serves what scholars call “the communal function.”41 Citizens are attracted to stories that arouse empathy for the fate of people with whom they can identify.42 Consider the difference in Americans’ attention to two top stories in 2007: the revelation of patient neglect at Walter Reed and the perjury trial of White House aide Scooter Libby. Although the Libby story received twice the amount of news coverage as the Walter Reed story, it drew only half as much public attention.43 Americans were bothered by the slack medical treatment being given to service members who had been wounded fighting for their country in Iraq and Afghanistan. Libby’s fate, in contrast, was at best a source of curiosity. He was a distant figure facing a self-inflicted problem.44

This is not necessarily to say that the Libby coverage was excessive. Watchdog reporting sends a signal to the powerful that corrupt practices will bring them unwanted headlines. The press would be remiss if it made small note of official wrongdoing. On the other hand, it’s hard to justify stories that lack a public purpose and fail to attract wide interest, which is the case for many inside-the-Beltway stories. To be sure, the news would not be the news, nor would the public interest be served, if political wrangling was ignored by reporters. There’s truth even in Dallas Morning News reporter Jacquielynn Floyd’s claim that political coverage would be “a mighty dry and colorless affair” without it.45 Yet if political infighting becomes the point of the coverage, the audience receives an incomplete picture, one that highlights the fireworks and buries the consequences.46

When health care reform was in the spotlight in 2009 and 2010, for example, the bulk of the coverage centered on political strategy and infighting, so much so that the public learned very little during the yearlong legislative battle.47 It was a replay of the coverage of President Clinton’s health care reform effort in the early 1990s. Kathleen Hall Jamieson and Joseph Cappella tracked the coverage of that earlier episode and found that stories on the substance of Clinton’s health care proposal were hugely outnumbered by stories on who was getting the better of the fight. Their study also showed that the public, rather than becoming better informed as the debate progressed, became increasingly confused.48

To the journalist, each political story is different. To many citizens, such stories look and sound pretty much the same. A Syracuse University survey asked respondents to recall a news story they had seen within the past twenty-four hours and then asked them to describe their reaction to it. News stories about political infighting often elicited no reported reaction at all. Policy-related stories were 50 percent more likely to draw a response.49 In the same vein, Doris Graber found that when news stories “discussed serious social problems,” people were inclined to think about how the problems could be resolved. But when stories focused on the political game, people reacted, if at all, with a feeling of resignation, believing that political gamesmanship is something they have no control over.50

To be sure, journalists occasionally dig into issues. The Newtown grade school massacre in 2012 that killed six adults and twenty children prompted numerous news stories about gun control laws.51 During the Gulf oil spill in 2010, reporters made extensive use of technical and scientific knowledge to help Americans understand the spill and its consequences, even to the extent of teaching their audience a set of new terms—“dispersants,” “relief wells,” and the like.52

Such coverage is the exception, however, even though the story possibilities are many. Modern life is noteworthy not for its scarcity of policy questions, but for the abundance of them. News about a wide range of issues, from public education to homeland security, has the potential to attract the public’s attention—if journalists had the knowledge and interest to explore them.53 Climate change, for example, ranks high in terms of public interest, but gets only a moderate amount of news coverage.54

To be sure, citizens’ policy interests are not the wonkish concerns of the policy analyst.55 In a study of news consumers, Graber found that they complained about the “oversimplified treatment” of politics, but when presented with “more substantial exposure to issues,” they usually failed to “seize” the opportunity.56 Yet Americans’ interest in issues is also more substantial than they may be given credit for, as is clear from the questions they ask in public gatherings or on call-in shows in which they have the chance to quiz politicians directly. Rarely do they ask about politicians’ strategies and tactics, or inquire about the latest gaffe or scandal. They want to know what politicians intend to do about the problems they face.57 It’s a line of inquiry that journalists only occasionally pursue, in part because they are more interested in political strategy and in part because they are not deeply informed about most issues. And on many policy areas there is a near absence of journalistic expertise. “Education affects everyone,” Walter Pincus wrote recently, “yet I cannot name an outstanding American journalist on this subject. Food is an important subject, yet regular newspaper coverage of agriculture and the products we eat is almost nonexistent unless cases of food poisoning turn up.”58

Journalists’ sense of their audience is wrong side up. What’s happening at the top as it affects the fortunes of those at the top is not what interests most people.59 As Bill Kovach and Tom Rosenstiel note, “Journalists need to focus on people and their problems, not on politicians and theirs.”60

5.

Knowledge-based stories about people and their problems often cannot be told in a hurry or in a few words, which might be considered a problem in today’s marketplace, where people expect to get their news in a flash.

In fact, the news audience does not routinely choose brevity over depth. The Project for Excellence in Journalism conducted an extensive study of 154 local TV stations, tracking for five years their audience ratings and news content to determine what people watched and why. Contrary to expectations, the project found that the longer the story—the more depth it possessed—the higher its audience rating. When the entire newscast was examined, a comparable finding emerged. Newscasts with a small number of well-produced longer stories had higher ratings than newscasts packed with shorter items. The study’s authors concluded: “The consistent message that comes through all our research is that viewers reward stations that do a good job of gathering information and telling stories.”61

Philip Meyer conducted a similar study of local papers. Using data from two dozen media markets, Meyer examined the relationship between newspapers’ content and their circulation. He wanted to find out whether the quality of the reporting paid off with reader loyalty. Over the five-year span that Meyer studied, quality did matter: The newspapers that delivered the stronger content had the greatest success in holding on to their readers,62 a finding supported by a subsequent Northwestern University study based on 35,000 consumers in 101 newspaper markets.63

National Public Radio’s track record also illustrates the power of solid reporting. Compared with other broadcasters, NPR runs longer stories64 and devotes less time to political infighting and more time to policy issues.65 NPR also does more bottom-up stories—those that explore policy problems from the perspective of the citizen.66 NPR now has one of the largest and most loyal audiences in the industry.67 Since the 1980s, a period in which other broadcast news outlets have lost half or more of their audience, NPR’s audience has increased by more than 500 percent.

If there was ever any doubt that quality matters, a 2013 survey by the Project for Excellence in Journalism should lay it to rest. Although a majority of those polled said they had heard little or nothing about the financial woes facing the news industry, or the resulting cutbacks in news staff and coverage, a third of the respondents said they had stopped paying attention to a particular news source because they had noticed a decline in the quality of its coverage. Moreover, those most likely to have stopped reading, watching, or listening to a news source because of a perceived decline were more highly educated and affluent than those who did not—in other words, they are the people who are generally more interested in news, and better able to pay for it. “The job of news organizations,” the study’s authors concluded, “is to come to terms with the fact that, as they search for economic stability, their financial future may well hinge on their ability to provide high quality reporting.”68

6.

Conclusions based on traditional media might be thought irrelevant to Internet sites. They are “new media” with a different relationship to their users. Audiences for traditional media make an “appointment” with news, whether that’s watching TV news at the dinner hour, looking at the paper over a morning cup of coffee, or tuning in to NPR while driving to work. Most people who rely on the Internet tap into news at irregular times.69 Internet users are also more likely to “graze,” consuming the news in bits and pieces over the course of the day.

Although grazing may suggest superficiality and often consists of quick hits, it turns out the practice is also a search strategy—a way to find worthwhile stories.70 “Interest-driven search” is how Clay Shirky describes it.71 Jim VandeHei, executive editor and cofounder of Politico, says the Web places a “premium on deeper-dive reporting,” noting that Politico’s most heavily trafficked stories are “those that can’t be done in a hurry,” such as its probing stories in 2011 on the killing of Osama bin Laden and the congressional deadlock over the debt ceiling.72 Adam Moss, editor of New York, notes that the in-depth stories on the magazine’s Web site attract twenty to forty times more readers than do its brief postings.73

The “story” is emerging as the fundamental unit of Internet-based news. With traditional media, people typically hear of a particular story during the course of their exposure, as when reading a newspaper or watching TV news. With the Internet, people often access a story after first having heard of it through a tweet, Facebook post, e-mail, or other alert. Many such stories are in-depth pieces. “Long-form journalism is working [on the Web],” Moss said, noting that stories tend to get passed from one person to the next only when they’re strong enough to stand on their own—“it’s every piece for itself.”74 The same is true of “evergreen” stories—those that continue to draw traffic long after being posted.75 As one team of researchers explained it, stories that draw a large audience on the Web are the ones “worth searching for.”76 The “worth searching for” principle aligns with the conclusion of the recent Tow Center report. Shallow reporting, its authors argue, increasingly fails to hold people’s attention.77 “A remarkable amount of what gets [accessed on the Internet],” they write, “is not singing cats but long, careful pieces of reporting or opinion.”78

NYU’s Mitchell Stephens argues that “instead of getting faster, [news outlets] could get wiser.” He would have them “pull back from the race for breaking news and attempt to produce—at daily, not hourly, speed—the most insightful interpretations of that news.”79 The problem, says Stephens, is that most journalists are not trained for this type of reporting. “Quality journalism,” he writes, “should be defined not by the ability to bear witness, to pursue facts, to array the five W’s [who, what, where, when, why], but by the ability to write stories that are interpretive, informed, intelligent, interesting and insightful.… [This] will require more of journalists—more education in a subject, probably, more study, more thoughtfulness, fresher thinking. It will require the ambition not to recount, not only to uncover, but to explain, illuminate and enlighten.”80

To be sure, the lure of solid reporting is easily exaggerated by those who care about journalism. Many of the most heavily trafficked public affairs stories on the Web are brief items that are as flimsy in their construction as they are light in their content. People have different tastes in news, and even those who prefer hard news like an occasional soft news story in the mix.81 Furthermore, Internet sites that regularly refresh their content, typically in the form of short updates, have what Web analyst Jakob Nielsen calls “stickiness”—the willingness of users to return to the site regularly.82

Frequent updates, and light fare, clearly have a place in the news. Yet it is a mistake to assume that they are the key to attracting a loyal audience. It is a mistake, too, to conclude that knowledge is important for deeper pieces but not for brief updates. The hurried-up pace of today’s reporting places a premium on reporters who know their subject well.

7.

News outlets face the harsh reality of a declining following. The news audience, as the next chapter will show, is not being replenished at a rate equal to the loss—today’s young adults have much less interest in the news than their counterparts of a generation or two ago. Moreover, the redistribution of news consumers across an ever larger number of outlets—a trend that began in the 1980s—will continue, which means that most news outlets can expect their audience to shrink in the years ahead.83

In today’s media system, a news organization’s “brand” is increasingly important. The near monopoly on the audience that local papers and the broadcast networks once had, and which gave them readers and viewers almost by default, is gone. Cable and the Internet have reduced geography and spectrum allocation as decisive factors in determining where citizens will get their news. They have a wide range of choices and typically seek out brands they know and trust.

Although a loss of audience was inevitable, traditional news outlets accelerated the loss by being careless with their brands. Soft news in its early years helped news outlets to hold on to marginal news consumers—those with a weak interest in news who might otherwise have chosen to watch cable entertainment.84 Holding on to them, however, required pumping out heavy doses of soft news, which hurt the reputation of news outlets, as well as the status of the news media generally.7 “Pretty close to tabloid” was former FCC chair Newton Minow’s description of 1990s television news.85 The University of Illinois’s Matt Ehrlich labeled it “the journalism of outrageousness.”86

The hollowing out of hard news to make room for soft news alienated many of those who prefer hard news.8 An irony of heightened audience competition is that what made sense in the short term turned out to be destructive in the long run. Initially, soft news enabled news outlets to hold on to marginal consumers—those who might have defected to entertainment programming. Yet heightened competition also meant that people with a substantial interest in news would be able to find outlets that did a good job of reporting. A NewsLab survey of former regular TV news viewers found that many of them had switched sources because they thought the newscasts had become too sensational, too contentious, too repetitive, and too flimsy—in other words, too much like showbiz and too little like news.87 A 2011 study found the rise of infotainment to be one of the leading causes of the long-term decline in the size of the traditional news audience.88

A mistake that many traditional news outlets have made in response to declining circulations and ratings is to assume that people have a need for the newspaper or newscast when, in fact, what people have, and have always had, is a need to know. When the newspaper and the newscast were the only delivery vehicles for this information, it was convenient to assume that they, and not the information they contained, were the attraction. But now that people have a broad range of choices, they can satisfy their need to know in any number of ways. It is also the case that expanded choice has heightened audience members’ expectations. In seeking to fulfill their need to know, they don’t have to settle for marginally satisfying content.

Whatever the full explanation for the declining audience for traditional news, the time when a news outlet could successfully be all things to all people is rapidly ending.9 What works better in today’s high-choice media system is news pitched to a targeted audience—“niche news.”89 Studies indicate that targeting increases an outlet’s credibility with its users,90 which results in increased loyalty.91 The Project for Excellence in Journalism study that tracked local TV stations found, for example, that the worst-performing newscasts over a five-year span were those that aimed for a general audience by offering a full mix of traditional and soft news stories. The strongest performers were newscasts that concentrated on either traditional news or soft news, and did it better than their competitors.92 Their performance reflects the outlook of digital innovator Clark Gilbert, who argues that the digital era requires news outlets to concentrate on areas where they can deliver distinctive content. “Invest where you can be the best,” he says.93

8.

Journalists cannot be faulted for the fact that it’s hard to inform the public. Convincing people that the news deserves their full attention is at once a noble thought and a fool’s errand.94 Nor can reporters be faulted when they lack the time to solidify their stories. Many of the shortcomings in news reporting owe, as political scientist Tim Cook explained, to the compromises required “to crank out a daily product called news.”95 And there is no sin in the fact that news organizations are in the business of making money. It’s a key to a strong newsroom. “You can’t do [news] on the cheap and get away with it for long,” notes Alex Jones.96

The news media’s ongoing challenge is to strike a proper balance between “doing well” economically and “doing good” civically. Attention is one of democracy’s scarcest resources,97 and the press revels in it. What other institution can count upon a daily following in the tens of millions? No church or political party has anywhere near that kind of constituency. Journalists are the closest thing that the public has to an everyday teacher. Although journalists are not obliged to turn news stories into lesson plans, there is an educational opportunity in news that cannot be realized until journalists take citizens’ interests and needs more fully into account in their reporting. “The point of having journalists around,” says Jay Rosen, “is not to produce attention, but to make our attention more productive.”98




1 Robinson’s method does not eliminate social desirability bias but greatly reduces it. As this chapter will show, Americans are not shy about expressing interest in “lowbrow” categories, such as disasters or weather stories. Nor are they shy about denying interest in socially desirable stories, such as foreign news.

2 Robinson used “very closely” rather than “fairly closely” as his cutoff point for close attention to a news story. This approach provides the greatest amount of differentiation between story types.

3 In terms of sustained attention, the 9/11 attacks topped the list. Americans were asked about the attacks in Pew surveys in September, October, November, and December of 2001. The Challenger disaster was at the top of the news for a much shorter period.

4 In the “other politics” category, Robinson included such things as interest group action, nonviolent rallies and demonstrations, and outside-of-Washington controversies, such as the “Stars and Bars” debate about the South Carolina state flag.

5 Celebrity news and political news are consistently low performers. When Robinson divided his analysis into three “news eras” (1986–1990, 1991–2000, and 2001–2006), the ranking of these story types was similar in each period. Interest in celebrity stories during the three periods was, respectively, 19 percent, 18 percent, and 17 percent. Interest in political scandals was, respectively, 22 percent, 20 percent, and 19 percent.

6 The ease of political reporting is matched only by the ease of interview segments, which are even less costly to produce. The Project for Excellence in Journalism reports that, between 2007 and 2012, interview segments increased by 31 percent across the three major cable news channels: CNN, MSNBC, and Fox.

7 Although an analysis of soft news journalism is beyond the scope of this book, Harvard’s Matthew Baum (Soft News Goes to War) conducted such a study in the context of war coverage. He found that citizens who otherwise would be less informed about public affairs do acquire “at least some information” from soft news exposure. Soft news could include more information if its stories were more thematic and less episodic (see chapter four). Many soft news stories have public policy implications, but the implications are seldom explored in any depth, a reason soft news consumers frequently reach erroneous conclusions from the information they receive.

8 Soft news consumers are a misunderstood segment of the news audience. They consume less news on average than other news consumers and are less dependable in that their consumption varies with events. On the day when the story broke of Anna Nicole Smith’s death of a drug overdose in a Florida hotel room, CNN’s ratings jumped by a factor of three. “America’s newest guilty pleasure” is how a CNN anchor described viewers’ response. The number is deceiving, however. In tripling its audience with the Smith story, CNN temporarily gained a million extra viewers—a rousing success in terms of its business model, and yet a small gain in the context of the larger television news audience. According to Michael Robinson’s study, CNN’s extra viewers on the night of Smith’s death were outnumbered twenty to one by those who chose instead to watch the ABC, CBS, and NBC evening newscasts. In order to lure and hold soft news consumers, news outlets have to overproduce soft news relative to the overall demand for it. It gets more coverage from the press than it gets attention from the public. Smith’s death, for example, was nearly in the top third among the most heavily covered news stories in 2007. In terms of audience attention, however, Smith’s death was nearly in the bottom third.

9 With so many choices available, the news audience is realigning in a way similar to that of the radio audience. In radio’s early decades, the leading stations offered a broad range of programming—everything from news to music to canned variety shows and sitcoms. But as the number of stations increased over time and as television siphoned off program listeners, the audience became more selective and most listeners drifted toward specialized outlets—talk stations, country music stations, oldies stations, Top 40 stations, news stations—that catered to their interests.




SIX



The Democracy Problem


Reformers … assume … that somehow mysteriously there exists in the hearts of men a knowledge of the world beyond their reach.1

—Walter Lippmann



1.

Informed citizens do not spring forth from birth. The process of informing the public is an ongoing task, as well as a source of endless debate. Just how much information do citizens need in order to exercise proper judgment on the issues of the day? And just how important is information to the workings of democracy? Thomas Jefferson placed great value on it. Alexander Hamilton was less certain that information had to penetrate deeply into society.2

Agreement has long existed, however, on the basic ingredients of an informed public: good schools and good journalism, along with citizens who are willing to make use of them. Whatever might be the story of the schools, the story of journalism has recently taken a downward turn.

2.

For nearly two centuries, Americans’ interest in news rose steadily, driven by breakthroughs in communication technology.3 An early development was the invention of the hand-cranked rotary press, which enabled publishers to print newspapers more quickly and cheaply than was possible with the older, flat-plate press. In 1834, the New York Sun became the first newspaper to pass the savings along to readers, cutting the price of the paper from six cents to a penny. The Sun’s circulation rose to five thousand in four months and to ten thousand in less than a year.4 By the early 1900s, propelled by the invention of newsprint and the steam-driven press, some metropolitan dailies were peddling more than one hundred thousand copies a day.5

Radio news came of age a few decades later. It served mainly as a headline service, airing brief accounts of the day’s top stories.1 Still, radio brought news to millions, many of whom did not read a daily paper. By the end of the 1930s, the number of homes with a radio set exceeded the number that subscribed to a newspaper.6

A bigger breakthrough came in the early 1960s, when the television networks launched their thirty-minute nightly newscasts. Television news soon gained a huge following, much of it “inadvertent”—viewers who watched less out of an interest in news than out of an addiction to television.7 In most media markets, news was the only dinner-hour programming available, and habitual viewers stayed tuned. Some of them gradually developed a real liking for TV news, so much so that they seldom missed a newscast. By the 1970s, three out of every four adults were following the news on a regular basis8—nearly twice as many as when the newspaper was the sole source of daily news.9

3.

The era of broadcast television was short-lived. By 1990, more than half of American homes had been wired for cable, giving viewers a choice of programs at the dinner hour. Although some broadcast TV news viewers switched to cable entertainment, the bigger loss was in future years. The number of “inadvertent” viewers fell sharply, reducing the likelihood that those without a TV news habit would eventually acquire one.10

Cable also undercut young people’s interest in news. The evening news in the 1960s and 1970s was a family ritual in many homes, and though the children might have preferred to watch something else, they sat through it. By the time they left high school, many had acquired a news habit.11 Cable disrupted this pattern. Fewer parents were now watching the news, and even if they were, as a Kaiser Family Foundation study discovered, the children were often in another room watching something else.12 Compared with their peers who grew up without cable, those from cable households were 40 percent less likely to follow the news regularly after leaving home.13

Adults under forty—the cable generation—consume much less news than their broadcast-era counterparts. In the 1970s, young adults watched nearly as much TV news as older adults.14 They also were nearly as likely to read a daily paper.15 This isn’t true today.16 Younger adults are now far less likely than older adults to follow the news closely, even when Internet-based news is taken into account.17 Although the Web offers thous ands of news sites, most young adults don’t visit such sites regularly or hang around long when they do.18 While eighteen- to thirty-four-year-olds account for more than two-fifths of Web traffic, they account for only a third of news site visits and a mere fifth of political site visits.19

Even so, young adults are only part of the story of Americans’ flight from news. Within every age group, Americans devote less time each day to news than was the case even a decade or two ago.20 Moreover, the individual variation in news consumption is higher than it was in the past. While cable and the Internet have made it easier for interested citizens to consume great quantities of news, they have also made the news easier for the less interested to avoid. At all hours of the day, there is an endless supply of movies, chat rooms, reality shows, sporting events, newscasts, electronic games, and the like. The choice is ours to make.21

Paeans to the wonders of the “information age” ignore the human element. The supply of news is greater than ever, but the determining factor is the demand for it. In the past two decades alone, the number of Americans who say “a lot” when asked whether they “enjoy keeping up with news” has fallen from 54 percent to 45 percent.22 Among young adults, only 27 percent say they enjoy keeping up with news.23 There are nearly as many people today who say they have little or no interest in news as those who express strong interest in it—a sharp change compared with the days before cable and the Internet. Americans are not walled off from news because of its high cost or inaccessibility. Many of them are simply not all that interested.24

4.

Television programming hollowed out the nation’s street life by giving Americans a reason to stay home.25 Cable and the Internet have turned us inward, to the point where we spend large chunks of our day alone, connected to others, if at all, through digital media.26 As Marshall McLuhan noted, “We shape our tools and then our tools shape us.”27

Watching television can be addictive, which is why in its early years it turned a generation of politically disengaged citizens into regular consumers of news. Digital media are no less addictive. A British study found that more than half of cell phone users suffer anxiety when they forget their phone at home or can’t get a signal. The condition has even acquired a name—nomophobia.28 Cognitive psychologist David Meyer calls digital media a modern-day “Skinner box,” a reference to psychologist B. F. Skinner’s famed stimulus-response studies from the 1930s.29 Cell phones, TV remotes, and other devices offer instant gratification, conditioning us to want more of it. “We get an adrenalin jolt every time we receive a new stimulus—a reward for paying attention to the new,” says Harvard Medical School professor Michael Rich.30

The flow of messages has accelerated, sometimes by the design of others, sometimes by our own hand. Tweets substitute for e-mail, text messages for phone calls, singles for albums, ten- and fifteen-second ads for thirty- or sixty-second ones. A 2012 Pew Internet and American Life Project survey found that American teenagers send and receive an average of sixty texts a day, up from fifty texts just two years earlier.31 News bits also flow more quickly. In the 1960s, the typical TV news story presented eight images.32 Five times that number now fly past our eyes during the typical story.33 But even this pace is too slow for most viewers. In the past decade, the number of people who watch television news while clicking between it and other programming has more than doubled—such viewers now constitute a majority.34

Newspaper reading is one of the few remaining media activities that require close attention. Yet we now read less and do so for shorter periods,35 particularly when we go online. Compared with those who read a printed version of the newspaper, Americans who read an online version devote significantly fewer minutes to it.36

As messages arrive at an ever faster pace, our ability to recall them diminishes. Most people have difficulty spontaneously recalling a news story a few minutes after exposure. When the story is accompanied by a scroll touting another story, the memory loss quickens.37 It also quickens when people click between TV news shows.38 Media multitasking further magnifies the “more is less” effect. MIT psychologist Sherry Turkle found that “when you multitask, there’s a degradation of function … everything gets done a little worse.”39 A divided mind is a diminished mind.

A hard-to-admit truth about media abundance is that it impedes our ability to pay attention.40 “What information consumes is rather obvious,” Nobel laureate Herbert Simon noted. “It consumes the attention of its recipients. Hence a wealth of information creates a poverty of attention.”41 In a 2008 replication of a decade-old study, a British research team put a thousand people through a series of tests designed to assess their ability to concentrate. Attention spans were found to have declined by half from what they had been ten years earlier.42

5.

In a seminal 1947 article, “Some Reasons Why Information Campaigns Fail,” sociologists Herbert Hyman and Paul Sheatsley concluded that even if “all the physical barriers” to informing the public were removed, there would remain imposing “psychological barriers.” Such barriers include people’s lack of interest and their knack for interpreting information in ways that reinforce their prior beliefs.43

The broadcast era lowered the barriers to political awareness, particularly for individuals with less education and less political interest.2 “Television,” Princeton’s Markus Prior notes, “made it easier to learn about politics.”44 Broadcast news also created an “information commons.” Each network tried to be all things to all people, with the result that all three networks featured nearly the same stories, told from more or less the same angle.45 Although critics rightly noted that the nightly news was light on content and preoccupied with Washington elites,46 it was nonetheless the case that tens of millions of Americans, from all walks of life and every political leaning, were exposed each evening to a common version of the news.47 They did not all respond in the same way, but they at least started from a shared rendition.48

The current media system has raised the barriers to news exposure and eroded the commons. It’s not simply that citizens find it easier to avoid the news. They also have to contend with the onslaught of misinformation and infotainment that spews from today’s media system. In the 1950s, cyberneticist Karl Deutsch noted that “noise” in the communication system was disrupting citizens’ efforts to understand public affairs.49 Today’s media system is awash in noise, some of it designed to confuse or mislead us. Small wonder we regularly mix things up. If we were paying closer attention, we would know that climate change and weather conditions are not the same. Yet we insist on conflating them, which is why poll respondents are more likely to deny the existence of global warming during a cold winter.50

6.

Some observers believe that citizen-based Internet communication is an answer to the information problem.51 They point to the many chat rooms and online discussion groups dedicated to public affairs, the informational Web sites devoted to public issues, the social networks through which information circulates.52 They also note the emergence of “citizen journalists,”53 pointing out the power of YouTube, Facebook, and Twitter. Handheld recording devices and Web technology enable citizens to create and disseminate stories through user-generated Web sites, social networks, and microblogging tools.54 “In a networked world,” one observer remarked, “there is no longer the ‘journalist,’ ‘audience,’ and ‘source.’ There is only ‘us.’ ”55 Another said: “We are all journalists now.”56

Citizen journalism is an expanding field.3 Gone is the day when, as journalist A. J. Liebling noted, freedom of the press belonged only to those with the money to buy a newspaper.57 In many locations in the United States, online journalists are bringing to light developments that local newspapers have overlooked. “We are the traditional journalism model turned upside down,” says Mary Lou Fulton, editor of a local online newspaper. “We [have] thousands of readers who serve as [our] eyes and ears, rather than having everything filtered through the views of a small group of reporters and editors.”58 Citizens have also uncovered major stories, as in the case of a waiter who used a cell phone to capture Republican nominee Mitt Romney’s “47 percent”4 remark at a private fund-raiser during the 2012 presidential campaign.59

It’s impossible to look at what citizen journalists are doing and conclude that good reporting is the exclusive province of the professional journalist.60 Nevertheless, citizen journalism’s contribution to people’s awareness of public affairs is less substantial than some of its proponents claim.61 From an extensive study of Internet content and traffic, Matthew Hindman found scant evidence to support most “trickle-up theories.” “In their enthusiasm,” writes Hindman, “many have forgotten to do the math.”62 He found that most of the heavily trafficked news sites are hosted by traditional news outlets, which also produce the large majority of news items that circulate on the Web.63 Although some types of Internet content—such as humorous videos—originate largely with users, news of public affairs is not among them. Moreover, the demand for citizen-generated public affairs content is small, accounting for less than 1 percent of Web traffic.64 The quality of such user-generated information is also lower than that of traditional news outlets.65 Most citizen journalists gloss over complicated topics and seldom conduct systematic research. “Many of their stories,” explains Doris Graber, “are little more than responses to comments by randomly chosen members of the audience.”66

For its part, the blogosphere is mainly a venue for punditry and advocacy rather than reporting.67 Most blog sites are dedicated to the airing of opinion rather than the gathering of news. An Ohio State University study found that much of the information on blogs is closer in kind to what is transmitted on political talk shows than what is communicated by news outlets.68 For their part, social networks have increasingly mimicked the content of personal conversation.69 A 2011 Pew survey found that only a small fraction of the messages sent through social networks deal with public affairs.70

The emphasis on the information value of citizen journalism by some of its advocates has had the unintended effect of downplaying its most important contribution to democratic life. Responsible citizenship is as much an issue of participation in public affairs as it is an issue of being informed about public affairs, and, here, citizen journalism trumps traditional journalism by a wide margin. It enables ordinary citizens to participate directly in the communication process. “The Web is different,” says the University of Michigan’s W. Russell Neuman. “Each node on the Web can as easily speak as listen.”71 This is true also of blogs.5 Although many blogs play fast and loose with the facts—a tendency that scholars Bruce Williams and Michael Delli Carpini describe as “politically relevant” but “politically debilitating”—they do enable people to voice their opinions.72

A commitment to participatory democracy led philosopher John Dewey to question Walter Lippmann’s advocacy of professional journalism. In The Public and Its Problems (1927), Dewey concluded that professionalism would place a barrier between journalists and their audience. Dewey argued that journalists should instead try to engage citizens in the issues affecting their lives.73 “Democracy must begin at home,” wrote Dewey, “and its home is the neighborly community.”74 Dewey’s idea fell by the wayside, in part because he did not clarify how citizen-centered journalism could be made to work in what was then an increasingly centralized news system. Today, as a result of the Internet’s decentralizing effect, citizen-centered journalism is flourishing.75 “A media system built on scarcity is being replaced by one based on abundance,” notes CUNY’s Jeff Jarvis.76

Although the news system as a whole is stronger because of it, citizen-based journalism is not—at least, not yet—a substitute for old-style journalism. When it comes to supplying trustworthy and relevant news on an ongoing basis, there is only one institution with the capacity to provide it: the traditional news media. They alone have the necessary infrastructure, personnel, and organizational routines, as well as norms that charge them with being “custodians of the facts.”77 “We can disagree about the respective merits of professional and nonprofessional reporting,” writes Graber, “but if clear delineation of information about complex political issues is important in a democracy, citizen journalists, as a group, are a poor substitute for their professional counterparts.”78

The problem with the traditional press is not its structure or its code, but its performance. Too often, it has placed profit and convenience ahead of its duty to inform the public. The fixation with celebrities, disasters, and crime; the reliance on the strategic frame at the expense of reporting on policy problems and issues; the habit of decontextualizing events—these and other journalistic tendencies have kept the news from being as informative as it could and should be.79

7.

Advocates of citizen journalism say reporters need to listen more closely to their audience.80 It has always been good advice, and journalists have hurt their public standing by not always following it.81 “It’s hard to shake the feeling,” wrote David Broder, “that we have isolated ourselves from the citizenry we serve, and are seen by many of them as just another big bureaucratic force, as unresponsive as all the rest.”82 Now that blogs, e-mails, and tweets make it easier for journalists to stay in touch with their audience, there’s no good reason for them not to do so.83

Yet there is only so much that citizens can tell journalists. To claim otherwise is to grant citizens what they are lacking, and what they need journalists for. Journalists are in the business of making the unseen visible, of connecting citizens to the world beyond their direct experience. Citizens are expected to hold views on a wide range of issues, and yet have firsthand knowledge of only a few.84 It’s impossible to extract from citizens more information than they possess. “The truth about distant or complex matters,” Lippmann said, “is not self-evident.”85

The relationship between the public and the journalist is naturally one-sided. Citizens look to journalists to do what they do not have the time, inclination, or training to do for themselves. It’s the reason that the path to a better-informed public, as it has for more than a century, runs through the nation’s newsrooms.86

Some analysts say that the Internet age has made the press less relevant. Fewer people today worship at the altar of daily journalism. Yet from the perspective of a public bathed in a “stream of blather and misinformation,” as Maureen Dowd puts it, the press is as indispensible as ever.87 Never before has so much information been available to us, and yet never before have we had a greater need for information grounded in facts rather than spin and speculation. Reliable information on the issues of the day is an increasingly scarce commodity, and citizen journalism can’t provide it on an everyday basis. “Serious reporting on national and international affairs isn’t for amateurs,” says Yale Law School’s Bruce Ackerman.88

Ackerman’s “isn’t for amateurs” reproach holds for professional journalists as well as for citizens. Journalists’ civic contribution will ultimately rest on whether through knowledge they are able to assert greater control over the facts. Journalists will falter, and ultimately fail, if their set of “facts” is seen by the public as little better than those offered up by talk show hosts, bloggers, and spin doctors. Knowledge offers journalists their best chance of delivering an authoritative version of the news, a point on which Dewey fully agreed with Lippmann. “The future of democracy is allied with the spread of the scientific attitude,” wrote Dewey. “It is the sole guarantee against wholesale misleading by propaganda.”89





1 Radio’s headline tradition was established early in its history, in part because radio stations relied upon the wire services, which were pressured by newspapers to limit the amount of news that stations could air. Although the policy was later changed, the original arrangement restricted radio stations to two five-minute newscasts a day.

2 Research indicates that broadcast news’ influence on public information levels was largely confined to those who did not otherwise pay much attention to public affairs. The broadcast era resulted in a narrowing of the “information gap”—the difference between what the most attentive citizens know about public affairs and what the least attentive ones know. The information gap has widened since then as a result of the ease with which the politically less interested can avoid news exposure. The effect is clearest among young adults. According to political scientist Martin Wattenberg’s Is Voting for Young People?, younger adults during the pre-cable era consumed nearly as much news as older adults and were nearly as knowledgeable about public affairs. Today, they pay much less attention to news and they know much less. A 2011 Pew Research Center survey yielded a result that is by now all too familiar. Respondents were asked eight simple questions about people and issues in the news. Each question included four possible responses, one of which was correct. Guessing alone would have yielded the right answer 25 percent of the time. Among adults over fifty years of age, 65 percent picked the correct answer on average. Among adults under thirty, the figure was only 43 percent.

3 The term “citizen journalist” is being used here to refer to a wide range of activities, which is the way the term is generally used. Proponents of citizen journalism have shied from a strict definition, seeing it as an evolving field. That’s a sensible approach but can result in needless conceptual confusion. Some activities lumped under citizen journalism fall outside any reasonable conception of journalism. A photo taken on a cell phone by a casual observer can capture a powerful image that is then distributed widely. But is it journalism? Alex Jones sees it as “taking a picture.” The camera holder is serving as a news source, a role as old as journalism but different from that of the journalist. Conceptual confusion also results when social networking per se is equated with journalism. Democracies have always had opinion leaders—informed citizens who help others interpret political developments. Community activists, civic volunteers, and campaign workers are among the other types of citizen mediators. To call them “citizen journalists” when they do their work through the Internet is to blur the unique contribution each of them makes to democratic life. Some of the public conversation that once took place in civic groups, churches, party organizations, the workplace, and among friends now takes place online. But this conversation was not called journalism in the past, and it is not journalism today—unless the basis for saying so is that it’s occurring on the Web. To define journalism in that way robs the term of its meaning, just as nothing would be gained by calling parents “citizen doctors” when they administer a pain reliever to a sick child. On the other hand, a subset of these activities can reasonably be seen as journalism, such as the crowdsourcing that underpinned the reporting of the tsunami that devastated part of Japan in 2011.

4 Romney said: “There are 47 percent of the people who will vote for the president no matter what … who are dependent upon government, who believe that they are victims.… These are people who pay no income tax … and so my job is not to worry about those people. I’ll never convince them that they should take personal responsibility and care for their lives.”

5 Talk shows also engage the citizenry in more substantial ways than do the traditional media. This capacity became clear early in the talk show era, when Rush Limbaugh’s prodding brought large numbers of conservative Republicans to the polls in the 1994 midterm elections, helping the GOP to win control of Congress for the first time in four decades and earning Limbaugh the label as the party’s “electronic precinct captain.”




APPENDIX



Knowledge-Based Journalism Resources

An array of knowledge-based material is available online for practicing journalists, journalism instructors and students, and interested citizens. Although much of the material is geared specifically to journalists, the following resources are useful for the general public and scholars as well.

JOURNALISM PRACTICE AND EDUCATION

Journalist’s Resource: A free, open database that curates and synthesizes current studies on a variety of policy topics. The project identifies open-access studies whenever possible. Also available are a wide range of educational materials, from sample journalism syllabi to tip sheets on best practices for research. http://journalistsresource.org

Project for Excellence in Journalism, Pew Research Center: This nonpartisan “fact tank” analyzes and measures various aspects of the news business. www.journalism.org

Poynter Institute: A school and online project that fosters professional media development and training. The site features the latest news about the news industry and offers a wide variety of courses and training materials. www.poynter.org

Joan Shorenstein Center on the Press, Politics and Public Policy, Harvard Kennedy School: The center produces papers from leading journalists and scholars reflecting on the news media, and fosters dialogue on contemporary professional issues. http://shorensteincenter.org

Knight Foundation: With a focus on innovation in the news media, the organization supports new projects and community dialogue. www.knightfoundation.org/what-we-fund/innovating-media

Nieman Journalism Lab: A project that produces in-depth news articles on the latest developments in the news business. The Web site focuses on the intersection of media and technology. www.niemanlab.org

Journalist’s Toolbox: A project supported by the Society of Professional Journalists (www.spj.org), the site curates useful links and information across topics and beats. www.journaliststoolbox.org

Investigative Reporters and Editors (IRE): An organization that supports and trains reporters, with an emphasis on developing and sharing techniques related to accountability journalism. Its NICAR project focuses on computer and data skills. www.ire.org

Tow Center for Digital Journalism, Columbia Journalism School: This project produces research-based reports that attempt to map the future of the news business. The university’s Columbia Journalism Review (www.cjr.org) is a leading outlet for journalism-related articles and criticism. http://towcenter.org

FactCheck.org: A nonpartisan, nonprofit organization that monitors the factual accuracy of the public statements of major U.S. political players. It is a project of the Annenberg Public Policy Center of the University of Pennsylvania. http://factcheck.org

PolitiFact.com: A project of the Tampa Bay Times that monitors the factual accuracy of the public statements of major U.S. political figures. www.politifact.com

OTHER SITES

Google Scholar: Perhaps the most popular of the scholarly search engines, it maps the world of scholarship. This search engine is free, but access to the studies listed in the search results may be restricted. (For restricted items, click “All Versions” at the bottom of the search result to see whether an open version is available somewhere on the Web.) http://scholar.google.com

PubMed Central: This database, from the National Institutes of Health, has a great number of open-access full-text studies pertaining to public health and policy. The related PubMed database (www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed) has even more articles, but some have restricted access. www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc

Microsoft Academic Search: This evolving database, similar to Google Scholar in some respects, also has tools for visualizing connections between researchers and their work. It provides “profiles” of many academics and charts how their findings have been cited. http://academic.research.microsoft.com

Social Science Research Network (SSRN): This open-access database has thousands of papers, many available for free download. www.ssrn.com

National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER): A nonprofit research organization that publishes top scholarship in economics. Many important articles first appear here as working papers, and much of the research has a public policy focus. http://nber.org

Pew Research Center: A leading survey and research organization that does polling and analysis of current issues. http://pewresearch.org

JSTOR: This nonprofit database covers more than a thousand academic journals. A university or library affiliation provides access to the full text of articles. By agreement, the database does not include the latest scholarly articles. www.jstor.org

Academic OneFile: This database, often available through public libraries, has access to thousands of journals. Not all articles are available in full text, but you can limit your search to full-text and peer-reviewed studies. www.gale.cengage.com/periodicalsolutions/academiconefile.htm

Directory of Open Access Repositories (Open DOAR): This site, run by the University of Nottingham (UK), aggregates databases from around the world. www.opendoar.org/find.php

Directory of Open Access Journals (DOAJ): A growing database that covers only open-access journals, which number more than a thousand. www.doaj.org

Mendeley: A database that crowdsources selected studies from participating scholars around the world. You can join this project and curate your own selection of studies. Some studies are restricted, but titles and abstracts are available for all of them. www.mendeley.com

Public Library of Science (PLOS): The flagship journal of this open-access academic project, PLOS One, features original peer-reviewed research on science and medical topics; many of the studies have policy implications. www.plosone.org/home.action

HighWire: A library and database project from Stanford University that provides full access to a large collection of science-related research. http://highwire.stanford.edu

Project MUSE: A project from Johns Hopkins University that includes more than two hundred open-access journals. http://muse.jhu.edu

Full Text Reports: A site that aggregates selected research studies and reports from across the universe of information. http://fulltextreports.com

Open CRS: The Congressional Research Service (CRS) is a reference service that provides reliable, unbiased background on policy issues. CRS reviews policy-related research and archives government reports that are in the public domain. https://opencrs.com
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