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Summary of methods and findings

This is a study o f agenda building during an election cam paign, which is a dynam ic proc

ess and hence calls for the application o f  tim e-series analysis. The data, from the 1997 

General Election cam paign in the UK., consist o f  repeated observations at regular time in

tervals. The variables are political parties and m edia actors (television and the press), 

whose daily attention to different issues and policy dim ensions was content analysed and 

then quantified. W hile som e simple m ethods can be applied to the quantification o f  chang

ing attention to individual issues, a more sophisticated tim e series model can be applied 

only when data are aggregated to the level o f  policy dim ensions. For the 1997 campaign, 

issues were grouped into nine separate policy dim ensions. Instead o f  treating policy d im en

sions separately, a tim e-series cross-section (TSCS) design was applied, with policy d im en

sions as cross-sections and campaign days as tim e units. The m ain purpose o f  tim e series 

analysis is to establish G ranger-causality betw een different variables, which have repeated 

observations on each cross-section. In order to accom plish this, separate regressions, with 

either parties or m edia as dependent variables, were carried out. The regression m odel that 

applies to TSCS designs uses panel-corrected standard errors and requires the inclusion o f 

policy dim ension dum m ies as well as a lagged dependent variable. The regression estim ates 

confirm  that agenda building is unidirectional causal process. The media, m ost notably the 

electronic m edia, w ere system atically responding to issue em phasis from the parties w hile 

them selves not causing change in the com position o f  party  agendas. O f the political parties 

in Britain, only  the big and pivotal ones. Labour and Conservatives were found to exert 

influence on m edia agendas. Am ongst the m edia, neither did press partisanship m oderate



the abihty o f  parties to build the m edia agenda, nor were public broadcasters m ore am ena

ble to party stimuli than private ones.
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C h a p t e r  1: In t r o d u c t i o n

In som e sense, the m ost immediate opponents o f  political parties or candidates during 

election cam paigns are not their com petitors for office but the journalists on the campaign 

trail and their new s editors. Theirs is a battle over who sets the electoral agenda, and this is 

a quantitative study into who (the parties or the m edia?) got the upper hand during the 1997 

UK  G eneral Election campaign.

The basic structure o f  this thesis can be outlined in the form o f  four sim ple questions;

•  W hat do politicians/parties expect to gain from controlling the m edia agenda?

•  W hat m akes them think that they can exert influence over the media?

•  W hat were their respective strategies during the 1997 cam paign?

•  Did they succeed?

Before outlining in more detail w hich parts o f  the thesis deal with each o f  these ques

tions, I w ill begin by discussing the apparent and explicitly stated im portance o f  electoral 

agendas to politicians and the undeniable eagerness o f  journalists not to allow  them selves 

to be instrum entalised by political actors.

1.1 ‘Oh no, not health again’

Electoral cam paigns are exercises in political com m unication, attem pts to influence pub

lic opinion in a w ay that will enhance electoral prospects. W hile clearly the ultim ate objec

tive is to outdo o n e’s com petitors in this regard, the more im m ediate task is to instrum ental- 

ise the m edia, to  ensure that the content o f  daily cam paign coverage approxim ates an unfil- 

tered account o f  prefabricated m essages. From the viewpoint o f  cam paign strategists, the

1



reworking o f campaign events into news stories is a form of distortion o f political meaning. 

Hence, in dealing with the media the goal is to minimize distortion by maximising control. 

The news producers, journalists, and editors, on the other hand, are adamant in their refusal 

to be instrumentalised. And even though some newspapers and their staff may be partisan 

in their approach, which means that they aim to bolster the electoral prospect o f the en

dorsed party via their coverage, media workers in general claim that they want to avoid 

having their agenda dictated by political actors:

“ ...  politicians seek , in the  m ain , favourab le  public ity  w h ilst b ro ad casters  seek to hold 

p o litic ians to account. D uring  e lec tio n  cam paigns, this co n flic t b ecom es m ore pronounced  

as po litica l party  stra teg ists w ork  to obtain  as m uch favourab le  telev ision  co v erag e  as p o ss i

b le and to ensure that the se ttin g  and  the con ten t o f  that po litica l co v erag e  is de term ined  by 

them  ra ther than by the b roadcasters . B roadcasters though have long abandoned  any p re 

tence that their m ain role du ring  e lection  cam paigns -  and in po litical co m m u n ica tio n  gen

e ra lly  -  is to rep lay  the political strugg le  w ithou t com m ent. T heir su sp ic io n s that political 

parties and po litic ians w ould  seek to con tro l the political debate  and ag en d a  to the de trim en t 

o f  a p ro p er inform ed public  debate  have fired their oppositional, pub lic  serv ice, s tance .”

(N eg rin e  1989:191)

One of the key battlegrounds for campaigning politicians and campaign-covering journal

ists is the agenda, the issue priorities. It has been stated repeatedly by campaign strategists 

and politicians that one o f the prime objectives o f political communications is to raise the 

salience o f particular issues.' In order to do so they develop daily game plans for their deal

ings with the press and television - in the short run aiming to restrict proceedings during 

press conferences and other staged events to the themes o f their choice, in the long run aim

ing to keep in control of developing agenda dynamics. At the same time, we find newscast

ers and journalists on the campaign trail emphasising that one o f their core objectives is to

' F o r the UK., see  fo r exam ple the sta tem en ts on  C onservative  and L ab o u r cam p aig n  stra teg ies by  Lord 
W ak eh am  (W ak eh am  1995: 4 f )  and R obin  C o o k  (C ook  1995: 14 f f ) .
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evade attem pts from the parties or candidates to dictate the them es o f  concern (M cQ uail 

1987; Shoem aker and Reese 1991; Shoem aker 1991; Davis 2000).

The fact that both party  strategists and m edia practitioners em phasise the im portance o f 

electoral agendas and o f  who sets and controls them is in itself not a sufficient m otivation 

for a political scientist to adjudicate the winner. Com petition betw een politicians and jo u r

nalists or editors for agenda control is an im portant study subject because o f its possible 

consequences for electoral choice.

The fact that both sides put so m uch emphasis on agenda control is a reflection on their 

jo in tly  held be lie f that electoral agendas are indeed o f  consequence for social choice and 

that they are detennined by the interplay between cam paigners and newsm en. The ration

alisation by the involved players o f  the potential o f agendas to affect election outcom es 

reflects on the practitioners’ reading o f  theories and em pirical evidence from com m unica

tion and political science research.

Political science, in particular theories o f  voting and party com petition, have inform ed 

party  strategists about the potential gain to be derived from m anipulating the salience o f  

issues. In addition to that, com m unication studies, and here in particular agenda-setting 

research, has fostered the widespread belief in the pow er o f new s m edia to determ ine the 

com position o f  public agendas, i.e. the public salience o f  issues. From  there, party strate

gists and m edia workers have draw n their own conclusions about the crucial role o f their 

interactions during election campaigns.

As a result o f  this, success and failure o f  campaigns does not have to be assessed in tenns 

o f  direct vote gains or electoral victory but more indirectly in term s o f  the rate with which 

the salience o f  issues that are expected to prove beneficial has been raised during the cam-
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paign. A statement from Robin Cook in his post-hoc rationalisation o f why the Labour 

campaign of 1992 was not to blame for the loss of the General Election that year epitomizes 

this modem interpretation of the purpose o f political communications:

” ... we did win the war. The object was to raise the salience o f  the health issue. At the 

start o f  the campaign it was 32 per cent, at the end o f the campaign it was 50 per cent.”

Cook 1995: 15)

From the point of view of the campaign-covering journalists, any such ‘success’ in proac

tively raising an issue during a campaign is accomplished on the back of their (the journal

ists’) interests. And apart from the suspicion o f journalists that they are the objects o f in- 

strumentalisation by the political actors, such persistent focus on an issue that is important 

to the party because it is expected to turn out to be beneficial, can produce actual frustration 

amongst journalists, amply documented by Kavanagh and Gosschalk (1995) in their study 

o f the use of press conferences during the 1992 campaign. Labour’s incessant focus on 

health, while providing, according to Cook (1995) with the result that Labour hoped for, it 

also accounted for “the subsequent boredom with which health was greeted as a topic for 

press conferences later in the campaign (‘Oh no, not health again’ was the response o f sev

eral journalists)” (Kavanagh and Gosschalk 1995: 169).

Political communications and agenda control is o f course not mere / 'art puitr I 'art. It is a 

means to an end, the end being to plant concern with a particular problem in the minds o' 

the voters that would not have played such a primary role in their evaluations o f parties 

otherwise.

However, issue salience is not the sole and, in all likelihood, not even the most importani 

detemninant o f vote choice. In addition, the measurable consequence of agenda manipula

tion by political strategists in terms o f vote gains is contingent upon factors that are beyond 

the control o f the salience manipulator. Hence, the battle between parties and media for
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agenda control has to be put within a broader theoretical framework. It is both necessary to 

estabhsh how much can be gained by manipulating salience, i.e. how important a parameter 

o f vote choice salience is, and how likely it is that to instrumentalise the media will result in 

sizeable effects on public salience.

1.2 Endogenising salience: a causal sequence

The campaign strategies o f  political parties or candidates, and in particular their efforts to 

raise issues, constitute a determinant o f individual vote choice only if  three independent and 

structurally (not temporally) sequential conditions are prevalent.

Figure 1.1 displays the basic model that links political communication with vote choice: a 

causal chain that connects sources and effects of salience, the starting point o f which is 

party behaviour and the end point o f  which is voting behaviour.^ This model interprets is

sue salience and, to the extent that salience impinges on party evaluations, vote choice, as a 

function o f party and media behaviour. Political communication is regarded as the process 

from which salience originates, filtered through the patterns o f campaign coverage in the 

media.

While this study focuses on the immediate effects o f party behaviour, namely on the first 

link in the causal chain, the agenda building process, an understanding o f the other two 

links and the likelihood of their prevalence is o f paramount importance. Successfully set

ting the media agenda is only beneficial to the extent that media agendas do indeed deter

mine salience, and to the extent that salience in turn affects voting.

 ̂ E ach o f  the in vo lved  causal lin k s is no t n ece ssa rily  understood  as a un id irectional p rocess , n o r is the p o ss i
b ility  o f  exo g en o u s factors in fluencing  th e  chain  o f  even ts excluded . F igure 1 on ly  leaves out feedback  loops 
o r external e ffec ts  fo r the sake o f  sim p lifica tio n  in the  p resen ta tio n  o f  the sequen tia l cau sa l m odel.
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Figure 1.1: The study of salience, its causes and effects
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The very basic idea o f  this m odel is that parties, through em phasizing chosen issues in 

their daily com m unications, partly detennine the am ount o f  coverage in the news that the 

respective issues receive, and that this coverage increases aw areness and problem  concerns 

in the public. In turn, the public, once concerned with issues (and indeed more concerned 

w ith the respective issues than it w ould have been in the absence o f  party efforts), will 

evaluate the com peting parties m ore strongly on the basis o f  their policy proposals or gen

eral reputation for handling the issues in question. That m eans that, by successfully m a

nipulating salience, political actors can them selves define the criteria on the basis o f  which 

they are evaluated. Some criteria o f  evaluation will invariably produce positive evaluations 

o f  one particular political actor at the expense o f  his com petitors, which is an incentive to 

try and raise the salience o f  such an evaluative criterion.
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Conditionality o f  campaign and communication effects

The manipulation of salience is a strategic objective of political campaigners because of 

its potential to be beneficial. It does not constitute in itse lf a necessary and sufficient condi

tion fo r  electoral success.

Only under certain circumstances can salience manipulation succeed in producing detect

able electoral benefits. The most obvious necessary condition for manipulation o f salience 

to matter is that a party needs to be in reasonable reach o f its objective.

Many studies o f electoral behaviour have pointed out that campaign effects in general 

tend to be largely outweighed by either long-term predispositions to vote for a particular 

party (party identification and class or religious voting) or by the referendum character of 

elections, which means that incumbents are judged retrospectively on their, mostly eco

nomic, performance (Key 1966; Fiorina 1981). The more asymmetrically party preferences 

are distributed in electorates or the more unequivocally positive or negative the retrospec

tive evaluation o f incumbents turns out, the less potential for campaigns to have a decisive 

effect. But that o f course means that campaign effects are more likely in a close election 

and then even only marginal shifts produced by the campaign can suffice to alter the bal

ance.

But even in the case of a close election, there are further imponderables in the sequence 

o f causal links, i.e. conditions that are independent o f salience manipulation and general 

party strategy. Political actors cannot themselves ensure that a sufficient number o f voters 

(sufficient to make a difference in the outcome) will base their party choice on policy con

siderations or that, in the particular instance, public opinion will be significantly shaped by 

the media.
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In my theoretical approach to the subject I follow largely the rationale that appears to m o

tivate party strategists in their eagerness to m anipulate salience: nam ely that, m ore often 

than not, salience is a relevant and independent determ inant o f  vote choice, and that the 

agenda-setting function o f  the m edia is the rule not the exception. Agenda building is a ra

tional objective o f  cam paign strategy because it is likely to be o f consequence to the vote 

choice o f  individuals. N ot only is it reasonable for political com m unicators to try and in- 

strum entalise the m edia for their purposes, but also it is also im portant for political scien

tists to study this particu lar aspect o f  party strategy.

W hile agenda building can only be a successful strategy if  the aforem entioned conditions 

apply, a case study o f  agenda building does not derive its scientific relevance from the ac

tual prevalence o f  those conditions. The scope o f  a study into agenda building is limited. It 

does not need to result in a precise estim aiion o f  how m any votes a party gained by 

manipulating the m edia. Just as with the scientific study o f  the other two causal links in the 

chain - salience effects and m edia effects research - the general hypothesis is concerned 

w ith the causal relationship betw een the involved independent and dependent variable, not 

with the im ponderable u ltim ate consequences o f that causal effect. This study should rather 

be understood as a step towards tilling a gap in our understandm g o f cam paign dynam ics 

and campaign effects.
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1.3 Theoretical framework and empirical scope of the present

study

The original contribution o f  this study lies in its system atic analysis o f  cam paign dynam 

ics and in particular o f  the unfolding o f  the party-m edia relationship over the course o f  the 

1997 UK General Election campaign. This is, however, not m eant to be a traditional cam 

paign study. The specific political context and the eventual outcom e o f  the 1997 cam paign 

are o f m inor interest. The choice o f  the 1997 UK cam paign as a case study was m ade for 

reasons o f  data availability. From  that cam paign, we do have a fairly com prehensive data 

set that contains infonnation  about the daily agenda choices o f  the main political parties as 

well as o f  a substantial sam ple o f  media outlets (TV channels and newspapers).^ That al

lows for the em pirical testing o f  the hypothesis that “party  em phases bring issues to the 

fore, rather than sim ply reflecting issues already prom inent am ong electors” (Budge and 

Farlie 1983: 140).

The study divides broadly into four parts, each o f  w hich deals with one o f  the question 

raised at the beginning o f  this introduction: the first part (C hapters 2 and 3) explains why 

m edia agendas are a target for party strategy. Chapter 2 deals w ith how salience affects 

voter evaluations and C hapter 3 sum m arizes the evidence from agenda-setting research 

about m edia effects on the public. In com bination, these tw o chapters provide the theoreti

cal backdrop against which the follow ing theoretical model and em pirical analysis becom es 

relevant. Parties can gain from influencing the m edia agenda by indirectly influencing 

problem  concerns in the electorate and hence defining the evaluative criteria o f  social 

choice. The second part (Chapter 4) discusses the process o f  news production and the

 ̂ Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko: 1997 Election Party a n d  M edia Agenda Content Analysis
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pivotal role o f campaigning parties and candidates as reliable and quasi-institutional 

sources for news production during campaign periods. The reliance o f mass media on poli

ticians as sources for news production during campaigns may allow parties to instrumental- 

ise the media in the process, i.e. to build the media agenda. The third part (Chapters 5 

and 6) summarizes and disaggregates the data from the 1997 campaign in the UK (to the 

level o f individual campaign days and individual issues), in order to make descriptive infer

ences about party and media behaviour. The fourth and final part (Chapter 7) moves 

stepwise from case studies into how the major issues o f the campaign were raised by par

ties, through a large-scale analysis o f the conditions under which agenda building occurs 

during the campaign, to a rigorous time-series analysis o f causality and direction thereof in 

the agenda building process.

The theory parts of the thesis proceed in backward fashion through the model outlined in 

Figure 1.1. Prior to modelling the party-media relationship. Chapters 2 and 3 discuss the 

necessary conditions for agenda building to matter for vote choice.

Salience

Chapter 2 reviews how different theories of voting have considered salience as an inde

pendent parameter o f electoral choice. It is argued that every theory o f voting that empha

sizes policy considerations has to take into account variations in the importance o f individ

ual issues or policy dimensions. This holds for Downsian, spatial theories as well as for 

saliency or issue ownership theory. Spatial theories assume that a voter evaluates parties on 

the basis of how strongly their policy platforms correspond to his or her set o f  preferences.
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In order to take into account the relative im portance o f  different issues or policy dim en

sions, distances betw een voters and parties w ithin dim ensions have to be w eighted by sali

ence. The role o f  salience in issue ownership theory  is m ore straightforw ard, since here it is 

assum ed that voters judge on the basis o f  relatively stable attitudes towards parties that are 

derived from beliefs into the com petence or reputation o f  political actors to handle a par

ticular social problem . This m eans that voters have sets o f  party preferences (a stable pref

erence order w ithin each policy dim ension) the synthesis o f  which depends solely on the 

relative im portance o f  the various issues involved. The difference is m ainly that party  pref

erences w ithin policy dim ensions can either be treated as a variable (in the Downsian 

m odel) or as a constant (in the saliency model). W hile spatial theories consider salience as a 

param eter o f  choice, few have concerned them selves with the consequences for campaign 

strategy that follow from the role o f  salience for social choice.

Schattschneider’s (1960) theory o f  party politics and the origin o f  political conflict, and 

R iker’s (1986) theory o f  heresthetics provide the core inspirations for m odelling the ability 

o f  political actors to shape the electoral context by m anipulating the dim ensions o f  social 

choice. The theory  o f  heresthetics and its various applications can serve to m odel the ef

fects o f  (or expected gains to be derived from) salience manipulation.

Agenda-setting

The idea that "altering the criteria can alter the choice" (Iyengar and Sim on 2000: 157) 

explains why the m anipulation o f salience is considered to be a crucial elem ent o f  cam paign 

strategy. The notion that “ [t]he press m ay not be successful m uch o f  the tim e in telling peo

ple what to think, but it is stunningly successful in telling its readers what to think about”
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(Cohen 1963: 13) explains how  campaign managers expect to accomplish the manipulation 

o f public salience; namely by controlling the content o f campaign coverage in the news.

Chapter 3 sums up the findings and methodological approaches in agenda-setting re

search as they developed over the past three decades. While there is much disagreement as 

to how media effects can be measured, there is also overwhelming evidence confirming the 

intuitively appealing hypothesis that the more news about an issue one is exposed to the 

more concerned one will become with the issue in question. The implication for party strat

egy is that whoever controls the content o f issue coverage in the media will by the same 

token dictate the criteria o f public choice.

Agenda building

Chapter 4 discusses the process o f news production and the role o f sources. During 

election campaigns, political candidates and parties are in a position to influence the media 

because they provide the media with a constant influx of news material. Theories o f agenda 

building have argued that the reliance o f mass media on sources allows the sources to 

dictate the priorities of coverage. However, evidence from agenda building research is far 

from conclusive. This is mostly so because inadequate research designs have been used. 

Chapter 4 gives a critical examination o f the state o f the art o f agenda building research and 

proposes to draw methodological insights from recent advances in agenda-setting research 

The important step forward to be taken in the study of agenda building is to move from 

cross-sectional campaign data to the collection and analysis o f time-series data in order to 

establish Granger-causality (the concept will be discussed in detail in Chapters 3 and 4). 

Chapter 4 culminates in the formulation of a set o f testable hypotheses.
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Data and methods

The dataset that is used from the 1997 U K General Election cam paign has been analysed 

previously, m ost com prehensively by Norris et al. (1999). How ever, and this is the short

com ing o f  alm ost all previous studies into agenda building, m ethodologically the cam paign 

has been treated as an event not as a process. That m eans that infom iation from daily  party 

and m edia output was aggregated into cam paign agendas, ignoring infom iation about when 

exactly particular issues were em phasised, how  the agenda developed and changed over the 

course o f  the cam paign, and how different agendas influenced one another over time. This 

is the prim e objective o f  empirical analysis in Chapters 5 through 7. C hapter 5 sum m arizes 

the data and provides to some extent a replication o f  the agenda building analysis provided 

by Norris et al. (1999: 79-84) in their original treatm ent o f  the data. It does, how ever, m ove 

beyond m ere replication by questioning the m ethod applied by Norris et al. (1999: 81, T a

ble 5.5) to m easure issue attention from event count data and offers a d ifferent approach 

that uses data m ore efficiently and m easures agenda com position m ore consistently  across 

actors (parties and media).

C hapter 6 is an exercise in disaggregating data, which, according to King et al. (1994) is a 

m eans to further increase efficiency in the use o f  data. It is argued that, since the agenda 

building hypothesis refers to an essentially tem poral relationship, disaggregation into 

sm aller time units is necessary in order to investigate causality. The follow ing section in

troduces further disaggregation o f  the data, in this case to the level o f  individual issues, 

accounting for the possibility that observed co-variation between parties and m edia in the 

treatm ent o f  policy dim ensions may over-exaggerate actual relationships. Since it is possi-
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ble that two actors who mention identical policy dimensions are actually talking about dif

ferent and inherently unrelated issues within those policy dimensions, it is necessary to in

vestigate the content o f policy dimensions in their treatment by different actors. This tests 

whether policy dimensions are valid and meaningful units o f analysis.

Chapter 7 moves from descriptive towards causal analysis. The three most prominent is

sues o f the campaign, Personal Taxation, Jobs/Unemployment and E U  (which is actually an 

intrinsically related complex o f issues) recur sufficiently often on all involved agendas to 

merit case studies into their issue careers and into the dynamics o f agenda building in these 

cases. The second section uses disaggregation to the smallest possible units, i.e. attention to 

individual issues on campaign days, in order to investigate how the likelihood of media or 

parties to attend to an issue at a particular point in time changes under the condition o f im

mediately preceding emphasis given by the other side.

For the eventual time-series analysis, data has to be aggregated again to the level o f pol

icy dimensions. A time-series cross-section (TSCS) design is used, with policy dimensions 

as cross-sections and campaigns days as time units. The regression model includes policy 

dimension dummies to control for heteroscedasticity and reports panel-corrected standard 

errors as a control for contemporaneous correlation. A number of regressions are carried 

out with parties and media alternating as dependent variables. This allows establishing 

Granger-causality in the interaction between party and media agendas.

The importance o f the findings from descriptive and causal analysis for our understanding 

of political communication and electoral choice are discussed in the concluding chapter.
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C h a p t e r  2: S a l ie n c e  m a t t e r s

“ It IS d ifficu lt to change p eo p le ’s  preferences; it is  easier to  affect the priorities or w eigh ts they  

g iv e  to subpreferences bearing on the central d ec is io n . A voter m ay assess the political situation  

from  several standpoints; from  one, the D em ocrats appear better to him  and, from another, the 

R epublicans do. H is d ecision  is lik ely  to fo llo w  the aspect g iven  greater w eigh t by him -  w ith no 

change in the substance o f  his ow n  op in ions. Thus the voter’s fee lin g  about w hat is critical in the 

political situation enables him  to find a w ay  out o f  a potential ‘co n flic t’ over the issu es and 

hence facilitates political integration w ithin  the individual.” (B erelson , Lazarsfeld, and M cPhee  

1954 : 202 )

This first theoretical chapter discusses the rationale behind efforts from cam paigning par

ties or candidates to alter public salience o f  issues. W hile the rem ainder o f  this thesis will 

be concerned with the theoretical discussion and em pirical investigation o f  how  to use the 

m ass m edia in order to gain control over public agendas, one first needs to establish why 

this is a crucial strategic objective o f  electoral cam paigning. It will be argued in this chapter 

that the strategic purpose o f  trying to control and change the com position o f electoral agen

das IS to alter the criteria o f  choice.

As pointed out in the quote from B erelson et al. at the beginning o f  this chapter, salience 

considerations can help solving a conflict over issues within  the individual. I f  one has con

flicting preference orders in two or m ore policy dim ensions, the relative im portance o f  the 

dim ensions alone m ay determ ine choice.

The role o f  salience for vote choice can best be understood in term s o f  counterfactual 

analysis, w hich refers to “the m ental construction o f  events, which is altered through m odi

fications in one or m ore conditions” (W eber [1905] 1949). The causal effect o f  changes in 

salience is the difference between observed  electoral behaviour under a given electoral
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agenda and the likely vote in the counterfactual situation with a different agenda composi

tion (for a discussion of counterfactual analysis, see King et al. 1994: 7 7 ff).

From the viewpoint of campaign strategists, different possible compositions o f electoral 

agendas can yield changing distributions o f votes. The possibility o f a causal link between 

issue salience and vote choice provides the motivation for salience manipulation and 

agenda control. That is why a discussion o f the treatment o f salience as a parameter of 

choice in theories o f voting is o f paramount importance for any study into the agenda build

ing process.

The chapter divides into two parts, the first o f which reviews the theoretical and empirical 

literature on voting behaviour in order to substantiate Iyengar and Simon’s claim that “al

tering the criteria can alter the choice” (2000 157). It discusses the role o f salience as a 

determinant o f vote choice. The second part summarizes how political scientists, largely 

influenced by Schattschneider’s (1960) theory o f party politics and the origin o f political 

conflict and by Riker’s (1986) theory o f heresthetics, have modelled the ability o f political 

actors to shape the electoral context by manipulating the dimensions o f social choice. The 

theory o f heresthetics and its various applications can serve to model the effects o f (or ex

pected gains to be derived from) salience manipulation, but this still leaves open the ques

tion o f how to accomplish the manipulation o f salience in the arena o f electoral competition 

in the first place. Hence, the ultimate function o f this chapter is to explain why research is 

needed into the origins of issue salience and into the communication processes that allow 

political actors to alter salience.

16



2.1 Issue salience as a determinant of social choice

Defining salience as a prerequisite fo r  issue voting

Salience can be a determinant o f vote choice only to the extent that issues are. That 

means that only voters who do actually base their party or candidate evaluations on policy 

considerations can ever be in a position where they have to weigh conflicting candidate 

evaluations across policy dimensions against one another. However, the argument about the 

role o f issues and their salience for vote choice is an almost circular one; while on the one 

hand salience effects are contingent upon the occurrence of issue voting, salience has on the 

other hand been identified as one o f the prerequisites for issue voting.

The American Voter (Campbell et al. 1960) is most renowned for its emphasis on party 

identification as the core detenninant o f electoral choice, but it also explicitly defined the 

concept o f issue voting. The authors list four basic prerequisites for issue voting: (a) that a 

citizen needs to hold an opinion about a given issue, (b) that he has to have some under

standing about the status quo o f government policy on the issue, (c) that he must perceive 

differences in the stands o f competing candidates or parties, and (d) that only if  he cares 

enough about the issue in question will the first three prerequisites be o f any relevance to 

his decision-making (Campbell et al. 1960; 170-4; see also Margolis 1977; 31).

The first three prerequisites are a paraphrase o f what Berelson et al. formulated earlier as 

the basic requirements for democratic citizenship;

“T he d em ocratic  citizen  is expected  to be w ell in form ed abou t po litica l a ffa irs. He is sup 

posed  to k n o w  w hat the issues are, w hat th e ir h isto ry  is, w ha t the re levan t facts are, w h a t a l

terna tives are p roposed , w hat the party  stands for, w hat the likely  con seq u en ces are .” 

(B erelson et al. 1954: 308)
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The fourth requirement, an early notion o f issue salience, however, was added by Camp

bell et al. While not using the tenn salience itself, Campbell et al. do discuss in some detail 

what it takes to ‘care enough about an issue’; a discussion that also suggests that salience is 

not separable from issue opinions or preferences. They differentiate between the concepts 

o f “issue familiarity” (171-176) and “intensity o f issue opinion” (176-179). Familiarity ex

plicitly relates to the first three prerequisites o f issue voting in that it consists o f having an 

opinion about a social problem and its current policy treatment, and o f being able to relate 

that opinion to perceived policy alternatives (174f). They define familiarity as “awareness 

o f the issue and awareness o f the political relevance of the issue” (177).

However, familiarity with an issue is not a sufficient condition for issue voting. A voter 

also needs to be personally involved in the question at hand. This becomes clear when con

sidering the definition o f “intensity o f issue opinion”, which is explicitly utilitarian: Camp

bell et al. argue that the scale o f  the perceived benefits or losses to be derived from alterna

tive policies determine the intensity o f opinion towards them (178). A voter’s intensity o f 

opinion is argued to depend on three distinct factors: (a) he needs to have strong specific 

personal interests or values that (b) he expects to be heavily affected by particular policy 

decisions, and (c) he requires to perceive the competmg parties or candidates in conflict so 

that he can deduce closeness between his own preference and either o f the alternative poli

cies (178, 180). For an issue to be “politically important”, to “create the drama of popular 

politics and provide the analyst with a vantage point for viewing mass political behaviour”, 

it has to be widely familiar to the electors and io arouse intense feelings (176). Issue famili

arity in combination with intensity o f opinion constitutes “issue involvement that may lead 

to issue-oriented political behaviour” {ibid.).
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This can be used as a working definition o f salience. For an issue to qualify as salient, 

voters have to be widely aware o f it, and voters and parties alike have to be politicised over 

goals and over the content o f  alternative policies as means for the attainment o f those goals. 

The concept of familiarity indicates that voters may hold opinions on numerous salient and 

non-salient, or more or less salient, issues. Salience defines the conditions under which 

these attitudes inform behaviour. It determines inclusion o f issues into the criteria of 

choice.

Salience is a prerequisite o f issue voting insofar as only if  at least one issue becomes sali

ent, i.e. only if voters and parties become politicised over some goals and policy remedies, 

will preferences and policies matter for choice. That means that issues qualify as criteria of 

social choice only if they are salient. And in turn, only if  issues are criteria o f choice can 

the alteration o f those criteria, i.e. changes in salience, impact on choice.

The issue voting controversy

Do issues matter then?

Gant and Davis (1984) summarized that voting studies preceding The American Voter in

variably “found that citizen information levels were so low, a reexamination o f the re

quirements for the ‘ideal’ democratic citizen was called for” (134). And Campbell et al. 

(1960), who explicitly introduced the concept of issue voting, effectively dismissed it as not 

a very important explanatory variable o f voting behaviour in the U.S. Voters appeared in 

large majorities not to fulfil the basic requirements for issue voting, i.e. they did not hold 

strong opinion of most o f the issues o f the 1956 election, they did on average not perceive
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major differences between parties and were not very knowledgeable about current govern

ment policies (18 0 ff).

The core explanatory variable, according to the authors o f The American Voter, was party 

identification, which refers to a long-standing attachment to one o f the major parties. The 

party identification model is a social-psychological approach which posits that voting is a 

largely a function o f one’s social background and upbringing. For example, American voters 

appeared in large numbers to simply adopt their parents’ party affiliation. According to the 

estimates in The American Voter, lA  percent o f those whose parents were party identifiers 

supported the same party (Campbell et al. 1960: 147). While Campbell et al. concede that 

party identification is “not the sole determinant o f the attitudes supporting behaviour ’ 

(138), it nonetheless emerged as the strongest and most stable influence on voting - typi

cally formed before entry into the electoral process and unlikely to change much during a 

voter’s lifetime.

A strong argument in The American Voter against a substantive role o f issue voting is that 

observable relationships between issue opinions and party choice seem to be a mere projec

tion o f party identification. It is argued that party identification has not only direct effects 

on vote choice but also indirect effects by causing voters to adopt issue positions held by 

their party’s candidate (see discussion o f this point in Asher 1983: 342). Party identification 

is said to raise “a perceptual screen through which the individual tends to see what is fa

vourable to his partisan orientation” (Campbell et al. 1960: 133). The tendency o f individu

als to try and avoid cognitive dissonance means that “only rarely will the individual de

velop a set o f attitude forces that conflicts with his allegiance” (Campbell et al. 1960: 141). 

This means that party identification is responsible for some o f the apparent rationality in 

vote choice: if  voters either adopt positions taken by the candidate o f the party they identify
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with or project their own preferences onto the candidates by perceiving them to take respec

tive positions, an observable relationship between issue evaluations and party choice will 

emerge. Already before The American Voter, Berelson et al. (1954) made a strong point 

about projection effects by arguing that the average voter tends to perceive campaigns and 

issue debates in a way “that maximizes agreement with his own side and maximizes dis

agreement with the opposition” (231). In a later study, RePass (1971) found that only a ten 

percent minority o f those who mentioned to be concerned with more than one issue in the 

1964 election study actually named different parties to be best able to handle particular is

sues. He concluded that there is “a strong tendency towards ‘issue alignment’, which ap

parently lends order and meaning to the political world” (399).

The argument against issue voting in The American Voter was strengthened even further 

by the finding that issue awareness and opinions appeared to be most developed amongst 

the strongest party identifiers. The unaligned group of American voters, those who Campbell 

et al. labelled Independents, on the other hand, appeared to

“have  som ew hat poo re r know ledge  o f  the issues, th e ir im age o f  the cand idates is fainter, 

their in terest in the cam paign  is less, their concern over the o u tcom e is relatively  sligh t, and 

their cho ice  betw een  com peting  candidates, a lthough  it is indeed m ade later in the cam 

paign, seem s m uch less to spring  from  d iscoverab le  evaluations o f  the e lem en ts o f  national 

po litics .” (C am p b e ll e ta l .  I9 6 0 : 143)

This suggests that voters are either socialised into preferring one o f the parties perma

nently and tend to develop affirmative political attitudes along the line, or else are fairly 

ignorant towards the political process, indifferent towards the parties and disinterested in 

current political debates. A picture o f the political world in which voters fall into predomi

nantly these two groups - politicised partisans and indifferent Independents - seemed to 

warrant at the time a disillusioned view of the state o f mass democracies - at least insofar as
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an informed, interested, competent, and rational electorate was thought to be needed for the 

proper functioning o f the democratic process:

“ In tru th , the m ore 1 s tu d y  e lec tio n s the m ore d isposed  I am  to be liev e  that they  have 

w ith in  them selves m ore than  a trace  o f  the lo ttery . T hat o f  course, is no t n ecessa rily  un d e

sirab le  so long as a 11 c o n ce rn ed  ab ide  by  the  toss o f  the coin. Be th a t as it m ay, the m oral for 

ou r p u rposes is plain . E ven w h en  the public  in m an ifes t an g er and d is illu sio n m en t th row s an 

A d m in is tra tio n  from  office, it does not express its p o licy  p refe ren ces w ith p recision . The 

v o ice  o f  the peop le  m ay be lo u d , but the  enuncia tion  is ind istinc t.” (K ey  1961: 487)

The concept o f issue voting was, however, not solely bom out o f nomiative concern with 

the “the requirements for the ‘ideal’ democratic citizen” (Gant and Davis 1984); it also fol

lowed logically as the mode o f  electoral choice from the emerging economic and spatial 

theory o f voting. In his Economic Theory o f  Democracy, Anthony Downs proposed a basic 

logic o f voting (Downs 1957: Ch.3) that does not depict the voter as an “ ideal democratic 

citizen” but as homo economicus. Here, the voter is depicted as a self-interested individual 

who aims to maximise his material benefits. Downs argued that “the benefits voters con

sider in making their decisions are streams of utility derived from government activity” 

(36). This means that in their evaluation o f competing candidates voters will be largely 

guided by concerns with economic and social policies. Voting is instrumental behaviour, 

which means that by voting a citizen wants to affect his future utility income. A voter’s 

choice is considered to be rational in the sense that he “moves toward his goals in a way 

which, to the best o f his knowledge, uses the least possible input o f scarce resource per unit 

o f valued output” (Downs 1972: 5).

Ideally, then, a voter should gather political information about expected policy changes in 

each possible issue area and about how these might affect him, and base his candidate 

choice on these evaluations (208ff.) Downs points out, however, that a voter has indeed
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little incentive to invest in political infonnation. The gathering o f political information is a 

means to ensure that a citizen votes ‘correctly’, i.e. in a way that maximises his utility in

come. But the cost o f “voting incorrectly ... cannot be measured by his party differential, 

since this mistake may not alter the outcome” (244). This is so because the chance to affect 

an election outcome “is infinitesimal under most circumstances”, (245).

That means that while the Downsian voter is by definition an issue voter, he is also by 

definition unlikely to fulfill many (or even any) o f  the prerequisites fo r  issue voting.

And ironically, empirical research in the aftermath o f The American Voter appeared to 

confirm that increasing levels o f issue voting since the 1960s coincided with the largely 

remaining feature o f uninfonned voters:

“A strik ing  paradox  o f  vo ting  research is that, despite  p e rsu asiv e  theoretical exp lanations 

o f  w hy  vo ters are likely to be  ignoran t and em pirical co n firm ation  o f  v o ter ignorance, there 

has been substan tia l ev id en ce  o f  ‘issue v o tin g ’ by  large segm en ts o f  the A m erican  e lecto r

a te .” (G an t and D avis 1984: 135)

With levels o f partisanship appearing to be on the decline not only in the U.S. but also in

many established Western democracies (Dalton 1984), patterns o f issue voting could in

creasingly be detected (Key 1966; RePass 1971; Pomper 1972; Aldrich 1975; Jackson 

1975; Page and Jones 1979; Carmines and Stimson 1980). W hile some studies suggested 

that voters were actually becoming more sophisticated, or more voters better educated, al

lowing them to vote more consistently on the basis o f policy considerations (Nie et al. 

1976: Ch. 7; Dalton 1984), others contended that the cognitive requirements for issue vot

ing had been grossly overstated by the authors o f The American Voter as well as by Downs 

(Carmines and Stimson 1980; Gant and Davis 1984; Popkin 1991).
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Carmines and Stimson (1980), for example, argued that some issues are more conducive 

than others for widespread inclusion in the vote calculus. They labelled these issues “easy 

issues” . The characteristic o f an easy issue is that it “becomes so ingrained over a long pe

riod that it structures voters’ ‘gut responses’ to candidate and political parties” (78). And 

they could indeed show that for an issue like desegration in the U.S., which had been on the 

political agenda throughout the 1970s and on which competing candidates took unambigu

ous and easily identifiable positions, meaningftil relationships between issue position and 

vote choice emerged across the entire spectrum o f educational groups (83). In contrast, a 

“hard” issue like Vietnam appeared to offer less clear-cut solutions and could be shown to 

demand more sophistication from a voter in order for his issue positions to be systemati

cally related with candidate choice (8 4 f).

Ware (1987) sums up the most compelling arguments for why issue voting has emerged 

more strongly since the 1960s as a detemiinant o f vote choice even in the absence o f a 

marked increase o f voter sophistication:

“Studies such as V. O. K ey ’s demonstrated that, irrespective o f  the know ledge that 

Am erican voters could articulate about politics, when they did sw itch their vote from one  

party to another this w as com patible in m ost cases with their v iew s on issues or politicians.

Thus, even the relatively uninform ed voter was not usually an irrational voter. [ . . . ]  Even by 

the m id-1970s there w as evid en ce that the particularly low  levels o f  voter awareness found 

in the studies o f  the 1950s and early 1960s in the United States was more a reflection o f  the 

relatively apolitical environm ent o f  the time. M oreover, since the 1960s the weakening ties 

o f  voters to parties in m ost liberal dem ocracies has m ade com petition for votes that much 

more difficult and has m ade parties even more aware o f  the different w ays in which they  

could attract voters. The need to com pete for the marginal vote has alw ays been a factor 

w eighing in party strategies but now  there are >nany m ore marginal voters.” (W are 1987:

78)
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Measuring salience effects

While most o f the issue voting controversy centred around the first three prerequisites, 

i.e. the cognitive basis o f  issue voting, a number of studies have also given renewed atten

tion to the fourth prerequisite: salience. Krosnick (1988: 197) has pointed out that despite 

the “strong theoretical rationale for the expectations that more important policy attitudes (a) 

shape candidate preferences more powerftilly, (b) facilitate perception o f between- 

candidate differences, and (c) are more accessible in memory, previous research offers little 

support for them. And indeed, the findings from studies that were carried out in the 1970s 

and 1980s were altogether rather inconclusive. RePass (1971), Rabinowitz et al. (1982), 

and Niemi and Bartels (1985) all used a similar research design, introducing salience as a 

dummy variable, testing whether evaluations on salient issues bear more strongly on candi

date choice than those on non-salient issues. On the one hand, RePass (1971: 400) comes to 

the conclusion that, if one singles out the most salient issues in an election, issue-based 

evaluation can be shown to have “almost as much weight as party identification in predict

ing vote choice" (italics in the original). Rabinowitz et al. (1982: 53) found that “salience 

plays a substantial but not overwhelming role in determining candidate evaluations”. On 

the other hand, Niemi and Bartels (1985) suggest that, on the basis o f their findings, sali

ence of an issue does not affect the extent to which within-issue evaluations bear on vote 

choice.

One explanation for the mixed findings from these studies lies in the indiscriminate 

treatment of voters with regard to the overall sensitivity o f their choice function towards 

differences in salience. One has to bear in mind that cross-dimensional differences in sali

ence can only ever affect voters who have conflicting preference orderings in the first
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place. A voter who is closest to the same party on every single dim ension in the policy 

space (effectively a spatial definition o f  partisanship) is logically incapable o f  acting on 

salience. This is not to say that partisans do not have salience perceptions; it only m eans 

that they cannot act upon them : given a determ inistic choice function, a voter who is closer 

to the same party on each dim ension (a “pure” partisan) will invariably prefer that party. He 

can prefer it m ore or less to alternatives (there can be cardinal but not ordinal variations in 

his preference ordering), depending on salience, but he cannot vote more or less for his 

party,

Niemi and B artels’ (1985) em pirical analysis o f  salience effects clearly suffers from m is- 

specifications in their m odel. By not excluding partisan voters from their sample, they seri

ously confound the data with m isleading and irrelevant cases, thereby system atically under

estim ating true salience effects. Every voter who is consistently partisan will expose an 

identical relationship betw een the rank-order o f  his party preferences and party choice for 

each individual policy dim ension, irrespective o f  salience. This creates num erous cases that 

do not allow for variation on the dependent variable, w hich are therefore irrelevant for es

tim ation o f  the salience coefficient, but w ill invariably decrease the overall estimates.

Krosnick (1988; 197) pom ts to a further source o f m odel m isspecification, nam ely the 

“om ission o f  main effects in regressions” . He argues that previous studies were incapable 

o f  detecting m ajor salience effect because they introduced salience by m ultiplicatively 

weighting attitudes with attitude im portance (salience). That w ay they om itted, according to 

Krosnick, main effects. K rosnick argues that instead o f  using only the interaction term be

tween preference and salience, one has to include in the regression the individual effects o f  

salience and preference plus their interaction term. “O m itting the main effects confounds
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them with the interaction, so these tests o f  the im portance hypothesis are inaccurate and 

m ay well have underestim ated the m agnitude o f  the interaction.” K rosnick 1988: 197).

Recent studies o f  presidential elections in the US, starting with K rosnick’s (1988), have 

repeatedly produced strong evidence in favour o f  the hypothesis that salience o f  issues sys

tem atically affects their im pact on public evaluations o f  incum bent presidents (see also 

Krosnick and K inder 1990; Edwards et al. 1995). Using 1968, 1980 and 1984 data from  the 

Am erican N ational E lection Study (N ES), Krosnick (1988; 200-1) found that proxim ity to  a 

candidate on a given policy dim ension system atically becom es a better predictor o f  candi

date choice the m ore im portant the policy dim ension is deem ed by the voter. These findings 

hold alm ost w ithout exception across a set o f  three presidential elections and a total o f  13 

different policy dim ensions.

W hile it has since been repeatedly established on individual level that salient attitudes 

towards presidents, candidates or political parties m atter m ore for electoral choice or popu

larity ftinctions than do those on non-salient dim ensions (Young et al. 1987; K rosnick and 

Brannon 1993; H utchings 2001), a sim ilar linkage betw een issue salience and vote choice 

has also been confirm ed on aggregate level: K leinnijenhuis and de R idder (1998), D orussen 

and Taylor (2001), and Petrocik et al. (2001) have all provided with evidence from  d iffer

ent political system s (N etherlands. G erm any, US) confinning that the distribution o f  party 

preferences or political trust within salient policy dim ensions is a better predictor o f  e lec

toral outcom es than the distribution o f  political support within non-salient dim ensions.

Others have found that subjective salience to the individual guides evaluation on dom es

tic political issues, while national salience, which the individual deduces from  the am ount 

o f m edia coverage he is exposed to, leads him  to take foreign policy issues into account for
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his candidate evaluation (Lavine et al. 1996). Others again have attempted to link the sali

ence hypothesis with models o f directional issue voting, arguing that strong opinions about 

policies are only developed in salient issues areas, which means that the optimal strategy in 

multi-issue campaigns is to take on non-centrist positions on salient issues. This approach 

implies that most issues will only be salient to strongly feeling minorities, which results in 

campaigning platforms assembling heterogeneous voter coalitions. It also means that sali

ence effects are dispersed and may hence not always be traceable at the aggregate level 

(Bernstein 1995).

Salience and Issue Ownership

A much-simplified concept o f issue voting has been put forward by proponents o f sali

ency or issue ownership theory (Robertson 1976; Budge and Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996; 

Narud and Valen 2000; Petrocik et al. 2001). Instead of assuming that voters evaluate cur

rent party or candidate platforms by estimating whose policy proposals match most closely 

one’s own preference or ideal point, evaluations are, in the framework of saliency or issue 

ownership theory, said to be either retrospective or even almost as stable as are psychologi

cal attachments. The concept o f issue ownership evokes the notion that political actors are 

temporarily or permanently associated with the handling o f certain social or economic 

problems.

Parties gain reputations o f better handling particular issues, either because they are tradi

tionally or ideologically linked to particular issue areas, which Petrocik defined as “party 

constituency ownership” (1996; 827), or because o f the track record of the outgoing gov-
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emment, which can create short-temi “performance-based ownership” - particularly o f  eco

nomic issues (827f.).

In Budge and Farlie’s (1983) formulation o f  saliency theory, issue ownership - in particu

lar the kind o f  ownership that Petrocik later framed “party constituency based ownership” - 

appears to be to some extent an antecedent o f  party identification. Partisan voters, those 

who tend not to (or indeed do never) change parties between elections are said to be perma

nently concerned with a stable set o f  issues, or indeed with one single issue that constitutes 

a central cleavage in society (78-83; 124-128) - a notion that refers back to the religious or 

class cleavage model proposed by Lipset and Rokkan (1967).“̂

All voters in the saliency model are essentially issue voters. Those who are not partisans, 

i.e. those who are not permanently concerned with the same issue(s), which they have 

learned to trust one party with, are sensitive to changes in the electoral agenda between 

elections. W hile issue ownership is either a long-tenn property o f  parties or an incum- 

bency-bonus, salience^ is the crucial independent variable in the model. With different is

sues becoming salient from one election to the next, the net gains for competing parties are 

likely to change. Each salient issue holds a net gain for the owning party, which means that

 ̂ A lthough  w e d o n ’t find  ex p lic it re fe rences to F io rin a ’s (1977; 1981) w ork  on re tro sp ec tiv e  vo ting  in an y  o f  
the m ajor p u b lica tio n s on  sa lien cy  or issue ow n ersh ip  theo ry , th ere  is an apparen t link betw een  the two. 
D onissen  and 'fa y lo r  (2 0 0 1 ) have poin ted  to th e  fact that, w ithin salienc y  theory , “voters are m a in ly  re tro 
spec tive" (4 01).
F io rin a ’s form al m odel o f  re tro sp ec tiv e  v o tin g  sh ares c lear s im ila rities w ith all o f  the crucial e lem en ts o f  the 
no t fo rm alised  concep t o f  issu e  ow nersh ip . Pe rfo rm an ce-b ased  ow nersh ip  is captured  in th e  “ incum bency  
b ias” that F io rin a  en te rs  in to  the basic issu e -v o tin g  m odel; the  b ias being  m u ltip lied  w ith th e  issue  vectors an d  
hence directly  re la te d  to  the  issue con ten t o f  p ast g o v ern m en t pe rfo rm an ce  (F io rina  1977: 6 03). L ater in his 
m odel, F iorina  adds the  v a riab le  “ past po litica l ex p erien ces” , w hich  accoun ts for the p h en o m en o n  that v o ters 
m ay support a curren t c an d id a te  fo r the reason  that h e  rep resen ts a party  that has proven  its ab ility  to handle  
certain econom ic  and social issu es in term s in o ffice  that m ay  lie fu rther back  than  the im m ed ia te ly  p ast a d 
m in istra tion  (610). F rom  the co ncep t o f  past p o litica l experiences, F iorina  a ttem pts to m odel party  iden tifica
tion as a d irect fu n c tio n  o f  issue-based  long-stan d in g  b ias in  favour o f  one particu lar party  (6 1 0 f ) ,  w hich  is 
very  sim ila r to B udge a n d  F a rlie ’s (1983) in te rp reta tion  o f  partisansh ip  as co n tin u o u s  v o ter concern  w ith  
c leavage-issues (7 8 -8 3 ; 124-128).
 ̂ Budge and Farlie  (1 9 8 3 ) use  the term  sa liency , bu t essen tia lly  sa lience  an d  sa liency  are in te rchangeab le  

term s, w hich is  w h y  1 on ly  use  the term  sa lien cy  w h en ev er 1 re fer ex p lic itly  to B udge and F a r lie ’s “sa liency  
theory” .

29



the composition o f the agenda detemiines the likely winner (for the discussion o f how net 

gains are calculated, see Budge and Farlie 1983: 78ff.).

The cleavage voters, i.e. those who are insensitive to changes in the electoral agenda, 

provide each party with their so-called basic vote, which is understood as the distribution of 

party support in the absence o f salient issues or in the case where competing parties derive 

equal net gains, i.e. whenever competitors own an equal number o f salient issues (for the 

discussion o f basic vote see Budge and Farlie 1983: 77). Volatility is understood as “the 

speed o f transition o f support from one party to another” (123), and explained largely as a 

result o f sensitivity to salience, which means that voters have stable preferences or percep

tions of issue ownership but apply these to changing agendas.^

While their findings from post-war elections in twenty-three democracies support the no

tion that changing agendas are related to the net gains and losses o f major parties or blocs 

in the different systems (Ch. 6), their specific operationalisation o f salience effects is less 

warranted, especially when it comes to predict patterns o f vote shares in elections that are 

not part o f the sample from which they calculated the basic votes.^ Their predictions im

prove on best guesses, which are either based on average support for a party over the post

war period or on the immediately preceding election result, but still, on average, deviate by 

around 3 percent from observed vote shares.*^

Both saliency theory and issue ownership theory, Petrocik’s application o f  the idea to the 

U.S. context (Petrocik 1996, Petrocik et al. 2001), provide valuable but imprecise empirical

 ̂According to Budge and Farlie, there will only be a minority whose preferences actually change betw een 
elections: “ idiosyncratic changers” (79).
 ̂ Budge and Farlie use, fo r example, data from  post-W orld W ar II elections in the UK. up until 1974 to calcu

late the basic vote per decade for Labour and Conservatives and attem pt to predict the outcom e o f  1979 on 
that basis, assum ing that the partisan vote remained stable throughout the 1970s (Ch. 4).
* With the average vote shares o f  the major parties in the observed countries ranging around 40 percent, this 
amounts to an error factor o f  .075.
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support for the general notion that salience matters, but cannot be regarded as comprehen

sive explanatory models o f how salience matters. Budge and Farlie explicitly refrain from 

trying to formalise their theory, on the grounds that “the conditions which must be stipu

lated for a fully mathematical theory to apply in this area are so stringent that they certainly 

cannot be met by our subject matter (and possibly not by any that can conceivably be de

veloped)” (Budge and Farlie 1983; 149). And, apart from a brief dissociation from rational 

choice theory (157-159), they fail to take into account the treatment o f salience in spatial 

models o f voting, fail to even refer to either Downs himself or any formal theory o f issue 

voting. This ignores that Downs him self was the first rational choice theorist to consider 

salience effects and outline the consequences o f multiple issue concerns for the individual 

choice function.

Downs on salience

Although Downs proposed a one-dimensional spatial model of voting, his single left-right 

dimension does not implicate that only one policy dimension {economics) matters. The col

lapse into one dimension is to be understood as a heuristic device with which to demon

strate the properties o f the spatial analogy (Downs 1957: 116). He subsequently reintro

duces issue diversity by redefining the meaning o f the left-right scale:

“[W ]e must rem ove the assumption that each party’s platform contains only its stand on 

the proper degree o f  government intervention in the econom y. Let us assum e instead that 

each party takes stands on many issues, and that each stand can be assigned a position on 

our left-right scale.” {Ibid: 132)

Voters then judge on the basis o f perceived positions, allowing them to give different

weights to different issues, depending on their personal issue involvement. It follows that a

party does not take on a “unique, universally recognised net position”. Only a general con-

31



sensus as to the identities of left, right, or centrist parties will persist {Ibid\ 133). Rational 

parties are expected to spread policies as far as possible across the one-dimensional space 

in order to increase their appeal. The evaluation o f parties that are ordered along one di

mension becomes two-dimensional: a voter judges on the basis o f his proximity to what he 

perceives to be each party’s mean position on the left-right scale, but also takes into ac

count the spread {variance) o f the party’s positions across all different issues.

“ If some party has a mean identical with his own position (which we assume single

valued) but an enorm ous variance, he may reject it in favor o f  another party with a mean not 

as close to him  but w ith a much smaller variance. In short, voters choose policy vectors 

rather than policy scalars, and each vector is really a weighted frequency distribution o f

policies on the left right scale.” {Ibid: 133)

Saliencies, i.e. the relative weights given to issues by a voter, affect both the mean and

the variance o f a party’s distribution o f policy positions on the left-right scale, which, in

turn, means that both dimensions o f policy evaluation are partly determined by the compo

sition o f voter agendas. Whereas the collection o f perceived policy positions o f a party on 

all issues the voter is aware o f produce the overall mean and total variance o f  the distribu

tion, the salience weights detennine the parts o f  that distribution a voter actually cares 

about and how strongly he takes each o f those parts into account.^

The difficulty with this approach is that it presupposes that one single, all-encompassing 

dimension is underlying a multitude of issues One of the critical assumptions o f Downs’ 

one-dimensional model is that while cardinal orderings o f individual policy positions of

’ If a voter only has one issue on his agenda, he will judge a '.arty solely on the basis o f its mean position, which is 
its position on that one issue. With more issues becoming sa!n,nt, the distribution o f  salience weights will have a 
differential effect on variance. Where the mean salience per lasue approaches 1/n (with n = the number o f salient 
issues) with a high and positive kurtosis, i.e. sahence values ciuster around the mean, so that many issues become 
equally salient, perceived positions alone almost exclusively detennine the mean and the variance o f  the frequency 
distribution o f party policies. In contrast, where the mean salience approaches 1 /n with negative kurtosis, i.e. sali
ence values are evenly spread, so that few issues are highly salient and many issues lower on salience, the variance 
in the distribution o f policy positions will reduce and the mean, determined by the more salient issues, will become 
more critical for evaluation.
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parties might vary between voters, the ordinal relation between parties must remain uni

form (1957: 132, fn. 15). That means that if one party is to the left o f another on one issue, 

it can in no instance leapfrog but has to remain to the left on all issues. Apart from unwit

tingly forcing a common denominator onto the universe o f policy-making, it poses a logical 

problem for Downs’ theory and his predictions about party strategy. On the one hand, 

Downs argues that, in a two-party system, policies will converge on the median voter posi

tion. On the other, he states that parties are expected to spread their policies as widely as 

possible in order to maximise their appeal. Converging parties can only ever spread out in a 

direction away from the median p o s i t i o n . B y  doing that, a party would necessarily shift its 

mean position away from the centre. Therefore, from a strategic point o f view, the party 

that locates itself on all issues as close to the median as possible, i.e. spreads positions as 

little as possible, gains a competitive advantage. This is even more critical given that voter 

positions are assumed to be single-valued (133), which means that voters have the same 

ideal point across different issues. If  the distribution of voters and hence the median posi

tion remains stable across issues, then appealing differently to the electorate from issue to 

issue cannot pay off.

Salience as a parameter of choice in multi-dimensional theories o f  voting

The treatment o f different issues in a one-dimensional solution complicates the initially 

elegant and parsimonious model, a remedy for which is to disentangle issues and treat them 

separately, as independent dimensions. Riker (1980: 438) has argued that

This condition applies because they cannot leapfrog one another.
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“sch o larly  e ffo rts to describe  real po litics on one d im ension  seem  alw ays to b reak  dow n.

Indeed , once D ow ns se t forth  his m odel, it seem ed so inadequate  that o ther theo rists  soon 

dev elo p ed  an n -d im ensional an a lo g u e .”

Logically, within multi-dimensional spatial models o f voting (Davis et al. 1970; Hinich et

al, 1973; Enelow and Hinich 1984) not only parties but also voters are placed independ

ently on different issues. Voters form their party differential in multi-dimensional spaces 

from distances to policies on different dimensions, which translates into the concept of 

Euclidian distances. In a two-dimensional space, holding salience constant, voter x  will 

prefer policy 9 to policy y/ only if  the sum o f the squared distances between his own ideal 

point and 6 on the two dimensions is less than the sum of his squared distances from i//:

Fonnally, X prefers 6 to i//only when

( X i - O i f +  ( x j  ) ^  <  ( j r ,  - 1 / / ,  ) ^  +  ( X 2  - 1 / ^ 2

Subsequently, salience is introduced by weighting dimensions differently. The vote cal

culus is the sum o f  weighted proximity scores (Davis et al. 1970; Hinich et al, 1973; Enelow 

and Hinich 1984; Humphreys and Garry 2000). Davis et al. (1970: 433) propose to calcu

late the weighted sums o f squared distances in an n-dimensional space in terms o f an indi

vidual loss function'.

( 1 )
m = l it= l

where indicates a voter’s ideal point on issue m or k, denotes the loss v o te rs  de

rives from a candidate’s position on issue m or k, and are the relative weights allocated 

to different issues. Equation (1) contains the squared distances between x and 6 in the

terms where k = m , i.e. the squared Euclidian distance between voter ideal point and party 

position for each individual dimension; and the interaction temis between issues (how
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losses on one dimension are discounted against losses on another dimension) in the terms 

where k ^  m .

It is clear that the more variation between preference orders and magnitudes of party dif

ferentials across dimensions, the more sensitive a voter will be to changes in salience. 

However, in most instances, spatial theories o f voting have failed to give explicit attention 

to how changes in salience can determine outcomes.

Salience has not only been treated as an exogenous variable that cannot be manipulated 

by political actors (which will be the topic o f the next section), it has also only been al

lowed to vary between issues or individual voters but not over time. Invariably, Downsian 

approaches have only considered the effects o f party movements in the space, either esti

mating equilibrium constellations or specifying conditions under which electoral cycles 

occur.

One could o f  course also hold party positions constant and estimate equilibrium salien- 

cies instead o f  equilibrium positions.

Accordingly, the prescriptive conclusions from Downsian and later spatial modelling re

mained limited to advising parties to move towards the median, or the dimension-by- 

dimension median. An alternative strategy would be the manipulation o f policy dimensions, 

which should appeal to political actors since it allows maximising electoral returns without 

compromising policy positions.

2.2 Manipulating the dimensions

“All politics deals with the disp lacem ent o f  conflicts or efforts to resist the displacem ent 

o f  conflicts. The substitution o f  conflicts looks like an argument about what the argument is 

about, but politicians are not as confused as they seem  to be. [ . . . ]  A ll forms o f  political or-
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ganizatioii have a b ias in favor o f  the exp lo ita tion  o f  som e k inds o f  conflict an d  the su p p res

sion o f  o thers b ecause  organ iza tion  is the m obiliza tion  o f  bias. Som e issues are o rg an ized  

into poh tics w hile  o th ers  are o rgan ized  out. [ .. .]

T o understand the na tu re  o f  pa rty  conflict it is necessary  to co n sider the fu n c tio n  o f  the  

c leavages exp lo ited  by the p a  rties in th e ir  s tru g g le  f o r  suprem acy . S ince th e  d ev elopm en t o f  

c leavages is a p rim e in stru m en t o f  pow er, the party  w hich  is able to m ake its d e fin ition  o f  

the issues prevail is like ly  to  take over the  g overnm en t.” (S ch a ttsch n eid e r 1960: 68-9 , 73)

Issues, cleavages, and vote production

E. E. Schattschneider proposed that electoral politics is a question o f  taking sides in a 

conflict and that “the outcom e o f  the game o f  politics depends on which o f  a m ultitude o f 

possible conflicts gains the dom inant position” (1960; 60). He argued that at any given 

point in time political alignm ents are organized along the dom inant line o f  cleavage in a 

society and that

“a change in the d irection  and loca tion  o f  the line o f  c leavage w ill de term ine  the  p lace  o f  

each ind iv idual in the p o litica l system , w hat side he is on, w ho  else is on  h is side , w ho  is 

opposed to h im , how  large th e  opposing  sides are, w hat the conflict is about, and w ho w in s”

(61).

The process is not driven by natural self-selection o f cleavages but by the strategic b e h a v 

iour o f political actors w ho have a vested interest in em phasising the cleavage that prom ises 

a w inning coalition to rally behind them;

“The evo lu tion  o f  a m ajo r co n flic t (im portan t enough for a m ob iliza tion  o f  opposing  

forces) in v o lv es an effo rt to conso lida te  people  on both sides.” (6 2 )

This theory o f  partisan politics shares sim ilarities with the Lipset-Rokkan m odel, which

suggested that m ajor social - religious or class - cleavages in Europe have led to the em er

gence o f  polarized party system s and that these cleavages becom e frozen, m eaning that they 

continue to structure the party system  even in the event o f  erosion o f  the underlying pattern 

o f  social division (Lipset and Rokkan 1967).
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Wellhofer (1990) argued that cleavage-based partisanship could also be understood as a 

market model o f politics. W ellhofer distinguished between two market models of electoral 

politics: the Downsian vote maximization model and the class-based vote production model 

(14-8). He argues that while vote maximization involves adaptive strategies of parties and 

candidates, vote production is instead achieved by what Rokkan (1962: 79) had described 

earlier as “organizational encapsulation” . This means that class organization and class- 

based party support does not develop naturally out o f social division but is driven by par

ties, who tend to create, mobilize and continuously reinforce partisan ties by “organizing as 

many of the day-to-day life activities as possible” (Wellhofer 1990: 16). In the interpreta

tion o f Przeworski and Sprague (1986) perceived class membership itself is a product of 

party activities: “parties [...]  organize workers as a class” (59-60). The vote production 

model has been outlined most clearly by Przeworski (1985: 101-2) who claimed that “indi

vidual voting is an effect o f the activities o f political parties. More precisely, the relative 

salience o f class as a determinant o f voting behaviour is a cumulative consequence of 

strategies pursued by political parties o f the Left”.

Cross-cutting cleavages and partisan realignment

Poole and Rosenthal (1993: 13) interpreted Schattschneider’s theory as an attempt to 

write “U.S. political history ... almost entirely as a conflict between and within political 

parties” . Schattschneider developed his theory o f party politics as an alternative to pluralist 

theories o f special interest and pressure group politics. He argued that

“one possib le synthesis o f  pressure politics and party politics might be produced by de

scribing politics as the socialization o f  conflict. That is to say, the political process is a se

quence: conflicts are initiated by h igh ly motivated, high-tension groups so directly and im-
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m ediately  involved that it is d ifficu lt for them  to see the ju stic e  o f  co m peting  claim s. [ .. .]

C onflic ts becom e p o litica l o n ly  w hen  an a ttem pt is m ade to invo lve  the w ider p u b lic .” 

(S chattschneider 1960: 39)

Pluralist theories argue that societies are characterized by dispersed preferences, which 

m eans that “some societies, especially  larger and more com plex ones, are divided by a plu

ralism  o f  cleavages that are often related to one another in a cross-cutting rather than rein

forcing pattern” (M iller 1983; 735; see also Latham 1952 and Rae and Taylor 1970).

Pluralists hold that societies gain stability and that political attitudes and behaviour will 

be m oderated by the prevalence o f  m ultiple and crosscutting c leavages" . In contrast, 

Schattschneider treated societies as potentially divisible across m any different cleavages, 

but argued that, at any given point in time, political elites consolidate support along one 

dom inant line o f  cleavage. H e accepted the notion o f crosscutting cleavages but concluded 

that on the level o f  electoral politics pluralism  cannot prevail. That m eans that, in his view, 

national politics is a process o f  com petition for mass alignm ent along one particular line o f  

cleavage at the expense o f  all o ther crosscutting cleavages that could have the potential to 

produce different majorities:

“ [PJolitical c leav ag es are ex trem ely  likely  to be incom patib le  w ith  each o ther. T hat is, the 

d evelopm ent o f  one co n flic t m ay  inh ib it the developm en t o f  an o th er because  a radical shift 

o f  a lignm en t b ecom es p o ss ib le  o n ly  at th e  cost o f  a change in the  re la tio n s and p rio rities  o f  

all o f  the co n testan ts .' (S ch a ttsch n e id e r 1960: 63).

National politics m Schattschneider’s view is inherently volatile. The consolidation o f  a

cleavage produces losers, who could turn into winners under a different constellation. This 

results in a perm anent struggle for change in issue priorities, w hich is quite the opposite o f

' '  B ailey  (1970: 129) po in ted  out th a t “th o se  w h o  are enem ies in one situation  are so m etim es requ ired  to act 
as a llies in another s ituation . W ith an eye on fu tu re  cooperation , they  re stra in  their b e h av io u r in p resen t co m 
p e titio n ” .
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the pluralist notion that crosscutting divisions are counterbalancing and hence stabilizing 

forces.

This model of political change, driven by national political parties, is mirrored in theories 

o f realignment (Sinclair 1977; Brady 1982; Sundquist 1983; Poole and Rosenthal 1993). 

Realignment theory adopts the notion from Schattschneider that party affiliation is brought 

about by the emergence o f a dominant cleavage, which is to say that partisanship means to 

take a side in a national political conflict. Realignment theories argue that patterns o f parti

sanship in the U.S., i.e. the distribution o f Democratic and Republican identifiers, have 

been subject to major shifts over time.'^

“ [T ]he  party  system  has a new  rationale, an old conflict has been  d isp laced  by  a new  one 

fo r a segm ent o f  the electo rate , and that segm ent o f  the e lecto ra te  has form ed ... new  party  

a ttach m en ts  on the basis o f  th a t ra tionale . I f  the segm ent is large enough  ... a n e w  party  sy s

tem  supp lan ts the old o n e .” (S u n d q u is t 1983: 37)

Most realignment studies have, however, neglected the role o f political parties in bringing

about the emergence o f a new crosscutting cleavage. Much o f the empirical studies o f re

alignment focus on legislative behaviour, and these studies tend to treat dimensional shifts 

in the roll call voting in Congress as a symptom of - or a reaction to - preceding shifts in 

mass electoral behaviour (Poole and Rosenthal 1993: 36-8; also Sinclair 1977). Carmines 

and Stimson (1986) challenge this view by modelling more rigorously the sequence and 

direction o f causality in the evolution o f new issues.'^ They explicitly argue that partisan

'■ Poole  and R osenthal (1993 : 13) no te  that the “ prevailing  v iew  in th is literature is that there  have  been th ree  
m ajo r realignm en ts: one  in the 1850s over the ex tension  o f  slavery  to th e  te rrito ries; one in the 1 890s over the 
creation  o f  in fla tion  e ither b y  ab an d o n in g  the  gold standard  or by m onetiz in g  silver; and one in the 1930s 
b ecause  o f  the co llap se  o f  the eco n o m y  du rin g  the G rea t D epression” . P o o le  and R osen thal them selves, h o w 
ever, d evelop  a  m odel o f  realignm en t, based  on spatial theory o f  pa rty  com petition , and com e to the co n clu - 
sion th a t on ly  the  first no ted  case fro m  the  1850s can count as rea lig n m en t in that it p ro d u ced  a  new  spatial 
d iv is ion , w hile  the o th er tw o a re  ch aracterized  as m e re  “p ertu rba tions” , since “ they  occu rred  a lo n g  the line o f  
c leavage  that so lid ified  in  the I 870s” (14).

C arm ines and S tim son ap p ly  a d y n am ic  tim e series m odel to i nv estig a te  ho w  the d eseg ra tion  issue p ro 
duced rea lig n m en t in U .S . po litics in the  1960s. T h ey  show  that th e  m ean  p osition  o f  R epub lican  and D em oc-
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realignment is a response to cues from elites. Elites initiate the process o f realignment, 

which goes through subsequent stages o f  increasing voter awareness about policy shifts and 

increasing issue salience and eventually results in a redistribution o f  partisans in the elec

torate.

The disequilibrium o f  tastes

Social choice theory can serve to formalize Schattschneider’s contention that for any so

ciety at any given point in time exist multiple cross-cutting cleavage lines many o f  which 

could have the potential to produce a new majority were they to become the salient dimen

sion o f  political conflict. In an early critique - or reinterpretation - o f  spatial theory, Stokes 

(1963) illustrated how the equilibrium is upset, not by voters or candidates moving in the 

space, but by restructuring the space:

“For example, between the elections o f  1948 and 1952 a far-reaching change took place 

in the terms in which the parties and candidates were judged by the electorate. W hereas the 

voter evaluations o f  1948 w ere strongly rooted in the econom ic and social issues o f  the New 

D eal-Fair Deal era, the evaluations o f  1952 were based substantially on foreign concerns. A 

dimension that had touched the m otives o f  the electorate scarcely at all in the Truman elec

tion was o f great im portance in turning the Democratic administration out o f  power four 

years later. If  the difference betw een these two elections is to be interpreted in spatial terms, 

we would have to say that the intrusion o f  a new issue dim ension had changed the structure 

o f  the space in which the parties com peted for electoral support.” (Stokes 1963: 371-2)

ratic Senators and Representatives, estim ated from roll caU votes, reversed during the  course o f  the 1960s, 
with Democrats becom ing increasingly liberal, i.e. in favour o f  desegration (904-5). Similarly, from the mid- 
1960s through 1980, survey respondents developed respective perceptions o f  party stands, i.e. they managed 
to identify the liberal position o f  the D em ocrats on race and the increasingly conservative position o f  the 
Republicans. Also, citizens identified as liberal on the race issue becam e increasingly attached to the D em oc
rats, leading eventually to a new  stable pattern o f  distribution o f partisans (905-9). Tim e-series analysis shows 
that the repositioning o f  parties actually preceded and hence caused the evolution o f  new issue publics and 
eventual realignm ent (910-5).
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As long as a single line o f cleavage dominates, i.e. in a one-dimensional policy space, 

there always exists a unique equilibrium, a stable outcome of social choice.'"* However, the 

occurrence o f equilibrium becomes highly unlikely in the presence o f additional salient 

policy dimensions'^, unless it is institutionally induced.'® Riker (1980) concluded from Ar

row ’s (1951) theorem about voting cycles and subsequent studies into the equilibrium con

ditions of multi-spatial competition that “[djisequilibrium, or the potential that the status 

quo be upset, is the characteristic feature of politics” (Riker 1980: 443). Some social choice 

theorists have argued that Riker exaggerates the likelihood o f cyclical majorities (Tullock 

1981; Schofield 1993), while empirical research into the composition o f policy spaces has 

found strong support for Schattschneider’s notion that political conflict tends to be organ

ized along a single cleavage line and only rarely and temporarily becomes two-dimensional 

(Budge 1993; Poole and Rosenthal 1993).

However, one can interpret Riker’s notion concerning the “disequilibria o f tastes” (Riker 

1980: 445) in a way very similar to the earlier argument in Schattschneider (1960: 60ff.): 

namely that any existing equilibrium, any status quo o f politics which is brought about by 

the dominance o f a particular cleavage, is constantly threatened  to be upset by the introduc

tion o f a new and cross-cutting dimension. The disequilibrium condition is an always-

Riker (1980) refers to Duncan Black who discovered that in a one-dim ensional policy space, “ if  voters’ 
preference curves are single-peaked, then an equilibrium exists in the sense that one alternative can beat or tie 
(n - l) others. ... It should be noted that this equilibrium  at the median optim um  is characterized by a balancing 
o f  opposites, a feature found in all other geometrically defined equilibria o f  voting. There are an equal number 
o f  voters on either side o f  the median, w hich is why it is the equilibrium .” (R iker 1980: 436-7)

See discussion o f  equilibrium  conditions in R iker (1982: Ch. 5 and 7).
Institutionally induced equilibria m ostly apply to legislative bodies, w hich can decentralise decision

making by dividing into com m ittees, each o f  w hich is concerned with an individual subset o f  issues, or by 
imposing germ aneness rules on parliam entary debates. That means that issues have to be treated separately 
and that considerations o f  bills are restricted to directly related am endm ents (Shepsle 1979; Riker 1980: 444 
and 1982: 188ff; Feld and Grofman 1988; Hum es 1993).
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prevalent potential for change, but it does not necessarily result in continuous change and 

cycling.

As quoted earlier from Schattschneider, “the party which is able to m ake its definition o f 

the issues prevail is likely to take over the governm ent” (73). Once a party has succeeded in 

defining the dom inant cleavage, it may well benefit from a substantial realignm ent and a 

protracted period o f  political stability. R iker h im self notes that politics is not a w orld o f 

com plete chaos and perm anent change:

“O u r o rd inary  ex p erien ce  ind icates, how ever, that there  is som e stab ility  in po litica l life:

Issues p e rsis t and sim ila r ou tco m es repeat them selves. T here  m ust be  m ore to the w orld , 

th erefo re , than the a lm o st com plete  d isequ ilib rium  suggested  by  the  B lack and N ew ing ,

P lo tt, M c K e lv e y a n d  S ch o fie ld  analysis.” (R ik er 1982: 188)

He goes on to argue that disequilibrium  theory is a m odel o f  political change, not neces

sarily a m odel o f  political instability. And political change can range from incremental 

change in the distribution o f  votes betw een elections - that does not disturb existing m ajori

ties and the com position o f  governm ents - to full-fledged revolution or civil war.

“ Indeed, it seem s like ly  th a t m ost o f  the  apparen t stab ility  w e see in the w orld, such as 

g en era tio n -lo n g  p e rio d s o f  dom inance  by  one po litical party , is really  increm ental d iseq u i

librium  in w hich  p a rty  com position  changes slightly  w hile  a lw ays m ain ta in ing  som e cy clic 

ity  o f  v a lues.” {Ibid.)

The fact that alternative issues or cleavages have the potential to upset an existing equi

librium , to produce new divisions and new winning coalitions, is identified by Riker as the 

incentive for politicians who are currently on the losing side, i.e. out o f  governm ent, to al

m ost ceaselessly introduce new issues.
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Heresthetics or the art o f  political manipulation

Riker (1982) uses tw o very  different analogies in order to outline what he calls the “ fun

dam ental dynam ic o f  political life” (209). He first argues that politicians are like entrepre

neurs who offer new products in order to constantly im prove their m arket position:

“ N ew  a lte rn a tiv es, new  issues, are  like new  products. Each one is sponsored  as a test o f  

the voting m arket, in the ho p e  that the new  a lte rna tive  w ill render new  issues salient, o ld  is

sues irrelevan t, and, ab o v e  all, w ill be  preferred  by  a m ajority  to w hat w ent before. T h is is 

the art o f  po litics: to  t'lnd so m e  alternative  that b eats the  cu rren t w inner. Such  an a lte rna tive  

a lm ost c e rta in ly  ex is ts , g iven  d iseq u ilib riu m .” (209)

The market analogy, how ever, has lim itations, insofar as politicians can rely less on m ar

ket research that m ay guide entrepreneurs in their introduction o f  new  products. In contrast 

w ith consum er goods, issues and values are less tangible, and politicians act under uncer

tainty about w hich issue m ay at any given point in time have the potential to catch the 

im agination o f  the electorate, and hence gain sufficient salience to upset the status quo. 

This produces a situation in w hich “the politician m ust try out alternatives m ore or less ran

dom ly” (210).

R iker then shifts the analogy from  that o f  consum er m arkets to that o f  organic nature and 

the selection o f  species.*^ He argues that ju st hke only “som e few o f  the anim al and vegeta

ble recom binations find a niche in the environm ent and survive and flourish” , so too do 

m ost issues in the political w orld “ find no significant audience and fail; but som e are re

sponded to enthusiastically and flourish, even to the point o f  com pletely reshaping the envi-

In sim ilar fash ion . C arm in es and S tim son  (1993) p ropose  a m odel o f  issue ev o lu tion  that is based  on  D a r
w in ’s theory  o f  b io log ical evo lu tion . T h ey  p o in t out that ev o lu tio n ary  b io lo g y  does no t co n sid er D arw inian  
‘f itn e ss’ to be  an ab so lu te  p ro perty  o f  a sp ec ie s  but to  be “ re la tive  to the ev o lv in g  eco log ica l n ich e” . Just as 
species evo lve and flou rish  because  o f  ad ap tiv e  q u a litie s, so do issues “com e to  influence the  life o f  a  po litica l 
system , not so m uch  b ecause  th ey  are fundam en ta l to th e  system  bu t b ecau se  th ey  flindam entally  fit well to an 
opporrunity  p ro v id ed  by the ev o lv in g  po litica l en v iro n m en t” (I 52).
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ronment in which they arose” (210). Issue evolution does appear, however, to be less stable 

than biological evolution, insofar as

issues do no t have  long lives and m ay d isappear even though social con d itio n s re

m ain  fa irly  stable. In th is sense, the natural se lec tion  o f  issues is som ew hat m ore random  

than the n a tu ra l se lec tio n  o f  species” (211).

The more crucial difference between the selection o f species and the selection o f issues

is, however, that issue evolution is almost always actively and deliberately initiated by po

litical actors, more precisely by political losers.'** Elsewhere, Riker argues that losers, i.e. 

political actors who are at a disadvantage under the current status quo or equilibrium, are 

indeed the forces o f  political change:

“ ... the  tas tes  o f  the  w inners are the values that are au tho rita tive ly  a llocated . T h at is, the 

tastes o f  the w inners a re  the  actual con ten t o f  social decision  and thus the con ten t o f  the 

im m edia te ly  su b seq u en t p resen t tim e. ... T he dynam ics o f  p o litics is in the hands o f  the lo s

ers. It is they  w ho decide  w hen and how  and w hether to fight on. W inners have w on and do 

not im m ed ia te ly  need to change th ings. B ut losers have no th ing  and can gain no th in g  unless 

they  con tinue  to try  to b ring  abou t new  political situations. T his p ro v ides the m otiva tion  for 

change. . ..  L osers a re  the ones w ho search out new  stra teg ies and stra tagem s and it is their 

use o f  he resth e tic s  that p ro v id es the dynam ics o f  p o litics .” (R iker 1983: 62-3)

Whereas spatial m odels almost invariably prescribe losers to change their policy positions

in order to improve their electoral prospects, Riker offers a variety o f  strategies that can

serve the same purpose without compromising stands on policies. Riker subsumes the array

o f  such strategies under the headline o f  heresthetics. Indeed, he spent the last decade o f  his

life promoting the concept and study o f  heresthetics, and applying it as an explanatory tool

A gain, this a rg u m en t by  R iker - that issue ev o lu tion  is a lm ost a lw ays triggered  by po litica l ac to rs w ith a 
vested in terest - m irro rs  an arg u m en t by  S chattschneider, nam ely  that “ [t]he  evo lu tion  o f  a m ajo r conflict 
(im portant enough  for a  m o b iliza tio n  o f  opposing  forces) invo lves an e ffo rt to conso lida te  p eo p le  on both 
sides" (62). It is an a lto g e th e r s trik in g  fact th a t R iker does n o t once re fer to S ch a ttsch n eid e r in any o f  his 
books and pap ers  d e a lin g  w ith  the d isequ ilib rium  o f  tastes and the m an ip u latio n  o f  po licy  d im en sio n s (R iker 
1980, 1982, 1983, 1984, 1986, 1990, and 1993).
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to various contexts o f  political decision-making (Riker 1983, 1984, 1986, 1990, and 

1993).''^

Riker defined heresthetics as “a study o f the strategy  o f  decision” and argued that the 

“modem impetus to heresthetics comes from game theory and social choice theory, both o f  

which are methods o f  describing social decisions abstractly” (1983: 55). Its applications 

can cover a wide range o f  different contexts o f  decision-making, just as is the case with 

game theory and social choice theory in general.

Riker argues that “had heresthetic been properly recognized as an art by some o f  its prac

titioners, it would have been, from classical times onward, one o f  the liberal arts, which are 

the arts that free men use to control their surroundings” (1986; ix-x). He goes on to state 

that there are three recognised liberal arts o f  language - logic, grammar, and rhetoric. Logic 

is concerned with the truth-value, grammar with the communications-value, and rhetoric 

with the persuasion-value o f  sentences (1986: x). Heresthetics, as the fourth liberal art o f  

language, is concerned with the “strategy-value o f  language to accomplish some purpose”, 

the purpose o f  using language in this case being “to manipulate” (1986: x). Heresthetics

Riker points ou t that the w ord heresthetics or heresthetic  is an artificial construction to refer to  political 
strategy, and that “its source is the G reek aipeiadeioi, which has to do with choosing and electing” (Riker 
1983: 55).
Riker is inconsistent in the spelling he uses. He introduced the concept as heresthetics (R iker 1983; 1984) but 
subsequently used the spelling heresthetic, which highlights a gram matical correspondence with the estab
lished concepts o f  rhetoric and logic (R iker 1986; 1990; 1993).
Heresthetics is the spelling that has been adopted in most o f  the publications that explicitly refer to R iker’s 
concept (Epstein and Shvetsova 2002; Feld and Grofman 1988; Kaminski 2001; Johnston et al. 1993; Nagel 
1993; W eim er 1992), w ith only few exceptions that quote directly from The A rt o f  P olitical M anipulation  
(Riker 1986) and subsequently keep referring to the concept as heresthetic (Ham m ond and Hum es 1995; 
Paine 1989).
Throughout this thesis, I will adopt w hat was R iker’s initial proposition and has since become the m ajority 
position, nam ely the spelling heresthetics. However, I will not interfere w ith quotes from w orks that use the 
alternative spelling.

Riker and others have used heresthetics as a framework for the study o f  dynam ics and strategies in deci- 
sion-making bodies o f  varying sizes, including supreme courts (Epstein and Shvetsova 2002), parliam entary 
committees (Riker 19 86: Ch. 2), private clubs (R iker 1986: Ch.3), legislatures (Kam inski 2001; Nagel 1993; 
Riker 1986: 7, 9-12), and electorates (Feld and Grofm an 1988; Hammond and Humes 1995; Paine 1989; 
Riker 1983; 1986: Ch. 1; 1990).
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differs from rhetoric in that its purpose is not to persuade, not to alter preferences, but to 

manipulate or restructure the choice context in a way that exploits the disequilibrium o f  

tastes and produces a different outcome even from an unaltered set o f  preferences:

the essential feature, qua rhetoric, is [to] convince. With heresthetic, on the other 

hand, conviction is at best secondary, and often not even involved at all. The point o f  an 

heresthetical act is to structure the situation so that the actor wins, regardless o f w hether or 

not the other participants are  persuaded.” (1 983: 60)

Riker identifies three heresthetical devices^': agenda control, strategic voting, and the

manipulation o f  dimensions (Riker 1986: 147-151). This categorization follow s his earlier

distinction into three methods o f  manipulating social choice (Riker 1982: Chapters 6

through 8). Both agenda control, which refers to the sequencing o f  decision-making, and

strategic voting apply rather to the context o f  sm.aller voting bodies like supreme courts or

Kaminski (2001) added the notion o f  m anipulation o f  electoral laws as a further heresthetical strategy, argu
ing that “a political p layer supports an electoral system  that maximizes his expected share o f  seats” (200 1:1- 
2). He suggests that in newly dem ocratising countries like Poland, where electoral laws after the drafting o f  
the new  constiUition in 1989 were revised tw ice (in 1991 and in 1993), political actors bargain over electoral 
systems with particular benefits to be derived from constitutional choices in mind.
And logically, attem pts to m anipulate constitutions and, in particular, electoral laws, are not confined to peri
ods o f  regim e change. Riker himself, a few years before introducing the concept o f  heresthetics, pointed out 
that “[o]ne can expect that losers on a series o f  decisions under a particular set o f  rules will a tte m p t... to 
change institutions and hence the kind o f decisions produced under them ” (R iker 1980: 445). Clear illustra
tions o f  this point are the repeated attempts o f  the Liberal Democrats in the UK to raise the issue o f  changing 
the electoral law tow ards proportional representation. Since under the current electoral law the Liberal De
mocrats tend to win a substantially sm aller percentage o f  seats in parliam ent than percentages o f  the vote, and 
since both the political culnire and the electoral system  render the formation o f coalitions unlikely, the Liberal 
Democrats are effectively  perm anent losers under the current electoral system  and could benefit from consti
tutional change.
In one o f his essays in The A rt o f  Political M anipulation, Riker im plicitly adds gerrym andering to the list o f  
heresthetical m anoeuvres (R iker 1986: Ch. 6). Although he focuses in this essay on the strategy o f  “fixing 
dim ensionality” (1986: 66) by cam ouflaging the gerrym ander and hence not allowing the opposing party to 
add the dim ension o f  gerrym andering to the context o f  decision-m aking, he also dem onstrates that drawing 
the boundaries o f  voting districts can affect social choice ju s t as effectively as can the choice o f  electoral 
laws, the manipulation o f  dim ensions, strategic voting, or agenda control (1986: 68-72). He points out that 
courts in the U nited S tates have “condoned and encouraged gerrym anders” and that it w ould be “m orally 
asking too much o f  any group o f  people, I believe, to require that they assign territory in a w ay disadvanta
geous to them selves” (1986: 76), He him self does not go so far as to actively condone gerrym ander, but con
cludes that the gerrym andering and its camouflage exercised by the city manager in his case study “was in
nocuous and her heresthetic brillian t” ( 1986: 77).
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parliamentary com m ittees.M an ipu la ting  the dimensions is not only “just about the most 

frequently attempted heresthetical device” (1986: 150), but qualifies also as one o f the core 

campaign strategies at the disposal of competing candidates.

Driving the political market: the heresthetics o f  electoral campaigning

There are good reasons to believe that rhetoric does not work in campaigns. The agenda- 

setting paradigm, which I will review in the following chapter (Ch.3), has received so much 

attention because o f its core argument that media effects are not persuasive but cognitive. 

This means that people are influenced by mass communication, but that they are influenced 

in a way that does not change their opinions but their problem concerns as a result o f  in

creasing information about a new issue. Similarly, most theories o f voting refrain from con

templating or indeed explaining the sources of political preferences. At the very least, few 

approaches would argue that there could be significant short-term change in political atti

tudes or preferences as a result o f  campaign proceedings.

Campaigns are unlikely to persuade people into changing their vote. They are much more 

likely to manipulate people into changing their vote, which is an entirely different thing. 

For example, it may be impossible for a Social-Democratic party to ever convince a mem

ber of the managerial class that it is in his interest to raise taxes for the purpose o f increas

ing welfare spending. It might instead be more promising to try and distract him from the

Strategic voting is o f  course an important feature o f  electoral beiiaviour, and can indeed be encouraged by  
cam paigning parties and candidates. W ithin the theory o f  heresthetics, how ever, strategic voting  applies to a 
manipulative strategic cho ice  o f  a decision maker by means o f  which he tries to affect the outcom e. V oters in 
a m ass electorate are not in a position to use their individual votes in heresthetical fashion because o f  the little 
impact individual votes have in that setting. The individual vote o f  a decision maker in a suprem e court or a 
parliamentary com m ittee, how ever, has much more value, so that the individual can make realistic com puta
tions o f  how  outcom es m ay be influenced by his strategic voting. For exam ples o f  the heresthetic use o f  stra
tegic voting, see  Riker (1986: Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 1 1) and Epstein and Shvetsova (2002: 113-8).
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tax question by raising a foreign policy or an environmental issue on which his position 

may just be closer to the Social Democrats than on the economic dimension.

It has indeed been argued that campaigning parties or candidates have no inclination to 

enter open debates with one another about conflicting policy stands on particular issues. 

Budge and Farlie (1983) posit that parties should and will exclusively focus on issues they 

own. It follows that parties or candidates essentially talk past one another, and that voters 

do not compare different stands on the same issue but instead vote on the platform that re

flects their own problem concerns.

The task o f campaigning is to get voters concerned with issues that can be beneficial to 

the party. Budge (1993 and 1999) goes even further and argues that essentially salience 

equals position. He claims that almost all issues are valence issues, a concept introduced by 

Stokes (1963) and referring to social problems the solution o f which is uncontroversial, 

insofar as neither candidates nor voters differ in the position they take on the issue;

“ ... many o f  the issues that agitate our politics do not involve even a shriveled set o f  two 

alternatives o f  government action. ... I w ill call ‘valence-issues’ those that merely involve 

the linking o f  the parties with some condition that is positively or negatively valued by the 

electorate. If  the condition is past or present, ... the argument turns on where the credit or 

blame ought to be assigned. But if  the condition is a ftiture or potential one, the argum ent 

turns on w hich party, given possession o f  the governm ent, is the more likely to bring it 

about." (Stoke 1963: 372-3)

The idea that, in essence, all issues are valence issues, is a stronger statement o f the origi

nal idea within saliency theory, namely that with regard to each issue only one side is ever 

going to win from its salience.

Riker (1993) makes a related point about the structure o f campaign communications: he 

introduces two principles, the Dominance Principle and the Dispersion Principle. The 

Dominance Principle states that “when one side successfully wins the argument on an is-
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sue, the other side ceases to discuss it w hile the w inner continues to exploit it” . On the 

other hand, the D ispersion Principle  states that “when both sides fail to win the argument 

on an issue, both sides cease to discuss it and search for some other, m ore profitable issue” 

(81-2).

I f  candidates cannot gain from  confrontation with their com petitors, cam paigns are essen

tially about raising the salience o f  issues. H am m ond and Hum es (1993), in one o f  the few 

attem pts at foraializing R iker’s theory o f  heresthetics^^, outline their understanding that 

candidates can m anipulate voters into perceiving them  to stand closest to their ideal point 

by em phasizing an issue on w hich this is actually is the case while ignoring issues where 

they w ould be at a disadvantage:

“ In effect, the campaign takes place not by candidates moving their actual positions to 

optimal spatial locations, which is the essence o f  the traditional Downsian model, but by us

ing cam paign rhetoric and emphasizing issues in such a w ay that each candidate’s spatial 

location is perceived by the voters to be closer to theirs than the other candidate’s. Instead 

o f  candidates trying to figure out what positions to take, then, political campaigns are turned 

into contests about what the issue dim ensions o f  the campaign will be. In the Downsian 

model, the voters move the candidates around; in our alternative model, the candidates can 

be said to m ove the voters around.” (H am m ond and Humes 1993: 142)

Their “spatial m odel o f  issue fram ing” (144) is not developed far enough to reveal equi

librium conditions, but they do com e to the conclusion that “except under rare circum 

stances, the optim al strategy o f  candidate 1 will differ from the optimal strategy o f candi

date 2” (153). Their proposition o f  nonconvergence between candidate strategies supports 

the notion that “ ’the candidates are talking past each o ther’ and that ‘the candidates are not 

jo in ing in a genuine debate with each o ther’” (153).

Only other attem pts have been undertaken to model equibrium condiiions when positions are fixed but 
salience is allowed to vary, namely by Feld and Grofm an (1988) and Humphreys and G arry (2000).
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Endogenising salience

The hterature reviewed in this chapter provides strong support for the two notions that (a) 

salience is an independent parameter o f social choice and (b) that parties have strong incen

tives to manipulate agendas in order to gain a competitive advantage.

What is needed, however, is to propose a mechanism by which political actors can actu

ally influence public salience. This is what Humphreys and Garry (2000: 2) ask for when 

they point out that political science needs to endogenise salience, which means to “examine 

the ability o f political actors to change the relative importance o f  different issue areas”.

Budge and Farlie (1983: 140) argue that “party emphases bring issues to the fore, rather 

than simply reflecting issues already prominent among electors” (Budge and Farlie 1983: 

140). But they fail to outline how exactly issues are brought to the fore. Page (1976: 749) 

suggests that “the salience o f a given issue is not entirely independent o f candidates’ behav

iour” . He makes the valid point that candidates “not merely take stands; they also allocate 

their speaking time, their press releases, and their media budgets so as to vary the emphasis 

on different appeals” . And by those means, “by varying the emphasis he puts on an issue, a 

candidate can manipulate the extent to which that issue is taken into account in evaluating 

him” {ibid.).

The core argument in this study will mdeed be that by means o f their press releases, their 

daily campaign communications, political parties can affect the coiiiposition o f the public 

agenda. But it will also be argued that in order to do so, the parties will need to get their 

issue emphases reflected in day-to-day media coverage o f the campaign. This is, especially 

with regard to press releases, an obvious point, since these are not addressed to the voters 

directly, but use the mass media as transmitters. It will also be argued, in the following
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chapter, that parties are in need o f m ediation, since voters are m ore lilcely to follow the 

them es set by the media, who are supposedly objective actors in the cam paign, than to re

spond directly to the stimuli com ing from parties through party election broadcasts, tele

vised speeches, poster campaigns, or any direct contact.
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CHAPTERS: S a l i e n c e  D e p e n d s

If, as suggested in the previous chapter, electoral change is to some extent a function of 

changing issue priorities, then unravelluig the causes o f issue priorities and change thereof 

will enhance our understanding o f the electoral process. This chapter sums up the findings 

of an entire research tradition that is devoted to the systematic study of the causes o f public 

salience, namely agenda-setting research.

The agenda-setting paradigm introduces the mass media as shapers o f public issue priori

ties. The systematic evidence from agenda-setting research about the strength and direction 

of this relationship, which will be reported in this chapter, identifies the agenda-setters - the 

mass media - as the prime target for salience manipulation by political actors.

3.1 Communicating salience

One o f the core propositions o f Riker’s theory o f heresthetics, which I dealt with at length 

in the previous chapter, is that political leaders -  or, rather, political losers! - can shape the 

choice context to their advantage by altering the composition o f the policy space. Most ana

lytical narratives that Riker presents in The Art o f  Political Manipulation (Riker 1986) con

cern heresthetical manoeuvres in small-sized electoral bodies like parliaments, committees, 

or courts. In these cases, individuals in open debate can introduce new dimensions o f deci

sion-making.^^ To alter the structure o f the policy space becomes an entirely different

R ik er’s so le  ex am p le  o f  heresthetics in a cam paign  setting is L in c o ln ’s introduction o f  the  anti-s lavery  issue 
in the Illinois senatorial  e lection cam paign  o f  1858 (Riker 1986: Ch. 1). L in co ln ’s s trategic move, according
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proposition when it comes to mass audiences during national election campaigns. In order 

to manipulate the dimensions o f  social choice, political leaders are in need o f  means to 

communicate their positions and priorities to a mass audience that is not continuously par

ticipating and physically present at an open venue o f debate like the members o f parlia

ments or committees are.

Party and voter agendas

Saliency theory posits that “party emphases bring issues to the fore, rather than simply re

flecting issues already prominent among electors” (Budge and Farlie 1983: 140). In their 

discussion o f  party and voter agendas, Budge and Farlie hint at a unidirectional causal rela

tionship. Only in passing and without discussing how exactly parties manage to alter the 

priorities o f  voters, Budge and Farlie discuss the process o f  societa l agenda-setting  that 

determines the set o f  salient issues on the basis o f  which the electorate chooses a govern

ment (1983; 138-144; 159-162).

Their empirical findings from post-war elections in Britain and the U.S. reveal that, con

sistently, the majority o f  publicly salient issues in any single election campaign corre-

to  R iker. w as to force the  D em ocratic  can d id a te . S tephen  D ouglas, to take a positio n  on  w h e th er slavery  had 
to be dealt w ith at federal leve l, or w h e th er leg is la tio n  on slavery  could  rem ain  d ecen tra lised , in the hand o f  
the sta tes. T h e  sto ry  is no t q u ite  an ap p ro p ria te  ex am p le  o f  how  a new  d im ension  is in troduced  to the public 
agenda, how ever. T h e  h eresthe tics here  lie in the  capacity  o f  the slavery  issue  to sp lit the  D em ocra tic  party , 
w hich  it indeed  did, p ro m p tin g  the S ou th ern ers  to n o m inate  their ow n p residen tia l can d id a te  in 1860, thereby 
a llo w in g  L inco ln  to w in  the p re s id en cy  fo r th e  R epublicans. It also broke the d o m in an ce  o f  th e  D em ocrats, 
their stro n g h o ld  o n  the  p residency  and  p ro d u ced  a new  alignm ent w ith  R ep u b lican s w in n in g  m o st presiden tial 
e lections un til the e a rly  20*'' cen tu ry  (1986: 3-5).
B ut L inco ln  did n o t create  p u b lic  sa lience  o f  the  s lav ery  issue; he ra ther fo rced  the issu e  onto th e  agenda  o f  
in tra -party  deba tes . T h e  D em ocrats had  been  sp lit o v er the issue before, bu t m anaged  to “p ap er it over, to 
push  it back  into the loca lities so that it co u ld  no t be ag ita ted  nationally” (4). T h a t a llow ed  the D em ocra ts to 
keep their w in n in g  p la tfo rm  in tact fo r decades. B y  fo rcing  their designated  n ex t p resid en tia l can d id a te , D o u g 
las, to take a stance  on federal a n ti-s lav ery  leg is la tio n , Lincoln broke the in ternal co h es io n  o f  the D em ocratic  
Party. T he D em ocra ts d id  no t lose th e ir  m ajo rity  because v o ters becam e co n ce rn ed  w ith  an issu e  th a t r e 
aligned them  a lo n g  an a lte rna tive  line o f  c leav ag e , bu t because the pa rty  had to  in te rnally  deal w ith  an issue 
that w ould  cau se  a sch ism .
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sponded with issues heavily em phasised in election m anifestos o f  the two main parties^^. In 

general, public agendas appear to constitute a subset o f  m ore varied party  agendas. Leaving 

out a cand ida te’s personality or background which features heavily as an evaluative crite

rion for voters but “by its nature cannot find a parallel in the m anifesto” (138), around 80% 

o f  the rem aining publicly salient issues corresponded with m anifesto topics in both coun

tries, w hile only about h a lf  o f  the m anifesto topics, in turn, corresponded with salient issues 

(139: Table 6.4).

Budge and Farlie com pared the set o f  publicly salient issues in B ritish and US elections 

betw een 1945 and 1980 with the agendas o f  the two dom inant parties in both countries for 

the respective years and found a sizeable overlap, m ore so for Britain than the US. Policy 

agendas were found to differ betw een parties - with Labour and C onservatives, D emocrats 

and Republican, all tending to em phasize ‘ow ned’ issues. The com bined set o f  issues pro

posed by the com peting parties contained therefore m ore issues than the public agenda. 

They concluded that each party  is successful in bringing som e o f  its issues to the fore and 

that the public draws predom inantly  from party sources to arrive at their concerns but that 

“ a process o f  selection is at w ork, not uncritical digestion o f  party  appeals” (160). Budge 

and Farlie drew the optim istic conclusion that “one cannot characterise the process as com 

pletely m anipulative or w holly circular (that is, parties detennining the salient issues which 

they then act upon as governm ents, ignoring electors’ ‘rea l’ p references)” (159).

Budge and Farlie inferred causality  from the pattern o f  agenda overlaps. Public issues ap

peared to be alm ost exclusively draw n from  party agendas, w hile the com position o f  party

Budge and Farlie set the cu t-o ff point for issues to be considered important m anifesto top ics at more than 
5% o f  sentence references (1983: 137: T able 6.3).
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agendas could, for two reasons, not be explained as caused by public priorities. First, agen

das differed in composition between parties, and second, party agendas repeatedly con

tained a sizeable number o f issues for which there was no correspondence in public agen

das.

Their general finding concerning the degree of correspondence between party and public 

agendas was replicated and even strengthened in a more recent and more comprehensive 

study o f U.S. elections by Petrocik et al. (2001). Petrocik et al. elaborate on Budge and Far- 

lie’s contention that parties compete over issue salience. For US presidential campaigns 

between 1960 and 2000 they show that whenever the two parties, Republicans and Democ

rats, campaign on their own turf, emphasizing solely their owned issues, the campaigns 

balance each other out which tends to coincide with the American electorate being equally 

divided in their concern over Democratic and Republican issues. This, in turn, tends to pro

duce close election outcomes.

In contrast, if both parties compete predominantly over Democratic issues, like in the 

1992, 1996, and 2000 election, voters are equally more concerned with Democratic issues, 

producing a Democratic majority (although not always a Democrat as President). If, in con

trast, the Republicans manage to dominate political debates with their issues, forcing their 

Democrat counterparts to deal with more Republican issues than they would usually like to, 

the public also evaluates on the basis o f  Republican issues and a majority votes Republican, 

as seemed to be the case most clearly in 1984 and 1988. They argue that in general “De

mocrats and Republicans, but especially that latter, were issue ownership campaigners” 

(Petrocik et al. 2001; 9). W henever one side deviates from this dominant strategy, the cam

paign tends to be more concerned with its opponent’s issues, and so do the voters. They
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find a .74 correlation “between the content o f the campaigns and the issue concerns o f the 

electorate” (17).

Neither study, however, is ultimately capable o f establishing a causal relationship be

tween agendas. Budge and Farlie (1983) and Petrocik et al. (2001) use cross-sectional de

signs to evaluate party and voter agendas. Differences between elections and asymmetrical 

relationships between the two sets o f agendas hint at the possibility that party agendas af

fect voter agendas. The underlying hypothesis is, however, that voter agendas changed in 

response to the stated campaign priorities of the parties. In order to establish causality, it is 

not enough to show that voter agendas differ from one election to the next and that this dif

ference is related to altered party priorities. Instead, one would need to show that over the 

course o f an election campaign voter conceriis shift towards issues that are prioritised by 

the political elites.

Prior to that, one needs to specify how political elites communicate their positions and 

priorities to a mass audience.

The need for mediation

It has repeatedly been argued by political theorists - such as Joseph Schumpeter (1950) or 

Robert Dahl (1971) - that mass democracies cannot be participatory, simply because of 

physical restrictions on communication between all members o f society. Hence, representa

tion and the election o f political elites is a necessary feature o f modem democracies. Also, 

the selection of political elites cannot be the outcome of an open public debate. Social 

choice differs from decision-making in committees and legislatures in that political leaders
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are not able to com m unicate their positions and priorities directly to their potential follow 

ers.

Although cam paigns do invariably produce some physical contact between candidates 

and citizens, the scale o f  that contact is limited.

W hile the Anglo-Irish system s o f  single or m ulti-m em ber constituencies still call for the 

practice o f  large-scale door-to-door canvassing in addition to m ass rallies, proportional rep

resentation with party lists, as em ployed in m any continental European dem ocracies, delim 

its, if not altogether dispenses w ith, individual constituency cam paigning. And even where 

canvassing is part o f  the cam paign process, it is not a sufficient m eans for political leaders 

to com m unicate their issue priorities to the mass electorate.

O ther forms o f  im m ediate contact - for exam ple m ethods o f  direct m arketing - introduce a 

mass medium  (phone or m ail) and tend to involve either party activists with a possibly idio

syncratic agenda or else em ployed agents who act as intennediaries betw een political actors 

and the electorate.

In order to diffuse m essages nationally, parties use the m ass m edia for placing election 

broadcasts or ads, but, ju s t as is the case with canvassing, rallies and direct m arketing 

m ethods, these cam paign m ethods have the announcem ent character o f  propaganda or at 

least com m ercial advertising, w hich m eans that they will affect citizens differently, entirely 

depending on the w illingness o f  the individual to even take notice, let alone give attention 

to policy details.

Canvassing cannot reach every single  household, it will result in varying intensity o f  contact betw een  can
didates and voters, and it involves personal com m unication between many different candidates and party 
members and the electorate, w hich renders it un likely  that identical p o s’tions and priorities w ill be com m uni
cated to all parts o f  the public.
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In order to com m unicate their campaign m essages, parties and candidates need to make 

the news. They need to ‘em ploy’ the mass m edia as pervasive and obtrusive channels. 

Similarly, voters have to rely on the mass m edia in order to collect balanced and approxi

m ately com prehensive inform ation about different party platform s.

The “shared ‘public a ren a’, [ ...]  in m odem  societies, is the m ass m edia” (B earing and 

Rogers 1996: 2). Press and television provide the stage w here “candidates go before the 

people [ ...]  rather than in person” . And, in turn, for citizens, “the inform ation in the mass 

m edia becomes the only contact m any have with politics” (M cCom bs and Shaw 1972: 

176).

Mass media are not only a useful m eans to overcom e the physical distance between po

litical elites and m asses; they also serve as m ediator betw een the two sides. It is obvious 

that cam paigning parties or candidates on the one side and citizens on the other are driven 

by not only different but potentially conflicting interests in their use o f com m unication: a 

voter requires unbiased inform ation in order to m ake a choice that turns out to be beneficial 

to him, while a cam paigning political actor wants to m axim ise the likelihood that the in

formation available to voters produces a social choice that w ill benefit him - the candidate 

or party.

From a voter perspective, at least some elem ents o f  the m ass m edia - in particular non

partisan ones like public television - are more likely to provide with an unbiased account o f  

com peting party platform s than the parties themselves. From  a party ’s point o f  view, influ

encing voter perceptions in its favour is more likely to succeed if  it is attem pted via the 

m edia than through direct com m unication.
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The rationale o f either side - voter or party -  to rely on mediation is bom directly out o f 

an understanding o f the motivation o f the other side. Voters will rather trust the media for 

information than the parties because they understand that parties have a vested interest to 

give information that biases in their own favour. Parties will rather try to use the media as 

channels through which to influence voters because they understand that voters are likely to 

perceive a direct approach by a party as propaganda but to treat information emanating 

from the media as fact. The mass media, and in particular their news coverage o f campaign 

proceedings, provide both sides with a potential means to pursue their different objectives.

In her constructionist model o f political communication, Pippa Norris identified the mass 

media as providing "the essential linkage mediating between parties and voters" (Norris 

1996; 126). She argued that political parties "seek to attract, reinforce and mobilize sup

porters through prioritising issues", while voters "actively employ established schema to 

sift information and weigh choices within a campaign" {ibid.).

The missing link in Budge and Farlie’s (1983) briefly sketched model o f societal agenda- 

setting is the channel that enables communication between parties and voters. The degree to 

which this process is manipulative and circular, i.e. the degree to which parties create pub

lic problem concerns upon which they then will act whilst in government, depends on the 

responsiveness o f the media to stimuli (issue priorities) from the parties together with the 

media’s ability to shape public agendas.

3.2 The agenda-setting hypothesis

In their seminal article. The Agenda-Setting Function o f  Mass Media, McCombs and 

Shaw (1972) empirically investigated the hypothesis that the amount of news coverage al-
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located to a social problem detennines public concern with it. This hypothesis was formu

lated earlier by Cohen (1963) in what has become probably the most quoted aphorism o f 

political communication research;

“T he press m ay no t be  successfu l m uch o f  the tim e in te lling  peop le  w hat to think, but it 

is s tu n n in g ly  su ccessfu l in te llin g  its readers w hat to  th in k  a b o u t.” (C ohen  1963: 13)

Dearing and Rogers (1996) claim that mass communication research underwent a para

digm change in the 1970s. Referring to Kuhn’s theory of scientific progress (Kuhn 1962), 

they argue that, prior to the publication o f McCombs and Shaw’s article, mass communica

tion research stagnated as a discipline. Ever since Lippmann (1922) maintained that the 

mass media provide the general public with the authoritative projection of real-world occur

rences and thus create public images and interpretations o f events, mass communication 

research had failed to provide conclusive empirical evidence for such directional, persua

sive media effects (Dearing and Rogers 1996; 8-15).

McCombs and Shaw (1972): the hierarchy approach

Inspired by Cohen’s argument, McCombs and Shaw set out to demonstrate that the media 

do indeed exert significant influence on the public, but that these effects are cognitive not 

persuasive. After a long period o f trying to prove that citizens derive their opinions and 

altitudes towards issues from media exposure - which only resulted in mass communication 

scholars having to settle for a “minimal-effects model” (e.g. Bauer 1964) -, the new 

agenda-setting paradigm alleged that the public instead derives general awareness about
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issues and differential priorities among issues from their news consumption and has since 

been relatively successful in substantiating this hypothesis.^^

The research design used by McCombs and Shaw, the “hierarchy approach” (Dearing and 

Rogers 1996: 40-54), was to correlate the rankings of issues on the media and public 

a g e n d a .T h e ir  findings contain a respectable attempt at setting the world record for the 

highest ever recorded statistical relationship between two variables, with a rank-order cor

relation “between the major item emphasis on the main campaign issues carried by the me

dia and voters’ independent judgments o f what were the important issues” o f .967 

(McCombs and Shaw 1972: 180). Even when disaggregating either variable, i.e. distin

guishing between partisans and/or individual media outlets, they produce, with few excep

tions, correlations above .8 (181: Table 3; 183: Table 4). They conclude that “interpreting 

the evidence from this study as indicating mass media influence seems more plausible than 

alternative explanations” (185).

McCombs and Shaw may be right to argue that it is unlikely that the strong relationship 

they found were a spurious one, or a purely coincidental preoccupation o f both media and 

citizens with the same issues during the same short period in time. And even their small 

sample size (n=100) does not necessarily invalidate their impressive findings - sample size 

affects reliability not validity. However, they can do no better than arguing instead o f prov

ing their point when stating that not only do the related variables have to influence each

Dearing and Rogers (1992, 1996) report that two thirds o f the empirical agenda-setting studies since the 
M cCombs and Shaw (1972) article confirm  their findings (Dearing and Rogers 1996: 49).

M cCombs and Shaw  used data from  a survey with 100 respondents, conducted in the C hapel Hill com m u
nity, North Carolina, over tw o and a h a lf  weeks during the 1968 presidential election, and content analysis 
from 4 local and one national new spaper, two w eekly magazines, and two national TV stations, covering three 
and a h a lf  w eeks’ news coverage and overlapping with the entire survey period (M cCom bs and Shaw 1972: 
178).
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other “one way or the other” ( i b id . ) ,  but that it has to be the media that influences pubUc 

opinion rather than vice versa.

h is most reasonable to assume that pohtical information is acquired from media expo

sure and that, accordingly, media-driven formation o f public opinion resulted in the ob

served correlations. The cross-sectional design employed by McCombs and Shaw, how

ever, is in itself incapable o f substantiating their intuition about the direction o f causality; it 

is “seriously flawed because it only measures synchronous relationships (relationships at 

the same point in time) and therefore cannot directly assess time-based causality” (Gonzen- 

bach and McGavin 1997: 116).

Whereas McCombs and Shaw’s initial study ignored time as a structuring variable o f the 

agenda-setting process, Gonzenbach and McGavin rightly argue that “agenda-setting is by 

definition a time-related process” (1997: 115).^'’ The agenda-setting hypothesis identifies 

the media agenda as the independent and the public agenda as the dependent variable, 

which presupposes that change on the media agenda has to systematically precede change 

on the public agenda.

Also, while M cCombs and Shaw point out the advantages o f restricting their study to an 

mdividual community, namely that it controls for “regional differences or variations in me-

In particular, consider McCombs and Shaw ’s (1972) method o f  gathering their survey and media content 
analysis data in overlapping time periods. They have to assume an extraordinary degree o f  stability in media 
coverage when treating all their respondents as though these were setting their priorities under equal condi
tions, i.e. the same set o f  stimuli. In their data analysis, McCombs and Shaw relate the agendas o f  all respon
dents, whether they were surv-eyed early on in the campaign or towards the end, to the media agenda that was 
aggregated over the entire elapsed time period. This procedure either introduces reciprocity o f  the causal 
relationship, i.e. models the media reacting to parts o f  the public while influencing others, or even allows 
respondents to react to future coverage in the media, or else im plies that media coverage was a constant over 
the entire 2 'A w eeks during which the survey was carried out. As Eyal et al. point out, “an overlap o f  two and 
a half weeks o f  simultaneous media and public agenda gathering accounts for the lack o f time lag in that 
study” (1981: 213). What is missing in the original research design is the notion o f  an effect span, o f  “the 
amount o f time necessary to bring [issues] to a position o f  importance in public opinion” (Eyal et al. 1981: 
215f).

62



dia perfonnance” (1972: 178), it raises doubt over the reliability and generalizability o f 

their findings.

Funkhouser (1973): trend analysis

The agenda-setting hypothesis was som ewhat substantiated by a sim ultaneous study o f 

U.S. public opinion and its responsiveness to issue coverage in the m edia by Funkhouser 

(1973). This study turned out to be less influential than the M cCom bs and Shaw article^®, in 

all likelihood because it was not theoretically or m ethodologically em bedded in the tradi

tion o f  mass com m unication research, and because it used secondary data - from the “most 

im portant issue currently facing the U .S.A .” (M IP) question in the Gallup polls - instead o f 

m ore controlled and in-depth surveys. N evertheless, Funkhouser’s research design appears 

superior, in so far as he investigated the sam e relationship but with a larger sample, a more 

com prehensive set o f  issues, and over a longer tim e frame (1964-1970).

The general relationship betw een m edia and public salience, m easured in terms o f  the 

rank-order correlation betw een coverage and publicly stated issue im portance, aggregated 

over the entire tim e period, is som ew hat less than the one reported by M cCom bs and Shaw, 

but still im pressive at .78 (Funkhouser 1973: 66). In addition, for the eight dom inant issues 

o f the 1960s, Funkhouser finds that, predom inantly, there was ”a strong connection b e

tween m edia attention to an issue and the appearance o f  that issue as ‘the m ost im portant 

issue’” (68). As Dearing and Rogers point out (1996: 42), Funkhouser did already treat 

tim e as a variable in the agenda-setting process, although annual aggregations still do not 

allow for a determ ination o f the direction o f causality. His study constitutes the “ sem inal

According to D earing and Rogers (1988), only 24%  o f all agenda-setting studies after 1972 quoted Funk
houser while 59%  referred to McCombs and Shaw, making their article the seminal work on agenda-setting.
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trend analysis in agenda setting” (Gonzenbach and McGavin (1997; 117). A trend analysis 

allows one to trace change in one or more variables over time, and to eyeball whether 

change in different agendas is related. Again, it does not enable one to establish causality.

Funkhouser’s most important finding is that media and public agendas were throughout 

the 1960s more closely related to one another than was either responding to real-world cues 

(Funkhouser 1973: 67-74). Neither the unfolding o f the Vietnam War or o f  the student pro

tests towards the end o f the decade, nor changing crime, drug or inflation statistics were 

consistently mirrored in the annual media attention to either issue. Funkhouser concludes 

that only inherently ‘'"newsworthy events -  the war, urban riots, student unrests, and crime -  

seemed to involve a sort o f ‘adaptation’ o f the media to the stream o f events” (73), but that 

even in these cases no linear relationship emerges. Media attention to the major issues o f 

the 1960s appeared to systematically and consistently die down “before the events them

selves reached their peak” .

For non-newsworthy events, e.g. health, ecology, or racial discrimination, Funkhouser de

fines news as “artificial”, i.e. as staged either by institutions or policy-makers via public 

announcements or by political groups or individuals producing “pseudo-events” like dem

onstrations {ibid.).

The independence o f media agendas from real-world indicators confinns that the media- 

public relationship is not coincidental to underlying trends by which both variables are si

multaneously driven. These findings make it more likely that correspondence between me

dia and public agenda results from some form of interaction between the two.
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Downs (1972): attention-cycles

Again alm ost sim ultaneously with M cCom bs and Shaw (1972) and Funkhouser (1973), 

Anthony Downs (1972) introduced the idea o f  an issue-attention cycle, proclaim ing that the 

public attention to at least som e political issues^' is a dynam ic process w hich goes through

32different stages . Downs only articulates the idea o f  an attention-cycle, rather than m odel

ling it m athem atically or providing evidence from public opinion research. But it adds to 

the original agenda-setting hypothesis the notion that public attention m oves system atically 

over time, that it can be triggered at som e point and reinforced later on, and also that public 

concern is not an inexhaustible resource (see also B lum er 1971).

The agenda-setting hypothesis suggests that it is the m edia and their new s coverage that 

trigger and reinforce issue-attention cycles. Funkhouser’s finding that m edia coverage more 

often than not runs out o f  sync with real w orld indicators about the relative severity o f  so

cial problem s suggests that while new sw orthy events m ay trigger attention cycles by instan

taneously producing m edia interest and coverage, it is the m edia who subsequently  give 

shape to the attention cycle.

Agendas, then, are the results o f “ a dynam ic interplay” o f different issues, each o f w hich 

m oves through its unique attention-cycle. C om posed o f  sim ultaneously m oving issue ca

reers, an agenda is, by definition, in constant flux. The agendas that we can m easure at any 

given point in tim e are no m ore than “ snapshots o f this fluidity” (D earing and Rogers 1996: 

2). A genda-setting research has to unravel the interplay o f  fluid m edia and public agendas.

Downs names three characteristics whic h social problems that do go through an attention-cycle generally 
possess: first, that “the m ajority o f persons in society are not suffering from the problem nearly as much as 
some m inority”, second, that a problem is “generated by social arrangem ents that provide significant benefits 
to a m ajority or a pow erful minority o f the population”; and third that “the problem has no intrinsically excit
ing qualities” or at least has exhaustible new s value (Downs 1972: 41)

Pre-problem stage -> A larm ed discovery a n d  euphoric enthusiasm  -> Realizing the cost o f  significant p ro 
gress Gradual decline o f  intense public interest The post-problem  stage  (Downs 1972: 39-40).
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3.3 Methodological advances in agenda-setting research: model

ling and measuring media effects

A significant step forward from McCombs and Shaw’s research design, which could only 

ever confirm synchronicity in agendas, was provided by lagged measurements o f media 

agendas prior to the sampling o f public opinion, introduced by McLeod et al. (1974) and 

Stone and McCombs (1981). But still, the mere temporal precedence o f measured media 

output in relation to measured public opinion only constitutes a necessary and not yet a 

sufficient condition for the occurrence o f agenda setting. As long as public agendas are 

assessed for only one unique point or period in time, the causal processes that produced 

these agendas remain unidentified.

A first valid and reliable test o f the direction o f causality can be accomplished by using 

repeated measurements o f media and public agendas at different points in time. Measure

ments o f the media agenda at ti and and the public agenda at ti and t2 allow for assessing 

Granger causality (Granger 1969). The media agenda can be said to ‘Granger-cause’ the 

public agenda if two separate conditions apply, namely (a) that its influence on temporally 

subsequent states o f the public agenda (media,; ^  public,j) remain sizeable and significant 

when controlling for autocorrelation o f  the public agenda variable (public,/ public,2 ); and

(h) that the media agenda itself is not independently influenced by previous states o f the 

public agenda (public,/ media,2 ).

Shaw and McCombs (1977) made some headway towards establishing Granger causality 

in agenda-setting processes. They used panel data from the 1972 U.S. presidential election
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campaign and estimated cross-lagged correlations between public agendas measured in 

June and again in October and media agendas of the respective time periods. They found 

strong agenda-setting effects at least for the print media whose June output was a better 

predictor o f public priorities in October than the public agenda in June was for the press 

agenda in October. However, they did ignore the extent to which public agendas determine 

themselves, i.e. how good a predictor o f public concerns in October the June priorities are. 

By not controlling for autocorrelation m the dependent variable, they arrive at unreliable 

measures o f media effects, as Kessler and Greenberg (1981) and Gonzenbach and McGavin 

(1997) point out.

Independent media effects can instead be estimated by regressing the media agenda at 

time tj onto the residuals that result from regressing the public agenda onto their own pre

vious state. Alternatively this can be accomplished by specifying a regression model that 

decomposes causal predictors in a single step and explains public agendas at t: as a function 

of two independent variables, namely the public agenda at ti plus the media agenda at t|, 

hence isolating media effects from public agenda continuity. Only if the inclusion o f the 

media variable improves the explanatory power o f the regression, can we talk o f evidence 

supportmg the agenda-setting hypothesis (Kessler and Greenberg 1981).

Panel designs are attractive for the study o f agenda-setting since they enable to estimate 

cross-lagged correlations between entire agendas over two points in time, which appears to 

substantiate the hypothesis that the amount o f attention given by the public to different 

issues is determined by the relative amount o f media coverage issues have received. While 

cross-lagged correlations may provide some evidence for cognitive media effects, this 

evidence will always be imprecise.
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This is so for at least four reasons: First, the well known “ecological fallacy” applies 

(Lieberson 1985; Robinson 1990), w hich refers to the problem  o f  m aking inferences about 

individuals from aggregate data. The problem  in agenda-setting studies is that estim ators o f 

m edia effects result from an aggregation o f  public concerns from  a possibly heterogene

ously responding population.

Second, effects are averaged across an array o f  issues that m ight well be d ifferently  con

ducive to m edia impacts.

Third, they are estim ated for som e (perhaps arbitrarily chosen) period betw een tw o sam 

plings o f  public opinion. As long as neither time fram es  nor proposed effect spans  provide 

the rationale for the timing o f  repeated m easurem ents (Eyal et al. 1981), there will be un

certainty about w hat is being m easured. It leaves uncertainty about the point in time at 

which the m edia effect took place or reached its peak, and about how the effect takes shape 

over tim e and how m uch o f it is eventually  being measured.

And fourth, i f  issue attention goes through cycles, as suggested by D ow ns (1972), it 

m ight be expected that m edia effects vary, depending on how far through its cycle each o f 

the issues currently on the agenda has progressed at the tim e o f  m easurem ent. M easuring 

agenda-settm g effects by m eans o f  cross-lagged correlations assum es stationarity, i.e. con

sistency o f  effects over time. But the observed relationship will not be stationary if  m edia 

effects over tim e are not additive but cum ulative, i.e. if  responsiveness o f  individuals to 

m edia coverage is a dynamic process in itse lf

The discussion o f  the differential nature o f  m edia effects will proceed in two parts, the 

first dealing with how  context, i.e. audience and issue characteristics, influence the respon-
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siveness to media stimuli, while the second part is concerned with the temporal nature of 

agenda-setting.

Variation between individuals

One possible cause for variation o f media effects between individuals was taken into con

sideration by the initial research, conducted by McCombs and Shaw (1972), namely parti

sanship, which, as they argued, might be expected to lead to selective perception. 

McCombs and Shaw only selected uncommitted respondents, those who, while they might 

articulate candidate preferences, were still undecided in their vote. And for this sampled 

group, the authors found that “voters who were not firmly committed early in the campaign 

attended well to all the news” (1972: 182). That means that voter agendas correlated highly 

with the overall news agenda, rather than with only the news items that dominated coverage 

o f their preferred candidates’ campaign. McCombs and Shaw could not investigate the role 

o f additional intervening variables because o f their small sample size o f 100, which did not 

allow for much disaggregation. Later replications o f their study, by McLeod et al. (1974) 

and Tipton et al. (1975) used larger samples that could be segmented into “subaudiences” 

(Dearing and Rogers 1996: 51), differing with regard to socio-economic characteristics or 

amount o f media exposure. These were shown to have some effect, rendering the agenda- 

setting hypothesis less universal than originally proposed. But it remains an almost trivial 

statement to say that the more exposed to news a respondent is, the more detectible the in

fluence o f media selection will be.

A more challenging set of hypotheses can be derived from the concept o f issue publics 

(Converse 1964, 1970; Davis et al. 1970; Krosnick 1988). Within this approach, the aver-
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age citizen is said to be marginally interested in national politics and more concerned with a 

small and stable set of personally relevant issues. This does not necessarily presuppose that 

citizens are not paying any attention to public debates and priorities that are conveyed in 

the news, but rather that they tend to filter media stimuli on the basis o f their varying per

sonal concerns.

An unresolved issue in agenda-setting research is whether prior personal importance at

tached to an issue or personal experience with an issue (being unemployed, having to pay 

high taxes, being black, etc.) increases or instead decreases the likelihood of being affected 

by media coverage. Zucker (1978) concluded that “the less direct experience the people 

have with an issue ... the greater is the news media’s influence on public opinion on that 

issue” (245).

In apparent contrast, Iyengar and Kinder (1987) found that the higher the probability of 

being personally affected by policy-making, the more attention is paid to media coverage o f 

the respective issue, which implies that personal concern is positively related to agenda- 

setting effects.

The two findings are not necessarily contradictory, if one considers different meanings 

that can be attached to the notion o f cognitive media effects. Personal concern or experi

ence can be negatively related with media effects if the media provide information about 

the nature o f an issue, making a citizen aware o f what is in question. A positive relation 

instead occurs where the media convey information about alternative remedies (policies) 

concerning a social problem that is generally well-understood by the individual, who is, in 

that case, made aware by the media o f what is at stake. Necessarily, the more an individual 

is already aware about an issue, the less he is attentive to explanations o f what is in ques

tion. In turn, those who are less aware about an issue will be less attentive to explanations
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o f  w hat is at stake. The scale o f  m edia effects can thus be a function o f  audience character

istics as m uch as o f the content o f  m edia coverage.

Variation across issues

The concept o f issue publics not only suggests variation o f m edia effects across individu

als but also across issues. As Budge and Farlie argued (1983), som e issues have a generally 

h igher propensity  than others to becom e salient, depending on how the costs and benefits 

that can be derived from policym aking are distributed.^^ Increasingly, agenda-setting re

search in the 1980s and 1990s has concentrated on breaking down agendas into their con

stituent parts, w hich are individual issue careers, and on tracing these either in case studies 

(W inter and Eyal 1981; Smith 1987; Shoem aker et al. 1989; D earing 1992; D earing and 

Rogers 1992) or com paratively (B ehr and Iyengar 1985; Baum gartner and Jones 1993).

The influence o f  m edia coverage on public opinion has indeed been found to vary be

tween issues, w hich can to som e extent be attributed to the relative sizes o f  different issue 

publics and the controversial qualities o f  an issue - see in particular B aum gartner and 

Jo n es’ (1993) definition o f  society as an ‘issue processor’.

The com petitive environm ent o f  the agenda-setting process can also determ ine differen

tial effects. An im plicit notion o f  agenda-setting is that different issues are constantly com 

peting with each other for public attention, which is an inherently lim ited resource. Zhu 

(1992) introduced the notion o f  agenda-setting as being a zero-sum  game, w hich m eans that

M edia  effects can a lso  be re la ted  to the ind iv idual characteris tics o f  a social or po litical issue: w hile  a cco rd 
ing to F unkhouser (1973: 73) the p resence o r a b se n ce  o f  inherent new sw o rth in ess de term ines th e  w ay  in 
w hich m edia co v erag e  re la tes to real-w orld  ind ica to rs , D ow ns (1972: 41 -4 3 ) stipu la ted  that th e  ch arac te r o f  
issues a lso  de term ines w h e th er o r no t they  are su b jec t to public a tten tion  cycles. B oth  F unkhouser and D ow ns 
agree that inheren t n ew sw orth iness resu lts in  adap tation  o f  m ed ia  and  public  a tten tion  to rea l-w o rld  o ccu r
rences, w hile n o n -n ew sw o rth in ess results in -in a rtific ia lly  created  pattern  o f  a tten tion  d istribu tion  o ver tim e.
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public salience o f an issue is not an unconditional function o f its rank on the media agenda. 

In order for salience o f one issue to increase, other issues have to decline in importance. 

Brosius and Keppliner (1995) build on this notion and argue that some issues, labelled kil

ler issues, are more likely to displace previously salient issues than others. Again, as did 

Funkhouser (1973) and Downs (1972), they refer to the concept o f newsworthiness and 

argue that issues have to be unexpected, unusual, to carry personal consequences, to change 

previously held public perceptions about the nature of a problem, and to contain significant 

symbolic value in order to remove other issues from the agenda (Brosius and Kepplinger 

1995: 215). They also argue that not only the sheer amount o f media coverage but also a 

large variance - which refers to an unevenly distributed amount and significant increases at 

certain points in time - are needed to create enough public awareness for a more than just 

gradual change in public agendas.

In addition, McCombs and Zhu (1995) argue that an aggregate learning effect occurs 

whereby society becomes increasingly more educated and sophisticated, which increases 

the carrying capacity o f  agendas, as well as more volatile, which increases the rate o f 

turnover between issues on the agenda. That implies that as the general attention span o f the 

public decreases over time, media effects will become more short-lived. The rate o f issue 

displacements (agenda diversity) should then be a function also o f educational standards. 

This relates to the more general argument that well-educated individuals are more capable 

to understand the complexity o f the political world and to concern themselves with a wider 

array o f policy attitudes (Neuman 1986; Stimson 1975). McCombs and Zhu basically 

translate this notion into a dynamic effect whereby education increases the capability and 

frequency o f shifting attention between issues.
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In this regard, how ever, Krosniclc (1988) has found some counterfactual evidence, 

nam ely that issue im portance in general is unrelated to the level o f  education o f  an individ

ual. He instead reconfirm ed the issue publics hypothesis, w hich holds that individuals are 

sim ilar in term s o f  the num ber o f  issues they are concerned with but differ with regard to 

the com position o f  their personal agendas. A gendas o f  m ore educated respondents were not 

found to contain m ore issues than those o f  less educated individuals (1988: 204). And al

though M cCom bs and Zhu find supporting evidence for their hypothesis that issue diversity 

increases over time, their evidence is less conclusive with regard to the idea that this is the 

case because educational levels have risen. Clearly, for all educational groups, the same 

trend is noticeable, and indeed increased diversity over tim e is m ore pronounced than in

creased diversity by  education (see M cCom bs and Zhu 1995: 512, Table 3). And with re

gard to differential agenda-setting effects, it has not been tested yet whether less educated 

citizens rather tend to stick to the same issues over long periods while m ore educated ones 

are m ore volatile and thus m ore short-term  in their response to m edia stimuli. Some re

search has even suggested that education should render individuals altogether resistant 

against agenda-setting because the more educated an individual the less his need for guid

ance and orientation (W eaver 1977; 1984).

Time

A genda-setting is, as G onzenbach and M cGavin (1997) rem ind us, “by definition a time- 

related process” (119). N ot only is it im portant to note that individuals respond differently 

to m edia stimuli and that m edia stimuli cause varying responses for different issues and in 

different political or social contexts, but that these stimuli need to take effect in some trace-
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able fomi, and that estimates o f media influence measured at some point in time are them 

selves invariably a function o f the time frame in which agenda-setting takes place. Brosius 

and Kepplinger (1995) identify agenda-setting as a three-dimensional process, the three 

dimensions o f which are “the type o f agenda, the type o f issue and the time dimension” 

(212). While McCombs and Shaw (1972) initially only aimed at a general hypothesis about 

causality (who follows whom?), “a complete test of the agenda-setting notion” (Brosius and 

Kepplinger 1995; 212) needs to ask; who follows whom in which aspects at what rate? The 

concept of agenda-setting is necessarily concerned with the concept o f change. Agendas are 

not only set, but they are reset, and continually so.

In general, causal processes are characterised by a temporal order. This has been ac

knowledged early on in agenda-setting research with the introduction o f panel designs, 

cross-lagged correlations and tests for Granger-causality. But, apart from the simple condi

tion that a cause has to temporally precede its effects, causality also requires a mechanism 

through which effects are produced; “any coherent account o f  causality needs to specify 

how its effects are exerted” (King et al. 1994; 86).

The causal mechanism in agenda-setting is the processing o f  information by the individ

ual. The public agenda, measured at one point in time, is the aggregate, momentary m ateri

alisation o f the ongoing processing of information by individuals. News, media coverage o f 

issues, is a substantial part o f the information that is processed. Individual and issue charac

teristics together with contextual influence may determine how (potentially biased) the in

dividual processes information. The causal mechanism itself, though, adds temporal struc

ture to the process o f agenda-setting. The central questions in this regard are how long it 

takes for the individual to process information and thus to amend his issue agenda so that it 

reflects on the most recent changes in received information; and how long memory o f  re-
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ceived infom iation is stored and continues to contribute to the individual’s assessm ent o f

priorities.

Any empirical investigation into the causal m echanism  that enables the m edia to set the 

public agenda needs to elaborate on the tem poral properties o f  the hypothesised relation

ship. Eyal et al. (1981) identify “ five distinct tem poral features” o f  the agenda-setting p roc

ess:

“(I )  The time-frame, w hich is the total period under consideration, from the beginning to 

the completion o f the data gathering process; (2) the time-lag, which refers to the elapsed 

time between the independent variable (the media agenda) and the dependent variable (the 

public agenda); (3) the duration o f  the media agenda measure, which is the total interval 

during which the media m easure is collected; (4) the duration o f  the public agenda m eas

ure, referring to the overall time span during w hich the public agenda measure has been 

gathered; and (5) the optim al effect span  or peak association between media emphasis and 

public emphasis o f  an issue. (Eyal e ta l. 1981 :2 l2 f .)

Agenda-setting research has been characterised by alm ost arbitrary decisions about the

used time frames, duration o f  intervals for agenda m easurem ent, and choice o f  lags be

tween cross-correlated m easurem ents (Eyal 1981: 2 1 4 f) . Especially with regard to lags, 

which allow for som e time to pass during w hich inform ation can be processed and m aterial

ise at the level o f  public agendas, different studies have either m ade idiosyncratic choices 

or neglected the issue altogether. The origm al piece o f  research (M cCom bs and Shaw 1972) 

gathered media and survey data in overlapping tim e periods, which results not only in a 

lack o f  time lag but even in a m ajority o f  respondents being surveyed before some o f  the 

m edia coverage occurred, yet correlating their priorities with those o f  the m edia over the 

entire time period. The authors have to assum e a high level o f  m edia agenda stability by 

treatm g respondents as though they were acting upon equal am ounts o f  infonnation  and 

equal media agendas. A large num ber o f  what, according to Eyal et al. (1981) “can only 

loosely be term ed ‘replications’, due to the num erous operationalizations, conceptualisa-
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tions, and populations em ployed” (213) were at least tme to the original by not incorporat

ing tim e-lag s ,w h ile  others employed time-lags between media stimuli and measured pub

lic responses o f up to nine months (Sohn 1978).

The rationale for specifying time lags derives from the concept o f an optimal effect span 

(the fifth temporal feature o f agenda-setting noted by Eyal et al. 1981). In general, a time 

lag is a necessary requirement for any valid estimation of media effects. Effects of observed 

media output can only ever occur in a population that is sampled after the entirety o f that 

output has been aired or published. Sampling a population at different lags from the ob

served media stimuli allows for the estimation o f effect spans. The first investigation o f 

effect spans was carried out by Stone (1975) who content analysed weekly magazines 

(Time and Newsweek) over a nine-month period and related monthly agendas to public 

opinion surveys conducted six months through the process o f gathering media data. Tht.s 

served not only to show that public agendas are more related to media agendas from pre- 

cedmg than from following months, but also to test for cumulative agenda-setting effects. 

The media agenda from the survey period was significantly more weakly correlated with 

the measured public agenda than the stimuli from the preceding two months were. Through 

stepwise inclusion o f additional months (aggregating media agendas over three preceding 

months, then four, and so on), Stone showed that effects increase monotonically, although 

less sharply with increasing distance between added months and the time of survey. W inter 

and Eyal (1981) conducted a study with a much longer time frame (22 years) for which the 

content of front-page stories o f the New York Times from a six-month period prior to each 

Galiup poll was aggregated into monthly agendas. Estimating partial correlations between

Eyal et al. (1981: 214) list fourteen individual replications o f  the M cC om bs and Shaw approach that were 
carried out in the 1970s, which ignored the use o f  tim e lags altogether.
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previous monthly media agendas and issue priorities estimated from the Gallup polls, they 

found effect spans to be much shorter, and significant effects only to occur within a period 

o f two month immediately preceding the surveys, and decreasing rapidly when moving 

further backwards.

The concept o f an optimum effect span has been referred to as “the time gap that pro

duces the greatest association between the amount or prominence o f media coverage at a 

particular date and the public salience o f an issue at a later date” (Watt et al. 1993: 409). It 

remains problematic, though, to model variation in impacts from different days or periods 

prior to the observed response. On the one hand, the concept o f an optimal effects span 

(Eyal et al. 1981) implies that media coverage from some particular time period prior to 

current values o f  salience account for the entire effect: using a lag means that coverage in 

the time period between the lagged measurements o f media and public agendas are disre

garded. On the other hand the alternative concept o f a “time window” (Brosius and Kep- 

plinger 1990; Behr and Iyengar 1985; Funkhouser 1973) includes and treats equally all the 

coverage that accumulated within the time window and sets artificial temporal boundaries 

to the assumed causal mechanism: “it implies that all coverage o f equal prominence within 

the time window has an impact whereas all coverage outside the window has no influence” 

(W attet al. 1993: 409).

Watt et al. (1993) present a comprehensive model o f how issues appear and remain on the 

agenda, and o f how media effects are a function both o f the scale o f each individual stimu

lus and of the pattern o f cumulative stimulation over time. In particular, they develop the 

notion o f an issue attention cycle out o f the interplay between immediate effects and pro

gressively declining memory o f past coverage. Audience members are characterised by 

information inertia, i.e. the less prior knowledge they possess about an issue the more af-
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fected by inform ation they will be. hi the tem poral process o f  agenda-setting, that m eans 

that the longer an issue has been on the agenda, the m ore additional coverage it needs to 

receive in order to produce sizeable audience attention. Individuals becom e habituated by 

repeated coverage, w hich W att et al. (1993) model as “m oderating effects o f  accum ulated 

coverage o f  issues” (417). The impact o f additional infom iation is understood as “m ax i

m um  at the point o f  exposure to com m unication", w hile it also entails a dynam ic ingredient 

that helps to shape the issue attention cycle, the form o f w hich is “a decreasing exponential, 

sim ilar to sim ple m em ory decay” (420).

The m athem atical expression o f  their “accum ulated declining effects m odel” (421) is

I

Salience^ = a ^ M .e ' '"
f=0

where M  is the original am ount o f  mediated infom iation, t is the time that has passed 

since exposure to the infom iation occurred and ^ is a decay time constant. W ith the first 

new s story on an issue released, its salience equals M q. Every follow ing news story adds M q 

to its salience, but at the same tim e the effects o f  past stories exponentially dim inish. M em 

ory never com pletely vanishes, som e remnants remain but they approach zero, so that if  an 

issue is reiterated after a long period o f  no coverage, salience again approxim ates Mo. I f  the 

decay time constant is set at 0, perfect m em ory is assum ed and every new instant o f  cover

age has an additional, stepw ise effect. If decay is approaching a factor o f  1, m em ory is a l

m ost im m ediately lost, and new inform ation creates attention from scratch. Small decay 

constants indicate long-term  m em ory and slow decrease o f  attention, so that repeated cov

erage causes a system atic and continuous increase in public salience. W att et al. (1993) test 

their model for the issue careers o f  inflation, Iran and the Soviet Union for the period o f  

1979 through 1983, and find am ple support for the w ay in w hich they m odel attention cy-
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cles. The decay constant k  in their model allows them to specify the best-fitting time win

dow for the remaining effect of past coverage. Setting the constant individually for each of 

the studied issues, they arrive at correlations between accumulated coverage and public 

salience o f .58 for the inflation issue, .71 for the Iran issue, while only a maximum correla

tion of .34 for the Soviet Union issue (425f).

The shortcoming o f the approach is that it ignores the aspect of habituation, which should 

account for differential initial effects of new information. In Watt et al.’s model, the imme

diate impact o f a news story is a linear function o f its prominence (placement and length on 

front pages or in newscasts). The amount o f prior coverage is modelled as having an inde

pendent effect on current salience. The more recent and current coverage an issue received, 

the more salient it will be. That means that the stage o f the attention cycle at which the is

sue is currently located only matters for changes in salience if  it is reflected in the recent 

accumulation o f media coverage. However, habituation and with it decreasing attention to 

issues could better be incorporated into the model if  the initial impact o f a news story were 

to depend on previous coverage. Watt et al.’s (1993) model, as it is, clearly interprets atten

tion cycles as created by the media, which can be considered an interesting hypothesis but 

at least one that should be tested, somethmg that they refrain from doing.

3.5 Moving from agenda-setting to agenda building

Agenda-setting research has evolved, especially in its use o f time-series methods, while 

repeatedly confirming the general hypothesis that the public derives its issue concerns 

mainly from news exposure. A remaining and possibly unsolvable problem is how to assess 

with some precision the short-term dynamics of issue evolution during an election cam-
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paign. Studies like the one by Watts et al. (1993) rely on long time frames, which allows 

taking repeated measurements o f public salience. But election campaigns are processes that 

take shape over a relatively short period of time. Most important problem (MIP) questions, 

from which public issue salience is usually calculated, are not asked at a frequency that 

would allow the use o f sophisticated time-series methods in the analysis of issue evolution. 

That means that, at best, one can establish how the public agenda has changed between the 

beginning and the end o f  the campaign. It cannot be measured how issues ebb and flow on 

the public agenda.

Several campaign studies from UK elections have indeed attempted to investigate the 

agenda-setting hypothesis. M iller et al. (1990; 204-15), Miller (1991: 57-64) and Norris et 

al. (1999: Ch. 8) used panel designs as well as experiments to test for the agenda-setting 

power o f the media during election campaigns. All o f these studies found at best moderate 

evidence for such a relationship, which led Norris et al. to the conclusion that “the public 

followed its own agenda” (1999: 128) and hence that even if  parties were to drive the issue 

priorities in the media this would not make an impact on public issue concerns and hence 

ultimately on vote choice. All three studies however - or, rather, both studies, since Miller 

et al. (1990) and Miller (1991) use the same data from the 1987 General Election and pre

sent with almost identical analyses and findings -- investigate the agenda-setting hypothesis 

with a research design that only improves slightly on the initial McCombs and Shaw study 

(1972). In the case o f Norris et al. (1999), public salience is measured during an early cam-

Miller (1991) com es closest to an adequate m easurem ent o f  change in public salience. Using a tw o-w ave 
panel, the designed the sequencing o f  questioning in such a way “to make each day ’s set o f  respondents an 
approximately random  subsam ple o f  the wave as a w hole” (8). From  the 1987 election campaign, during 
which this study was conducted, we have, however, no data from party press releases that w ould allow  inves
tigating movements on party, m edia and public agendas over the course o f  the campaign. Also, daily  subsets 
o f the sample, which contained 1,120 respondents, becom e rather small (around 100), which raises questions 
about the validity and reliability o f  resulting agenda estim ates and their use for sophisticated time series 
analysis.
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paign  and again a late campaign period and then compared with the accumulated television 

and press priorities from the same time periods. M iller’s (1991) research design is some

what more refined, using additional infonnation about the timing o f interviews in such a 

way that public salience, just as media agendas, can be measured separately for each o f the 

five weeks o f the campaign - Miller had information about daily subsamples (see discus

sion o f this in fn.35) but decided to accumulate these into weekly samples instead o f using 

daily samples in order to estimate effect spans and time lags. Hence, he was also relying, 

just as Norris et al., on a panel design which can only ever measure convergence between 

simultaneously measured agendas on repeated occasions. This way neither study is able to 

estimate causal effects, i.e. how exactly, with what time lag, and to what extent the public 

reacts to media stimuli. The only conclusion that can be drawn from this British evidence is 

that the level o f  convergence between voters and media during recent UK elections was 

considerably lower than that during the US presidential campaign studies by McCombs and 

Shaw. Agenda-setting research should, however, investigate patterns o f change in conver

gence between media and public agendas over time, which campaign studies are unlikely to 

deliver, given the limitations set by the nature o f panel surveys.

My study here will use much of the data that was mitially analysed by Norris et al (1999), 

but only in order to challenge their claim that the media set their own agenda and were 

largely immune to agenda building efforts by the parties. The limited effects hypothesis put 

forward by Norris et al. and Miller et al. (1990) and M iller (1991) with regard to agenda- 

setting during British general election campaigns is not an object for reanalysis, since their 

findings appear immaterial to the argument presented in my study, given the panel design 

and its limitations which have been discussed at length in this study.
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Hence, only part o f the causal sequence of issue evolution as depicted in Figure 1 in the 

introduction can be empirically assessed here. The changing issue priorities o f political 

actors cannot be related directly to changing public saliencies, since we do not have fre

quent estimates o f those. The empirical study will hence focus on establishing the causal 

relationship between party and media agendas.

The review o f the agenda-setting literature presented in this chapter serves to emphasize 

that, in order to manipulate the dimensions o f social choice, political actors have to engage 

the media as channels through which the public can be reached. The accumulated empirical 

evidence from thirty years of agenda-setting research makes a strong argument in support 

o f the notion that if  parties are able to systematically drive the news agenda, this is likely to 

be relayed onto the public agenda.

The evidence in support o f the agenda-setting hypothesis explains why the investigation 

o f party-media agenda relationships can further our understanding o f the democratic proc

ess. Clearly, the media play a major role in the process o f issue evolution. Therefore, who

ever can exert influence on the mass media gains access to the public and may be able to 

drive public opinion formation.

The methodological advances m the agenda-settmg field - which were reported in the 

final section o f the chapter - serve as a guideline for how to conduct the study o f party- 

media interaction. What will be mtroduced in the following chapter as agenda building is 

again a temporal relationship between two sets o f agendas. Hence, the analytical approach 

should follow the example given by agenda-setting research, in particular in terms of 

treating time as an important variable, which calls for an assessment o f Granger-causality 

and o f optimal effect spans.
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C h a p t e r  4: W h e r e  s a l ie n c e  o r i g in a t e s

“ [T]here is a system  and it involves the national parties and their candidates to supply the con

tent. the m edia to transm it it, and the electorate to consum e it.” (Berelson et al. 1954: 235)

“N ew sm en  do  not w rite  the  sco re  o r  p lay  an  instrum ent; they  am plify  the sounds o f  som e 

o f  the m usic m akers.” (S igal 1 9 7 8 :4 6 5 )

This chapter serves to outline the hypothesis that the issue infonnation that is transmitted 

by the media to the public - and that the voters have to base their party evaluations upon - 

will substantially and systematically be influenced by the campaign activities o f political 

actors. While there is a vast amount o f  research into the role o f salience for electoral choice 

and on the agenda-setting hypothesis, the initial relationship in the causal sequence that 

links campaignmg with votmg, i.e. the party-media nexus, has been chronically under

researched.

The dependent variable o f this study is differential issue coverage in the mass media. This 

chapter models the party-media relationship as the mechanism that enables parties to con

trol public salience by prompting media attention.

4.1 The news function: sampling reality

One o f the functions o f the mass media, for whatever reason, is to produce news. How

ever, for the purposes here, it is not necessary to ponder too much about the reasons for 

why news is p ro d u c e d .In s te a d , I intend to treat news production as a logistic problem.

N eith e r do 1 in tend  to o ffer any  su b stan tiv e  d e fin ition  o f  the concept o f  new s. In this reg ard , m ass co m m u 
n ication  th eo ry  has no t p rogressed  bey o n d  L ip p m a n n ’s (1922) early  and vague de fin itio n  o f  new s a.i an “ob 
jec tiv e  clear sig n a l, w hich  signifies an  e v en t” (q u o ted  in M cQ uail 1987: 204). T here  is, h o w ev er, a com m on
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Identifying the nature o f the dilemma and the dominant strategies o f news producers to 

solve it leads to an explanation o f why mass media are inclined to give extensive coverage 

to campaigns and under which conditions issues can be raised by campaigning parties.

Suffice to state that, for whatever reasons, a subset o f the mass media - public and private 

television and radio channels, broadsheet and tabloid newspapers - devote a substantial part 

o f their resources to the production o f news.^^ The production o f news can be understood as 

an end in itself That means that the purpose o f  newsmakers is to fill a newspaper or a 

newscast, to successfully complete what is a “regular production cycle” (Negrine 1989: 

139).

News production follows an asymmetrical demand function^**. Newsmakers have a finite 

demand at regular intervals for reportable material. Real-world occurrences, on the other 

hand, are an infinite resource. Equally, any individual event may have almost indefinite 

characteristics, details or viewpoints to it, but as a reported event its properties become fi

nite, which warrants the statement that “the entire process o f journalism ... rests upon se

lection” (Leo Rosten, quoted in Shoemaker 1991: 16).

As news can never be a comprehensive account o f social reality, some sampling method

has to be applied. But even where news values are defined, sampling o f reality remains

problematic because while demand is highly structured, social reality remains inherently

erratic (Negrine 1989; 144f.; Shoemaker and Reese 1991: 97f.). The regularity of news

production suggest that each unit o f  time (day, week, or month) yields a constant amount o f

newsworthy occurrences, which is entirely a property o f the reality sample that is taken -

sense understanding o f  what distinguishes new s from entertainment, propaganda, education or advertising, 
and new s content is invariably announced as such (newspapers, new scasts, new s m agazines).

N ot all mass m edia do. The new s function o f  film , w hich existed in earlier decades in the form o f  weekly  
new sreels, for exam ple, has been replaced by television .

Demand here refers to the demand for material to produce news from not demand as in consum ption o f  
news.
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not o f the population o f real-world occurrences that is sampled. Only few events can tran

scend the nonnality o f news production in the direction o f increasing the amount o f re

ported news, like the fall o f  the Berlin Wall or the events in New York and Washington on 

September 11, 2001. This does not occur in the other direction. Lack o f newsworthy events 

does not result in shorter newscasts and smaller or thinner newspapers.

To sum up, news production can be defined as the application o f a sampling method that 

accommodates a demand for regular quantities o f reportable material and enforces regular

ity and context to a haphazard process: news consists o f reporting “unexpected events on a 

routine basis” (Tuchmann 1973; 111).

4.2 Gatekeeping: the sampling method

Ideally, at least from the viewpoint o f some journalists, news ought to be “the neutral 

transmission o f an objective reality to the audience” (Shoemaker 1991; 28; see also Johns

tone et al. 1972). Since news can only ever be an extract o f reality, given spatial and tempo

ral constraints, the ideal of transmitting objective reality suggests that news should consist 

of a representative selection o f real-world occurrences. Tt has even been suggested that 

news production consists of “random reactions to random events” ’̂ ^

Non-randomness o f  news selection

Mass media are technologies enabling widespread transmission o f whatever content by 

whoever puts them to use to whoever is capable o f reception.

J. W haley , “N ew s” in The Listener  15 O c to b er 1970, quo ted  by N eg rin e  1989; 143
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The by now predominant metaphor for the mass media is that o f a gatekeeper (Lewin 

1947, White 1950, Bass 1969; Chibnall 1977; Cans 1979; Gandy 1982; Shoemaker 1991). 

The gatekeeping model evokes the notion that an input is transfonned into an output. How

ever, this is not meant as a mere technical process o f transmission where dissimilarities 

between input and output result from unspecified properties of the transmission process. 

Instead, the gatekeeping metaphor suggests that transmission and with it the transformation 

o f input into output and, most o f all, the selection of output from input is a social activity.

The occurrence o f selection as such is not at the discretion o f the gatekeeper; it is necessi

tated by the fact that infinite input has to be boiled down into finite output:

“The very term gatekeeper suggests the idea o f  adapting to physical lim its.” (Shoem aker 

and Reese 1991: 97f.)

But adapting to physical limits is not all there is to the function o f gatekeeping -  if  it 

were, this would mean that all events, bits o f information that reach the media, have an 

equal chance to become news. The gatekeeping metaphor instead presupposes that sam

pling has a method, and that this selection method is not randomness but a function of 

multi-level processes within and outside the mass media.

Selection criteria o f news production are factors that define the chances o f  an item to be

considered news, i.e. to pass through the gate. Hence, they are means to avoid random

selection.*^” The core selection criterion is newsworthiness (or news value), which is

difficult to define or to measure, but can be approached by listing a set o f indicators or

attributes, which o f course in themselves are as equally amorphous concepts as

n e w s w o r t‘ffih0 Ssar§:many lists o f  new sworthy attributes, and they generally include som e or all o f 

the following: timeliness; proxim ity; im portance, impact, or consequence; interest; conflict

W hile covisistentl y using the analogy to the process o f data collection, there is a significant difference 
between news production and data collection in science, and this is that while selection criteria can be set up 
to ensure or at least approximate random  selection of, for example, survey respondents, any applied selection 
criteria in news production result invariably in non-randomness.

86



or controversy; sensa tionalism ; prom inence;  novelty; oddity; or  the unusua l .” (Shoem aker  

I 9 9 I : 22)

The concept o f newsworthiness or news values carries with it the implication that events 

should not have an equal likelihood of being selected for news since some events merit less 

attention than others, that some are too trivial or too ‘nonnal’, that some have less social 

relevance than others, in short; that random gatekeeping is not desirable.

News values are properties o f events or information bits. The concept as such evokes the 

idea that objectiveness in news production is possible, that reality can be classified in the 

parts that should be reported and those that do not require media or public attention.

But imagine a scenario where a valid set o f standard criteria for item selection had been 

developed, selection criteria that would be applied equally to all observable occurrences, 

guaranteeing that two items with equal properties have equal chances to become news, no 

matter what. That would ultimately demand news output to adapt to the ‘density’ o f reality. 

It would require newspapers and news bulletins to vary (randomly) in size over time de

pending on how much newsworthy material could be sampled for any unit o f time during 

which news is produced.

This does indeed not happen. It does not because news values are conditional criteria o f 

selection - news values are context-dependent.

One of the ultunate objectives o f news media is to de-randomise reality, to bring reality 

into shape, to enforce regular patterns onto the randomness o f real-world occurrences so 

that the rationale behind news production can be a presumed stable public demand for news 

instead o f the variability and unreliability o f events.
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D e-random ising reality

News production is a systematic, patterned enterprise. It can largely be planned, because 

the mass media choose sectors and aspects o f social life that they regularly or continuously 

monitor and report on. Most obviously, a newspaper or news magazine does not decide on 

a daily basis which aspects it will cover in tomorrow’s issue. It assigns permanent depart

ments, reporters and editors to the coverage o f particular aspects o f reality. This is not mere 

division o f labour, based on a general clustering and categorization o f events into special

ised areas o f newsgathering. It is more systematic and reality shaping than that.

The mass media are actively and permanently categorising, prioritising and quantifying 

different aspects o f social reality. This could be argued to be a fair reflection on how so

cially relevant various events and activities are, but that line o f argument easily turns tauto

logical, since the extent to which something or someone is conceived to be socially relevant 

is a function o f visibility and publicity. Early on in the history o f mass communication re

search, Lazarsfeld and Merton (1948, quoted in Real 1980: 248) argued that the media 

“confer status on public issues, persons, organizations and social movements”. Some as

pects o f social reality are assigned pemianent news value, and this reinforces if  not creates 

in the first place social relevance. News production allocates salience in permanence to 

some aspects of social reality like crime, policy-making, or economic affairs.

The clue to explaining the selection o f penntMient news priorities lies in the relative de

gree o f institutionalisation and organisation o f different social activities and events. Policy

making, law-enforcement, public administration, economics, and even sports are all con

tinuous and highly organised processes. The institutions behind these activities all have a 

vested interest in publicity and visibility and the mass media have established standing rela-
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tionships with these organisations. M edia worl<ers, journalists and editors, from different 

news sections are not only specialised in their surveillance and inform ation function but 

they organise their new s-gathering around or coordinate it with the activities o f  the respec

tive social, political, and econom ic institutions. Status-conferral occurs as a by-product o f  

an effort by mass media to facilitate new s-production;

“ [T]he facts o f  m odern life do not spontaneously take a shape in w hich they can be 

known. They must be given shape by somebody, and since in the daily routine reporters 

cannot give a shape to facts, and since there is little disinterested organization o f  intelli

gence, the need for som e form ulation is being met by the interested parties.” (Lippmann 

1922: 218)

To place m edia personnel in the vicinity and in continuous contact with institutions that 

produce reliable output is a m eans to reduce uncertainty, to structure reality. The m ass m e

dia have an interest to ensure a constant flow o f  events and reportable activities, a continu

ous supply with the raw m aterial from which news is produced. The coverage o f  random ly 

occurring events like a natural disaster, an act o f  terrorism , or a coup d ’etat, are the excep

tions from  the rule o f  new s m aking. The pennanently  new s-covered institutions can them 

selves produce the odd random  event, like a stock-m arket crash or a governm ent crisis. In 

this regard, it can even be argued that the likelihood o f  a random  event to m ake the news is 

partly a function o f  the context in w hich it occurs. Random  events originating from institu

tions that are pennanently  under m edia scrutiny are more likely to becom e news;

“ [T]he news is not a m irror o f  social conditions but the report o f  an aspect that has 

obtruded its e lf” (Lippm ann 1922: 216).

The established patterns o f  new s production necessarily result in selection bias, but this is

entirely rational, econom ical and convenient from the view point o f  new sm akers. A central 

logistic problem  o f  news production is the allocation o f  resources. The m edia need to pro

duce a stable am ount o f daily content at the lowest possible cost. Reliance on sources is a
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cost-saving device. By drawing a substantial part of their news content from prefabricated 

documents, statements, press releases from authoritative sources, the mass media practi

cally manage to delegate part o f the news function  to sources. In general “sources have a 

tremendous effect on mass media content, because journalists can’t include in their news 

reports what they don’t know” (Shoemaker and Reese 1991: 150).

The media cannot work without sources. And their work is facilitated by an increasing 

degree o f institutionalisation m source-media relationships. The more reliable and predict

able the work o f institutions and organisations and the more proactive their public relations 

activities, the less resource-intensive, hence the more economical becomes news produc

tion.

Not just the media but both sides expect to benefit from their interdependency. Institu

tional sources establish almost symbiotic relationships with newsmakers for a reason -  that 

is the agenda-setting function o f  the mass media, which has been discussed in detail in the 

previous chapter. The expectation is that the more the news media rely on sources, the more 

likely it is that ultimately the sources shape public opinion via the media.

4.3 Agenda building

Introducing the concept

A scientific interest in the antecedents o f media effects only developed in the early 1980s. 

For the first decade o f agenda-setting research, “scholars took the media agenda as a given 

as they investigated the media agenda - public agenda relationship” (Dearing and Rogers 

1996; 24).
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The notion o f agenda build ing  in its present usage was introduced by Lang and Lang 

(1981)."" They used the term  in order to provide a concept that serves to distinguish the 

study o f  causes o f  m edia content from that o f  its effects, w hich had becom e perm anently 

associated with the concept o f  agenda-selling. They argued that by exclusively focussing 

on m edia effects on public salience “the whole question o f  how issues originate is side

stepped, nor is there any recognition o f  the process through which agendas are built” (1981: 

278).

The tenn  agenda building as such has only sporadically been em ployed in the literature 

(Lang and Lang 1981; 1983; W eaver and Elliott 1985; W alters et al. 1996; Curtin 1999; 

Curtin and Rhodenbaugh 2001). Clearly, Lang and L ang’s work cannot be regarded as a 

sem inal article like the one from  M cCom bs and Shaw (1972) that instigated an entire 

research tradition. In general, com m unication science has largely ignored the study o f  

external influences on m edia behaviour and news content, with only three main exceptions, 

by Gans (1979), G andy (1982) and Shoem aker and Reese (1991; 147-182) Also, as 

discussed above, while there has been som e em phasis in com m unication studies on how 

new s is selected and produced, such studies o f  gatekeeping  (W hite 1950; Shoem aker 1991) 

place substantially m ore em phasis on how structural, norm ative and psychological factors 

within m edia organisations and individual media workers shape the news product rather 

than assessing the role o f external factors and forces.

S im ilarly, political science as a discipline has given little attention to how political actors 

can exert influence on the m edia, the exceptions here com ing m ainly in the form o f  studies

The term was borrowed from Cobb and Elder (1972) who had used it in more general (and not at all media- 
related) fashion as describing the process that “determines the agenda for political controversy w ithin a com 
m unity” (Cobb and Elder 1972: 905). Cobb and Elder introduced agenda building as an element o f modern 
democracy that allows for mass participation despite institutional bias. A genda building in their understanding 
described the work o f  pressure groups trying to access institutions, parties and other decision-m akers and 
thereby altering the scope and focus o f  policy-m aking (1972: 905-10).
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into how Am erican presidents liave handled the m edia and controlled patterns o f national 

new s coverage (see discussion in Bartels 1996: 2-5).

Public relations and agenda building

A perhaps fitting context w ithin which m uch o f  the agenda building research to date has 

been carried out is the area o f  public relations research. The theory and practice o f  public 

relations (PR) is largely based on the assum ption that interest groups, corporations, political 

parties, governm ent departm ents and other institutions are capable o f  influencing public 

opinion in their favour through the use o f  communication.

Public relations has been defined as

“ ...a  distinctive m anagem ent function which helps establish and maintain mutual lines o f  

com m unication, understanding, acceptance and cooperation betw een an organization and its 

publics; involves the m anagem ent and problem s o f  issues; helps m anagem ent to keep in

formed on and responsive to public opinion; defines and em phasizes the responsibility o f  

m anagem ent to serve the public interest; helps management keep abreast o f  and effectively  

utilize change, serving as an early warning system  to help anticipate trends; and uses re

search and sound and ethical com m unication techniques as its principal tools.” (Harlow  

1976 : 40 )

Hutton (1999) aim ed at a m ore parsim onious definition and proposed “m anaging strategic 

relationships” to serve “as a paradigm  ... for the field” (1999: 208). Just as with the related 

discipline o f m arketing, such definitions remain relatively vague and unscientific. Invaria

bly, ;n both disciplines, m uch weight is given to altruistic goals like m anaging a relation

ship so that it rem ains beneficial for both the organization (which can refer to corporations, 

governm ents, non-profit groups, or political parties) and its clients. The difference is that 

public relations definitions put considerable emphasis on the goal o f  controlling and plan-
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ning, whereas marketing theory rather stresses the adaptive character o f organisational be

haviour.

What in essence characterises public relations in theory and practice is its interpretation 

o f organisational behaviour as proactive and market driving (Curtin 1999; see also Carpen

ter et al. 1995). And agenda building is undoubtedly a proactive measure by which eco

nomic and political actors attempt to shape the competitive environment. Although public 

relations efforts are ultimately directed at the public, the most likely immediate addressees 

o f news releases and many other PR initiatives"*^ are the mass media (Turow 1989; Cam

eron et al. 1997).

Gandy (1982) suggested that the news media have to rely consistently on information 

subsidies like news releases from interested parties in order to give reportable shape to real- 

world occurrences. It has been argued that to provide the media proactively (i.e. unasked) 

with information material is

“to in fluence the  new s [ . . . ]  by  prov id ing  the con tex t w ith in  w h ich  ail o ther in form ation  is 

evaluated , b y  p ro v id in g  usab le  in form ation  that is easie r and  ch eaper to use  than that from  

o ther sources, and b y  m o n opo liz ing  th e  jo u rn a lis ts ’ tim e so th a t th ey  d o n ’t have an o p portu 

n ity  to seek ou t sou rces w ith a lternative  v iew s” (S hoem aker and R eese 199 1: 150).

The concept o f information subsidies and the role o f organisations and their public rela

tions departments as suppliers o f those subsidies was picked up more recently by students 

of public relations like Turow (1989), Cameron et al. (1997), Curtin (1999), Davis (2000) 

and Curtin and Rhodenbaugh (2001). Davis (2000) offers an explanation for why journal

ists and editors have to increasingly rely on information subsidies from political actors. He

Hutton (1 999: 211) g iv es a su m m ary  o f  availab le  PR tools w h ic h  in c lu d e  “public ity , p ro d u c t p lacem en ts , 
new s releases, sp eeches, in te rpersonal co m m u n ica tio n s, w eb sites, pub lica tions, trade sh o w s, corpora te  iden
tity  program s, co rpora te  ad v ertis in g  p rogram s, e tc .”
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argues that while PR expenditures o f governments and political parties in the UK have mul

tiplied over the past 20 years or so, the news gathering resources have over the same pe

riod sharply decreased."*"* Davis concludes that the relations between journalists and sources 

have been significantly transformed over the past two decades “by what, in effect, amounts 

to a massive transfer o f newsgathering resources, away from ‘independent’ journalists and 

towards partisan sources” (2000: 44).

This asymmetry in resources and the resulting over-reliance o f  news-producers on inter

ested parties that provide with information subsidies is certainly not only a trend in the UK, 

but has also been witnessed elsewhere, particularly in the unregulated news market o f the 

US. Already from the 1970s onwards, it was noted that in specialised areas o f news- 

gathering, the vast majority o f correspondents and reporters tended to exclusively draw 

reportable material from interested sources:

“Early studies found that 85% o f environmental reporters relied on press releases on 

information and 82% relied on brochures, pamphlets, and other reports.” (Curtin and Rho- 

denbaugh 2001: 180)

Although agenda building studies also found that journalists appear adamant to avoid in- 

strumentalisation, that they “prefer information from sources whom they perceive as having 

no obvious self-serving economic puipose -  that is, government agencies and nonprofits” 

(Curtin and Rhodenbaugh 2001: 180), it can nonetheless be deduced that an ever-increasing 

demand from news-producers for external subsidies facilitates exploitation o f market 

asymmetries by increasingly more resourcefiil suppliers.

Party expenditures increased by around 500% between 1979 and 1992, and again doubled from 1992 to 
1997 (Davis 2000: 41).

Reduced profits for the news-producing media in Britain are the result o f  a com bination o f  factors, like 
increased com petition betw een new spapers and public and private television, dropping average sales as well 
as view ing figures for public channels, and price cutting wars betw een British tabloids. A t the sam e time, 
competition has increased output dem ands. In a highly competitive market, especially British newspapers 
appear to feel pressured to increase variety  o f  coverage “by adding new  sections, a trend that has resulted in 
quite pronounced page inflations” (D avis 2000: 44).
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The market analogy for the news production process has been acknowledged by public 

relations theory, epitom ized in an article by Curtin (1999) who explicitly argues that PR is a 

m arket-driving  strategy em ployed by organisations in order to m anipulate and control their 

com petitive environm ent. The concept o f m arket-driving business strategies, developed by 

C arpenter et al. (1995), can be regarded as an econom ic application o f  R iker’s theory o f 

heresthetics. The core hypothesis put forward by C arpenter et al. is that

“if  custom er preferences and decision making are context dependent, then an im portant if 

not central objective o f  marketing sirategy is to create the context -  to shape the competitive 

environm ent and, consequently, the structure o f  preferences and decision making -  so as to 

produce a sustainable com petitive advantage” (1995: 527 f).

PR, especially when em ployed by non-com m ercial actors like non-profit organisations,

governm ent agencies, or political parties, is inherently issue-related. Shaping the context 

and gaining com petitive advantage in these cases easily translates into increasing public 

aw areness for the particular problem (s) or issue(s) one o f  these actors advocates. The fur

ther one departs from  com m ercial com petition, the m ore intensely public relations evolve 

around efforts to set the public agenda via building the m edia agenda (Cam eron et al. 

1997).

A genda building as a PR exercise consists o f  the strategic use o f  press releases in order 

“ to am plify them es and im ages stressed by the campaign. Som e advocates believe that they 

can help stim ulate m edia coverage to further advance those them es and im ages” (W alters et 

al. 1996; 9). Turow  (1989) argues that news stories tend to overw helm ingly be initiated by 

press releases, that indeed “public relations is a driving force behind what gets on television 

and into print” (1989; 208).
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W hile “the pow er hnbalance between w riters and sources” (Shoem aker and Reese 1991: 

150) is undeniable, the em pirical question rem ains to be answered whether any m easurable 

consequences o f  this asym m etric m edia-source relationship can actually be observed in the 

real world. If the relationship between news producers and their sources is one o f  m edia 

dependency, this should m aterialise in substantial control o f  sources over m edia agendas. 

The theoretical concept o f  agenda building needs em pirical evidence in support o f  the 

causal relationship it suggests.

Shortcomings o f  PR effects studies

It is im portant to note that w hile public relations research em phasises the role o f  agenda 

building, the resulting em pirical studies are m ostly concerned with a com parative 

assessm ent o f  who am ongst the com peting actors (governm ent agencies, corporations and 

non-profit organisations) does “a more effective job  o f  tying in to journalists’ preferred 

new s values and needs” (Curtin and R hodenbaugh 2001: 190). Instead o f m easuring agenda 

building effects directly (in term s o f  changes in the m edia agenda over time), these studies 

attem pt to draw conclusions about the likelihood o f  success in agenda building from the 

qualities o f  the supplied PR material. W hoever am ongst the self-declared agenda builders 

com plies m ost w ith journalistic standards like new sw orthiness, i.e. w hoever provides 

journalists with m aterial that is m ost likely to actually be used by them  (M orton 1986), is 

declared to have gained a com petitive advantage.

In sim ilar vein, m ost o f  the com m unications research that occupies itse lf with m edia- 

source relationships tends to suggest m edia dependency rather than giving em pirical evi-
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dence for it. The intuitively appealing but effectively tautological assertion is that sources 

m ust have a significant effect on news content sim ply because journalists use sources:

“Sources have a tremendous effect on m ass m edia content, because journalists can’t in

clude in their new s reports what they don’t know .” (Shoem aker and R eese 1991: 150).

Surely, if  journalists base their news reports on source m aterial, those w ho produce that

source m aterial will directly provide part o f  the new s content. The agenda building hy

pothesis, however, goes further: it suggest that inform ation subsidies like press releases 

give direction and structure to news content, and m ost o f  all that public relations efforts can 

affect the distribution o f  news content over time. This im plies that providing the m edia with 

prefabricated new sw orthy m aterial can trigger and m aintain coverage. It has been argued 

that this is indeed the intention of, for exam ple, political actors, that this is their rationale 

behind providing the m edia with news releases, and that the interplay betw een political 

actors and the press is a constant struggle for agenda control:

“Presidents and reporters still jo intly  produce news, but it is no longer a collaborative un

dertaking. . ..  [T]he modern relationship is one in w hich each side anticipates and responds 

to distant actions o f  the other. . ..  With presidents increasingly going public and with a more 

assertive press, contention over control w ill remain a fixture o f  the m odem  system .” (Ker- 

nell 1993: 8 0 f )

In essence, agenda building research hypothesises a causal relationship analogous to that 

o f  agenda-setting. The difference between agenda-setting and agenda build ing is that the 

involved actors are displaced: in agenda building studies, the media agenda becom es the 

dependent variable instead o f the public agenda, w hich is the dependent variable o f  agenda- 

setting research. T he set o f possible independent variables, however, covers a w ide range o f 

actors, from non-profit organisations, corporations, governm ent agencies, through to 

presidents or political campaigners.
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Agenda building can be investigated in different settings, for example as a process be

tween single-issue proponents, who can either compete with proponents o f other issues for 

media attention or instead with opposed interests for a beneficial framing o f issue coverage 

in the media."'^

Studies of competition between agenda builders, however, are to some extent already as

suming the validity o f  the general agenda building hypothesis. For example, Curtin and 

Rhodenbaugh (2001) no longer question whether or not the media are responsive to PR 

initiative, but go a step further by investigating whose PR initiatives are most likely to suc

ceed. With much o f the public relations literature, it appears as though the general potential 

o f PR is taken as a given, on the basis o f which comparative studies can be carried out into 

whose PR is most successful (and why this is so).

Who follows whom? Questioning the direction o f causality

The very idea o f  media dependency on sources, however, is a contested one and should 

be tested empirically by employing methods that allow for falsification o f the theory. 

Political communications scholars who do actually concern themselves with media-source 

relationships have proposed competing hypotheses about the direction o f causality: (a) that 

the media are following political actors in their agenda choices; (b) that the news media are 

not only setting the public but also the policy agenda; or (c) that politics and media are 

mutually interdependent and that the process o f agenda building is an reciprocal one.

(a) Media Dependence. The agenda building hypothesis - that news agendas are driven by 

sources with a vested interest - finds its most pronounced support in Gans (1978) who con-

See, fo r exam ple, C u rtin  and R hodenbaugh  2001 , w ho are investiga ting  com petition  b e tw een  env iro n 
m ental g ro u p s and trad e  o rgan isations and co rp o ra tio n s fo r the tone o f  env ironm en ta l new s coverage.
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eluded, however without giving evidence, that “either sources or journalists can lead, but 

more often than not, sources do the leading” (1978: 116).

(h) Media Dominance. On the other hand. Cater (1959) argued that the reporter “as much 

as anyone ... helps to shape the course o f govem m enf’ (1959: 7). The notion o f the news 

media as the fourth branch o f  government (the title o f Cater 1959) has inspired a number of 

US studies into how responsive policy-makers are to news coverage. Most o f these were 

based on interviews with Congressmen or government officials, together with a few case 

studies into how media attention to certain policy issues impacts on decision-making proc

esses. Linksy (1986: 87), for example, reports from a mail survey o f Washington officials, 

asking how they view the influence o f the press on policy making, that “officials believe 

that the media do a lot to set the policy agenda and to influence how an issue is understood 

by policymakers, interest groups, and the public” . In similar vein, but in this case with re

gard to the main US television networks, Smoller (1990: 6) concludes that “the organiza

tional routines o f network news influence U.S. politics in a manner comparable with the 

influence exerted by the Constitution or the laws that govern the electoral process” . This 

line o f argument is echoed in the notion that the agenda-setting function o f the media ex

tends beyond creating public issue salience by also giving shape to the policy agenda:

“T he m edia  agenda seem s to have d irect, som etim es strong , influence upon the  p o licy  

agenda o f  e lite  decision  m akers, and, in som e cases, po licy  im plem en tation .” (R ogers in d  

D earing  1994: 91 f.)

None o f these studies provide with statistical evidence beyond the assessment from offi

cials or the odd case study into how media coverage evolves over time and whether or not 

the respective issue is picked up by policy makers in Washington.

(c) Reciprocity. A third hypothesis about media-source relationships is that neither side is 

consistently leading the process, but that both sets o f actors are mutually interdependent.
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Blumler and Gurevitch (2000) gave the most pronounced fonnulation o f this theory. They 

proposed that political communications is an interactive system that involves several sets o f 

players. Their model suggests that the “different components of the system -  media institu

tions and professionals; political institutions, parties and political advocates; audience 

members at the receiving end o f the output produced by these institutions; and the sur

rounding socio-political environment -  interact and impact upon each other” (2000: 4).

These competing hypotheses circumscribe the immediate task for agenda building re

search, which is to assess the direction o f causality. Just as discussed in Chapter 3 with re

gard to the scientific evolution o f agenda-setting research, the crucial step is to move be

yond cross-sectional research designs in order to establish Granger-causality between two 

separate time series, the two time series here being the movements of the media agenda - 

changes in media attention to one or more issue(s) - and the movement o f the source agenda 

- changing issues emphasis or varying intensities o f PR efforts from sources.

Policy-making and news production: two longitudinal studies

To date, only two studies have been carried out that explicitly attempted to assess 

Granger causality’ between media and source agendas (Bartels 1996; Wood and Peake 

1996). Both studies used vector auto regressions (VAR), which Bartels described as a 

model in which “the current value o f each variable in a system of interrelated variables is 

regressed on lagged values o f all the variables in the system,” (Bartels 1996; 11). This 

technique allows estimating whether issue attention by one actor is a response to previous
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em phasis to the same issue by another actor, even in the presence o f  a m ultitude o f  actors 

and issues.

W ood and Peake investigated interactions betw een presidential attention to and netw ork 

news coverage o f  two foreign policy areas - U S-U SSR  relations and the A rab-Israeli con

flict - over a ten-year period (1984 to 1994). They found evidence for the m edia dom ination 

hypothesis: while presidential attention did not produce any m easurable m edia response, 

shocks and even gradual increases in television new s coverage o f  any one o f  the two issues 

appeared to system atically  prom pt significantly increasing presidential activity and atten

tion with a one-w eek lag, plus som e m odest cum ulative effects in second and third weeks 

(W ood and Peake 1996: 18ff).

Bartels (1996) used data from a shorter time period - January 1993 through D ecem ber 

1995 but im proved on W ood and P eake’s research design in several regards; with daily 

instead o f  w eekly  agenda counts; with a larger and m ore varied set o f  policy areas;"*^ and 

with separate treatm ent o f different branches o f  g o v e r n m e n t ,a s  well as different m edia 

actors.'***

B artels’ com plex research design reveals an equally com plex net o f  interrelationships, 

with clear patterns o f  reciprocal m ter-m edia agenda-settm g. He found television new s cov

erage to be leading ju st as m uch as it followed the priorities set by the N ew  York Times 

(17). There was strong agenda building com petition and conflict between presidency and 

Congress - especially  over W hitew ater (13, Table 2). Also, he provided with substantial 

evidence for highly consistent behaviour, im plying that the best predictor o f  any ac to r’s

Bosnia, M edicare, N A FT A , and Whitewater.
Congress and executive branch.

■'* The New York Times  served to represent what he labels “elite newspapers” (Bartels 1996: 6). In addition, he 
sampled three different local newspapers from different US states, and A BC 'W o rld N ew s tonight' ,  represent
ing network even ing n ew s broadcasts (5-8).
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current behaviour is his recent past behaviour: “the clear dependence o f each activity on its 

own past history” {Ibid.).

With regard to establishing causality in agenda building, Bartels finds much evidence in 

support o f the hypothesis that the processes o f influence between political and media agen

das are reciprocal. Me finds substantial differentiation in agenda building power between 

different actors as well as different agenda building dynamics. For example, the executive 

branch is in three o f the four issue areas more successful than Congress in prompting media 

reactions, but it takes two to three days for the media responses to Congress activities to 

peak while media responses to the president are immediate, peaking on the same evening in 

the network news and on following days in the newspapers (18-21). With regard to the dif

ferent media actors, Bartels finds that the New York Times is most influential. While 

interactions between ABC  and the policy establishment appeared evenly balanced with 

similar effects detectable in either direction, and the local newspapers appeared at the 

receiving end o f an asymmetric relationship, the “results presented here support the claim 

that, by and large, the Times led and the politicians followed” (1996: 25).

The two studies by Wood and Peake (1996) and Bartels (1996) set the stage for investi- 

gatmg long-term processes o f agenda evolution, but to investigate agenda building during 

electoral campaigns is an altogether different proposition. While the time frame o f election 

campaigns is limited to an extent that no longer allows for the application o f complex time 

series models like VAR, the number o f political actors may increase, depending on the 

party system under investigation, and also electoral agendas may contain a larger set of 

issues than can be observed in longitudinal studies. The different setting o f electoral cam

paigns hence calls for a different research design - which will be discussed in detail in the 

following chapters -, but the principal research interest remains the same: to establish who
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leads and who follows, i.e. whose agenda - that o f parties or of the media - Granger-causes 

the other.

Previous campaign studies

While a small number o f studies have been carried out with the explicitly stated purpose 

o f investigating agenda interaction between parties/candidates and the media during cam

paigns (Semetko et al. 1991; Walters et al. 1996; Norris et al. 1999: Chapter 5), none of 

these employed a research design that would make it possible to establish Granger causal

ity.

Semetko et al. (1991) and Norris et al. (1999) made some headway towards investigating 

agenda building during election campaigns. The most important step forward made by 

these studies lies in their use o f daily press releases, which, rather than party manifestos, 

contain information about strategic behaviour during campaigns (see extensive discussion 

o f this point in the next chapter). However, they made somewhat ineffective use o f the col

lected data by aggregating into campaign totals, thereby effectively treating the campaign 

as an event, not a process, and using a cross-sectional design without consideration o f time 

lags, similar to that used in the seminal agenda-setting study by McCombs and Shaw 

(1972). The cross-sectional approach consists of summing up the total amount of times 

different policy dimensions were mentioned by parties and media during the campaign. 

This results in percentage distributions o f attention across policy dimensions that can be 

compared - in both studies by means o f rank-order correlations. This way, one can estimate 

correspondence between aggregate party and media agendas. The findings are as such of 

limited meaning, given that the differentiation in broad policy dimensions results in very
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small N's.: Sem etko et al. based the analyses o f  the 1983 UK  General Election cam paign 

and o f  the 1984 US Presidential Election cam paign on a set o f  just 4 and 6 substantive pol

icy dim ensions, respectively (1991: 80; 108), whereas Norris et al. differentiated in their 

analysis o f  agenda correspondence during the 1997 UK General Election cam paign into a 

set o f  9 different policy dim ensions (1999: 63; 80ff).

Both studies do present som e interesting findings: Sem etko et al. com pared the findings 

about party-press relationships in both countries (1991: Ch. 8) and found that inter-agenda 

correlations in the UK were on average m ore than tw ice as high than those in the U.S. This 

led them  to conclude that “ [i]t does not seem to be the case that the U.S. press is prim arily 

passing on the priorities o f  the candidates, although that does seem to be m ore true for the 

British press” (1999: 173). Sim ilar findings em erged from their com parison o f  television 

coverage o f  the cam paign in both countries (1999: Ch. 7):

“Our com parison o f  party and media agendas in the two countries also lends support to 

the v iew  that U .S. new speople play a greater role in shaping the cam paign agenda than do 

British reporters. There w as much closer correspondence betw een party and m edia agendas 

in Britain than in the United States. The priorities o f  the British political parties w ere very 

much like the priorities o f  British te levision  new s.” (1999: 143)

Norris et al. (1999) com pared their findings from the 1997 cam paign w ith those from

Sem etko et al. (1991) and stated that the British press and television continue to allow par

ties to largely shape their cam paign agendas, although “there has been som e press-party 

dealignm ent” (N orris et al. 1999: 8 If.), w hich they inferred from inter-agenda correlations 

being som ew hat sm aller in 1997 than back in 1983. One o f  the com parative elem ents in 

N orris et a l.’s study lies in the relative assessm ent o f  party-TV  and party-press relation

ships, w here they found that party  agendas were consistently higher correlated with those o f 

the press than with television cam paign agendas (1999: 82, Table 5.6). The other com para-
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tive finding concerned the relative inability o f  the Liberal Dem ocrats in “getting their m es

sage heard on television or in the press” (1999: 81), as against the predom inance o f  the two 

bigger parties, Labour and Conservatives.

But even though cross-country, inter-party and inter-m edia com parisons are valuable, nei

ther study actually used m ethods that w ould have allowed them to establish the temporal 

sequence and hence causal direction o f  agenda interaction. To som e extent, these studies 

m isread w hat the observable im plications o f  and necessary tests for their theories w ould be, 

explicitly so in the case o f  N orris et al.:

“The key question to assess the su ccess o f  each party’s strategic com m unications is how  

far the m essages which the parties attempted to dissem inate were actually picked up by the 

new s media. [ . . . ]  If parties are becom ing more successful in using professional strategic 

com m unications to control the cam paign agenda, then w e might expect that the new s would  

fo llow  the party lead. On the other hand, i f  w e are experiencing the rise o f  a m ore autono

m ous and dealigned media, [ . . . ]  then w e would expect to find considerable contrasts be

tw een the party and new s agendas.” (N orris et al. 1999: 79)

Their m ethodology can only serve to test the second o f  their hypotheses, nam ely whether

press dealignm ent has been taking place. An overall reduction in inter-agenda correlations 

from 1983 to 1997 is evidence in support o f  that hypothesis. Correlating aggregated cam 

paign agendas is, how ever, not a m eaningfiil test o f  the agenda build ing pow er o f  cam 

paigning parties. Their cross-sectional design does not reveal the process that produced the 

observed levels o f  agenda correspondence.

W alters et al. (1996) point to the alm ost total lack o f cam paign related agenda building 

research and offer an explanation for w hy this is the case;

“[F ]ew  researchers have looked into the press releases o f  major national election cam 

paigns. Research on public relations output within the context o f  a political contest has been 

lim ited, in part, because the press release has not been treated as important contributor to
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the process o f  b u ild in g  th e  poH tical agenda. M uch o f  th e  w ork  that does look at such m ate 

rials seriously  is da ted , tied  to co n cep ts  such as “The S elling  o f  the P resid en t” o f  the 1970s, 

o r slanted  with anecdo ta l con sid era tio n s o f  sub jects like  ‘spin  d o c to rs’." (W alte rs et al.

1996: 11)

W alters et al. are using all press releases issued by C linton and Bush during the final 

m onth o f the 1992 Presidential election campaign. In contrast to Sem etko et al. (1991) and 

N orris et al. (1999), how ever, in this study the m edia are sidestepped; instead candidates’ 

agendas are directly put in relation w ith voter agendas, estim ated from a Gallup poll taken 

four weeks ahead o f  the election. The tim ing o f data gathering poses the most serious 

problem  with their research design. Effectively, public agendas were estim ated from a 

survey taken at the beginning o f  the period during which press releases were collected 

(W alters et al. 1996: 12). E ffectively then, the statistical analysis carried out by W alters et 

al. relates candidates’ agendas back to earlier voter agendas w hich clearly does not allow 

for a testing o f  agenda building processes. All it enables is to establish how  much in line 

w ith existing public opinion the candidates were at the beginning o f  that final campaign 

period and how m uch in line they stayed during the following weeks.

The idea might be useful to relate public relations output to public opinion directly, as 

well as to polling data during the cam paign. It could be a w ay towards establishing how 

changes in issue priorities im pact on public assessm ents o f issue salience as well on candi

date preference (1999: 18-20). The research design, how ever, is seriously flaw ed because 

the tim e windows used for data gathering m ake it im possible to establish the direction o f 

causality. The analysis finds that during weeks o f the cam paign in which C lin ton’s cam 

paign agenda exposed higher correlations with that o f  voters, he also gained percentages in 

the polls. They conclude from this “that the C linton-G ore cam paign did not set an agenda 

for the voters. It rather m atched the agenda o f  the voters” (1996: 21). This is however an
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insufficient assessm ent, since the research design only ever allow ed for this causal direc

tion. Public opinion on salience was not sam pled at any later stage, so that no statem ents 

can be m ade about the effects o f  the campaign. Also, the statem ents m ade about Clinton 

gaining in the polls w henever m atching the public agenda seriously overstress the point: 

first o f  all it relates w eekly assessm ents o f  inter-agenda correspondence to daily polling 

estim ates. Secondly, inter-agenda correlations consistently rem ained low (below .35) and 

only changed in the range o f  up to .13 (1999: 14). Very sm all changes in low correlations 

were than com pared with changes in candidate preferences for Clinton. These varied be

tw een 42 and 50% during the cam paign, provided just as m uch variation during weeks as 

betw een weeks, and used polls from different polling institutes w hich m ay itse lf account for 

som e o f the variation (1996: 16, Figure 2). To conclude from this that com plying with the 

public agenda gained votes does not seem  warranted.

The direct estim ation o f  effects o f  campaign com m unications on public issue salience 

m ay rem ain an almost im possible task, because o f  the unavailability o f  tim e-series data that 

can capture over-tim e changes o f  public salience during cam paigns. However, collections 

o f  press releases together w ith daily assessm ents o f  m edia agendas allow devising a re

search design capable o f  assessing causality in agenda building betw een these two sets o f 

actors - parties/candidates and the m ass media. The fact that neither o f  the above discussed 

cam paign analyses has em ployed an appropriate m ethodology underlines the importance o f 

the present study which will be outlined in detail and carried out in subsequent chapters.

At this point, it is necessary to develop testable hypotheses that readily follow from the 

discussion o f  agenda building theory.
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4.4 Testable hypotheses in agenda building research

Media dependency

The central working hypothesis o f this study is that a systematic inter-agenda relationship 

exists, namely one o f media dependency, which also means that the dominant pattern of 

interaction is unidirectional:

Hypothesis A : During an election campaign the news media responds systematically to 

changing issue emphases from  political actors. Change in the composition o f  media agen

das is caused by (but itse lf not causing) change in the composition o fparty  agendas.

As outlined in the introductory chapter, the purpose o f the present study is to assess the 

capability o f political parties to manipulate public issue salience by means of controlling 

the media agenda. The theory proposed here is that public issue salience is endogenous, i.e. 

that salience is brought about by the agenda choices o f political actors. Hypothesis A is an 

observable implication o f that theory. It is a necessary condition for one o f Riker’s heres- 

thetical manoeuvres, the manipulation o f dimensions, to apply to electoral competition.

It is also a falsifiahle  implication o f the theory of endogeneity o f salience. As King et al. 

( 1994) have pointed out, “we should design theories so that they can be shown to be wrong 

as easily and quickly as possible. [...]  We should always design theories that are vulnerable 

to falsification” (1994: lOOf). It is fairly obvious that if the analysis o f a particular election 

campaign resulted in the finding o f either media dominance (parties following the lead of 

the media) or o f reciprocity (both sides influencing each other), it could safely be con

cluded that parties in that instance did not manage to control the media agenda. From that it
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w ould follow that in the instance parties rem ained unable to m anipulate public salience, 

unless they found a w ay to do so that circum vented the agenda-setting function o f  the mass 

media.

Such a finding would not necessarily mean that agenda m anipulation is impossible. W e 

m ight be able to find reasons why this particular instance may count as an exception from 

the rule, or instead we m ay have to revise our theory in parts. K ing et al. (1994: 102-4) 

have argued that a finding that is inconsistent with a theory does not necessarily im ply fa l

sification as understood by Popper (1968), which would dem and outright rejection o f  the 

entire theory. And even Popper adm itted that, ultimately, falsification o f  theories is just as 

im possible as verification, notw ithstanding the asym m etry between the two (Popper 1968; 

42).

H ow ever, “both consistency and inconsistency provide infonnation about the truth o f the 

theory and should affect the certainty o f  our beliefs” (King et al. 1994; 102). The test o f  

H ypothesis A in the following em pirical part o f  this study will indeed be critical to our un

derstanding o f  w hether m anipulation o f  the choice context is possible in large-scale elec

toral com petition - critical because prior evidence about agenda building is scarce and far 

from  conclusive

A genda building during an electoral campaign is a dynam ic process that involves two 

groups o f  actors; politica l parties  and m edia outlets. As outlined above, the core research 

question o f  this siudy is how changing issue emphasis by parties relates to the m edia treat

m ent o f  different issues or policy dim ensions over the course o f  a campaign. That means 

that the ultim ate objective o f  this study is to investigate the direction o f  causality in an 

agenda building process during a cam paign. However, while em pirical testing o f  Hvpothe-
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sis A should allow one to make general statements about which set o f actors dominates the 

process, it appears necessary to generate an additional set o f hypotheses. These hypotheses 

specify the condition under which agenda building will occur.

Party effects

In total, three hypotheses can be formulated that specify the role of different political ac

tors in the agenda building process.

Hypothesis P I: The relative agenda building power o f  campaigning parties depends on 

their position in the party system.

Different political actors can be expected to have unequal agenda-building power. Theo

ries o f party competition treat party size (in terms o f vote percentages received at the last 

election), pivotal position in a party system (the ability to make or break a government) and 

incumbency as main criteria that determine political influence. It can be tested empirically 

to what extent agenda-building power depends on these aspects o f political influence.

Hypothesis P2: Issue ownership moderates the ability o f  parties to raise particular issues 

onto the media agenda.

In their book on saliency theory. Budge and Farlie (1983) have argued that campaigning 

parties should only ever try to raise issues that they ‘ow n’. A related and indeed testable 

question is whether to own an issue affects the likelihood that the media will follow a 

party’s lead.
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Hypothesis P3: The rate at which an issue climbs onto the media agenda is a function o f  

the number o f  parties raising it.

Budge and Farlie (1983), Riker (1993) and Hammond and Humes (1996) have all argued 

that campaign agendas o f different parties will not converge, that instead campaigners tend 

to talk past one another, and that individual issues which are raised by one side are likely to 

be ignored by the other. On the other hand, media interest in campaign proceedings may be 

more likely to develop m the presence of conflictual political debates. That would mean 

that the larger the number o f parties that are voicing stands on an issue, the stronger the 

media response. This is a testable proposition that, if supported by empirical evidence, 

would pose serious problems for political actors that are trying to raise competing issues.

Media effects

In addition, we can fonnulated two hypotheses specifying the role of variation in media 

receptiveness to agenda building efforts by parties:

Hypothesis M l: Regulation o f  campaign coyerage (the stop-watch approach) facilitates 

agenda building.

With regard to Television networks and their approach to campaign coverage, it has re

peatedly been argued that they operate in a “sacerdotal-pragmatic continuum” (Semetko 

and Canel 1997: 476; see also Semetko 1991; Semetko et al. 1991). In Britain, the BBC 

epitomizes the sacerdotal attitude towards political actors in a campaign (Blumler et al. 

1992), regarding it “as a duty to report the election campaign and the activities and policies
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o f  parties in full detail, with special place given over in the news to the day’s election 

events throughout the entirety  o f  the cam paign” (Sem etko and Canel 1997: 460).

W hile there are no explicit legal requirem ents in the UK regarding the quantitative bal

ance o f coverage, the B B C  Producers ’ Guidelines set out that

“ [o]ver the p eriod  o f  the cam paign , coverage o f  each o f  the  parties in new s and curren t 

a ffa irs p ro g ram m es reflects b road ly  the a llocation  o f  pa rty  e lection  broadcast to the m ajo r 

parties. In acco rd an ce  w ith  th is princip le the BBC u ndertakes to m aintain balance, over the 

period  o f  a cam p aig n , in its reco rded  actuality  o f  po litical speeches and in film , v ideo tape, 

and studio  c o n trib u tio n s  from  p o litic ians.” (B B C  1993: 159)

Hence, the allocation o f  cam paign coverage in the new s across the different parties re

flects on the allocation o f  party  election broadcasts. The BBC Producers’ Guidelines expli

cate the procedure that is applied in the run-up to a cam paign;

“ W hen an e lection  is im m inen t, the broadcasters m ake a p roposa l to the C om m ittee  on 

Party Po litical B road castin g  on the a llocation  o f  party  e lection  b roadcasts. If  the C om m ittee  

fails to reach  an ag reem en t the broadcasters im pose the a llocation . T here  is no precise  

m athem atical fo rm ula  for the  allocation o f  tim e for party  e lection  b roadcasts. But the 

ju d g em en t is m ade on the basis o f  votes cast at the p rev ious general e lection , toge th e r w ith 

votes cast a t in terven ing  by -e lections, local governm en t e lections and E uropean elections.

T h is a llow s sig n ifican t po litica l change to be taken into account. T here  is also a p rov ision  

that any p a rty  co n testin g  50 seats should  be  entitled  to a five m inu te  b roadcast on television  

and rad io .” (B B C  1993: 158-9)

The self-regulatory regim e that the BBC has established also has a strong guideline func

tion for the regulation or private broadcasting in the country. Since 1955, the BBC had 

com m ercial com petition in the form o f  ITV. ITV, Channel 4, Channel 5 and also cable, 

satellite and digital com m ercial television in the UK is regulated by the Independent T ele

vision C om m ission (ITC) which has set out a program m e code that its licensees have to 

com ply with. The concept o f  im partiality in election cam paign broadcasting is explicitly 

referred to as a required standard o f broadcasting, but its interpretation and application is 

left at the discretion o f  the licensee:
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“4.3: Programmes at the time of elections

The general provisions o f  Section 3 o f  this Code - notably Section 3.3 on 'major matters' - 

apply to all coverage o f  e lections. There is no expectation that the time devoted to all parties 

and candidates in an e lection  w ill be equal. L icensees must exercise their judgem ent, based 

on factors such as significant levels o f  previous electoral support, evidence o f  significant 

current support, and the number o f  candidates being fielded by a party. Due w eight should 

be given  to coverage o f  m ajor parties (these are defined in relation to the UK in Section  

4 .3 (i) below ). H ow ever, sm aller parties and independent candidates may also be among 

those with significant v iew s and perspectives, to which appropriate coverage may need to 

be g iv en .” (ITC 2002: Section 4)

Licenses for terrestrial broadcasters like ITV differ from those that apply to Sky News,

for exam ple, in that they require the terrestrial channels to air free party election broadcasts. 

Until 1992, ITV follow ed the exam ple set by the BBC to take the allocation o f  party elec

tion broadcasts as an allocation criteria for the distribution o f  airtim e in news program mes. 

O fficially, the ITV abandoned the stopwatch principle in 1992 and introduced news values 

as the sole criterion for cam paign coverage (Carver 2001).

The question is w hether different approaches to cam paign coverage, from strict stop

watch coverage in public television to less regulated coverage that aims at the rigorous ap

plication o f  news values m oderates the ability o f  political actors to m anipulate the media.

Norris et al (1999) found that although ITV renounced the stop-watch approach in 1992, 

their allocation o f  cam paign coverage, at least over the course o f  the entire cam paign, still 

broadly reflects on the allocation o f  PEBs. W hile in m y analysis I will not review the actual 

allocation o f  airtim es to parties, hypothesis M l will deal explicitly with the question o f  

whether self-im posed or loosely applied im partiality criteria, balanced against news values, 

have a detectable influence on the agenda-building im pact o f  the main political actors.
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Hypothesis M2: Press partisanship moderates the agenda building power o f  political ac

tors.

The media present a continuum of pohticai orientations and these should be mirrored in 

differences in the agenda-building powers o f political actors. The aim of campaign cover

age in partisan newspapers is to benefit one party at the expense o f another.

An important question is how salience aware media actors can be found to be. Salience is 

a purely quantitative concept, implying that the more coverage an issue gets the more im

portant it will be. In combination with issue ownership, it implies that issue-owning parties 

gain no matter what the tendency or tone o f coverage. If  a partisan paper wants to bolster 

the electoral prospects o f its preferred party, ideally it should relay without distortion the 

stated issue priorities o f that party to the public, while ignoring the agenda priorities of 

other political actors. Partisan media actors could of course also be tempted to give a posi

tive account o f their preferred party’s policy proposals while at the same time denigrating 

the competitors’ proposals. This could result in a perfectly balanced account o f the different 

party agendas, which would, if  salience theory is right, be detrimental to the intended cause.
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C h a p t e r  5: Q u a n t i f y i n g  c a m p a ig n  p r o c e e -  

iNGS, P a r t  I: R e p l i c a t i o n

P a r t y  a n d  m e d ia  b e h a v i o u r  d u r i n g  t h e  1997 UK G e n e r a l  E l e c t i o n

CAMPAIGN

5.1 Data requirements

The preceding chapter outlined the central hypothesis o f  this study: that m ass m edia cov

erage o f  substantive issues is expected to be, to a large extent, a function o f  the issue em 

phases given by cam paigning parties. A valid empirical test for such a hypothesis requires 

cam paign data o f  a sort that allows us to establish causality in the fonnation o f  party and 

m edia agendas. A causal relationship betw een two agendas exists if  one ac to r’s issue priori

ties are partly dependent on another ac to r’s priorities, which m eans that the dependent 

agenda evolves in response to preceding occurrences on the independent agenda. That re

quires time series data containing repeated observations o f  cam paign behaviour o f  different 

actors, so that agenda change can be traced and the extent to which change on the agendas 

o f different actors are system atically interrelated can be estim ated. This requirem ent consti

tutes a significant constraint on the choice o f  cam paign(s) to study.

A lthough election campaigns in W estern dem ocracies are one o f  the core research objects 

o f em pirical political science and, accordingly, a vast am ount o f  data has been collected in 

National E lection Studies or campaign studies proper, one aspect o f  cam paign proceedings 

remains neglected in term s o f  system atic data collection, nam ely the continuous com m uni

cation output o f  political parties. The only political texts em anating from cam paigns that
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have received ample attention and have been systematically collected and content analysed 

are election manifestos (Klingemann et al. 1994; Budge 1999). But manifestos are o f very 

limited use when it comes to investigating the development o f the electoral agenda.

O f course, given the often-addressed professionalisation o f political campaigns, and with 

it the tendency towards designing increasingly coherent and controlled campaigns, election 

manifestos should provide a blueprint o f the priorities o f subsequent communication ef

forts. Nonetheless, election manifestos are published at one particular point in time at the 

beginning o f a campaign; and although they surely make their impact on media coverage 

and should set the stage for the entire campaign, and thus be systematically linked to all 

following campaign communications, the distribution o f issue emphases over time remains 

a question o f short-term strategy that will not have been set out in the manifesto. Even if the 

party behind the manifesto attempts to devise most o f its day-to-day strategies well in ad

vance, it will not disclose future tactical moves in the manifesto. In addition, campaigns can 

develop unforeseeable dynamics that may force parties to alter their plans. Altogether, that 

means that manifestos are but a summary o f the platform that a party carries into the cam

paign, and a clear indication o f which issues the party wants to emphasise and which posi

tions on these issues to take. The day-to-day tactics o f the campaign, i.e. at which point in 

time during the campaign they will emphasise which issues, are a different matter that will 

not be disclosed in the manifestos, and hence has to be investigated on the basis o f different 

data.

The data required for the purposes outlined in the previous chapter have to consist o f ob

servations o f party and media behaviour during the campaign. To my knowledge, only a 

single comprehensive data set o f this kind exists to date. It was compiled by Holli Semetko 

and Margaret Scammell (1997 Election Party and Media Content Analysis) as part of a
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larger study into the effects o f political communication in the 1997 UK General Election 

campaign by Norris et al. (1999). The rationale behind the collection o f party source m ate

rial was inspired by earlier work from Semetko et al. (1991), which studied the agenda 

formation process between parties and media in the UK General Election campaign of 

1983, and the US Presidential Election campaign o f 1984. Semetko et al. (1991) collected 

material from US candidate speeches and UK press conferences during the campaigns in

stead o f relying on election manifesto data.

For the 1997 campaign, Scammell and Semetko content analysed manifestos, press re

leases and party election broadcasts (PEB), which amounted to a fairly comprehensive ac

count o f the total communication output o f the three main parties - Labour, Conservatives, 

and Liberal Democrats. Press releases in particular are argued to constitute a valid indicator 

o f the parties’ “tactical agendas” (Norris et al. 1999; 62). Their content analysis provides us 

with accounts o f strategic or forced moves o f political actors during a campaign, o f  either 

adaptive or proactive behaviour. The systematic collection and content analysis o f  press 

releases is a rare occurrence in campaign studies and is essentially what makes Scammell 

and Semetko’s data set so valuable.'*^

The collection o f party source material was accompanied by a content analysis o f evenmg 

news broadcasts from three TV channels {BBC, ITV  and Sky News) and o f the front pages 

o f six daily newspapers {Guardian, The Independent, The Times, Daily Mail, Mirror, and

Press releases not on ly  provide a daily measure o f  party output, they furthermore contain exp licit attempts 
to signal strategic priorities to the media. M ass m edia, and in particular te levision , use for their cam paign  
coverage their ow n reports or direct footage from  press conferences or speeches, and press releases are in 
essence condensed statem ents from these events. In the press releases, parties em phasise the m essages from  
speeches and press conferences that they would like to see prioritised in the m edia. Hence, evaluating the 
relationship betw een the content o f  press releases and the content o f  media coverage m easures the extent to 
which the parties’ em phasis that they put on som e o f  their public statem ents o f  a given day are picked up by 
the media. A lternatively, the media could select them selves from their footage or first-hand know ledge o f  the 
public appearances w hich aspects to prioritise. An estim ation o f  agenda-building effects hence serves to e s 
tablish the e ffectiven ess o f  press releases a s m eans to drive m edia coverage.
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The Sim). Hence, the data set contains measures o f both daily campaign proceedings and 

daily media coverage o f those proceedings.

It cannot be regarded as purely accidental that the most comprehensive data collection on 

communication output exists for a British election campaign. British campaigns are highly 

ritualised with the three main parties holding scheduled press conferences on almost every 

morning o f every campaign day. During these press conferences, on average three or four 

party spokesmen and -w om en give statements relating to their particular area o f policy 

expertise. The choice o f spokespersons and the content o f their statements define the priori

ties and set the stage for the day’s remaining party activities; and these statements are im

mediately handed out as press releases (Semetko et al. 1991: 26; Kavanagh and Gosschalk 

1995; Rosenbaum 1997: 78-122). This facilitates not only news production from the cam

paign trail but also data collection for those who want to investigate the campaign proceed

ings.

5.2 Why re-analyse the 1997 UK campaign data?

in their use o f the data from the 1997 UK campaign, Norris et al. (1999) posed some 

questions that were similar to those that have been outlined in the previous chapters. In the 

introduction, Pippa Norris points out the two “major concerns o f the book”, the first o f 

which was “to establish how far strategic communications are important today for electoral 

success”, and the second was “to establish how far political coverage on television and in 

the national press has the capacity to influence the electorate” (Norris et al. 1999; 2f.). 

Through the additional use o f British Election Study (BES) campaign panel surveys and an
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experim ental study on the effects o f  television news, Norris et al. aim ed at a com prehensive 

account o f  com m unication effects betw een parties, m edia and voters. Apart from agenda 

building and agenda-setting, they were also looking into effects on civic engagem ent, per

suasion effects and feedback loops (1999:12-19).

Revisiting the data they used is not m eant as a mere replication. The focus here will be 

m uch narrower, while at the same tim e aim ing at a more efficient use o f  the existing data, 

by “m axim izing the inform ation used for descriptive or causal inference” (K ing et al. 1994: 

28). I will solely look at the salience m easures from the party and m edia content analysis, 

since these are the data that allow for tim e-series analysis.

Norris et al. (1999) followed Sem etko et al. (1991) not only in term s o f  their data collec

tion m ethod but also in their analysis o f  agenda interaction. They aggregated agenda data 

over the entire cam paign period. Their units o f  analysis or cases are cam paign issues and 

policy dim ensions, the observed value o f  each case being the am ount o f  times the issue has 

been m entioned by a party  or m edia actor over the course o f  the campaign. They then cor

related the aggregated m edia and party agendas and found overall correlations to be at best 

m odest, which lead them to the conclusion that “the news m edia is fairly autonom ous in its 

news priorities” (83). And when com paring public agendas with m edia agendas, they went 

on to conclude that “the public follow ed its own agenda” (128).

It is the same pitfall that M cCom bs and Shaw (1972) encountered in their initial agenda- 

setting study, nam ely m aking inferences about causality in a necessarily tem poral process 

without specifying m eaningful tim e fram es that would allow such conclusions to be drawn. 

The difference is that M cCom bs and Shaw collected m edia and public opinion data that 

could not be disaggregated any further, which meant that they sim ply could not go beyond
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stating the degree of observed simultaneous concern of both media and the public with 

similar issues. In contrast, the data that Norris et al. (1999) are using can easily be disag

gregated to smaller time units that enable causal inferences to be made.

This is precisely the plan o f the empirical analysis, which follows, namely to disaggregate 

to the level o f daily party and media agendas and to apply time series analysis in order to 

detemiine the extent and direction o f causality in the agenda building process. Election 

campaigns in general, and British campaigns and the 1997 campaign in particular have 

been exhaustively reported on using descriptive-analytical methods. W hat I am aiming for 

is instead a systematic quantification o f proceedings.

The empirical analysis will proceed in three steps, each contained in one chapter, which 

can basically be summarized as: replication —> disaggregation —> causal analysis. The re

mainder o f this chapter summarizes the data, replicates Norris et al.’s (1999) analysis, and 

discusses their choices of measuring issue attention.

5.3 The data

The 1997 Election Party and Media Content Analysis, directed by Scammell and Se- 

metko, contams information about the behaviour, or more precisely the text (and visual) 

output, o f 12 different ‘actors’: three political parties, three television channels, and six 

newspapers, over the last month before the UK General Election was held on 1̂ ' May, 

1997.
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Data Sources: political parties, electronic and print media

The study of agenda building in the UK necessitates a focus on the three main political 

parties in the country. A particularity o f the British system is that quite a number o f smaller 

parties represent regional interests and so only campaign on regional level, like the Scottish 

SNP, P laid Cymru, or the Northern Irish parties. And while the national media do give 

some marginal coverage to regional campaigns, the national election campaign centres on 

the three main protagonists; the Labour Party, the Conservatives, and the Liberal Democ

rats.

The UK can be argued to have a 2 party system, with two parties, Labour and the Con

servatives, competing for government, and the Liberal Democrats winning more significant 

shares o f the vote than of the seats, as a result o f the first-past-the-post electoral system that 

tends to over-represent bigger parties. The data set used here, however, derives from the 

content analysis o f political texts from all three parties. It is useful that the Liberal Democ

rats were included in the content analysis, because, although they do not seriously compete 

for government, they still constitute a sizeable national party. It will be o f  particular value 

to empirically assess the extent to which the Liberal Democrats are, as one might expect, 

marginalized by the media, and whether this also significantly delimits their agenda build

ing power in comparison with the bigger parties.

The electronic media in the UK are represented by the content analysis o f evening news

casts o f three TV channels, BBC 1, IT V  and Sky News. That means that the only news- 

producing electronic medium left out is Channel 4, which was in all likelihood omitted 

because o f  its comparatively small niche audience. The included channels present a cross-
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section o f some diversity, with the BBC being a highly regulated public television channel, 

ITV an almost equally regulated, long-established private channel, and both obligated to 

proportional stop-watch coverage o f campaign proceedings, while Sky is representative of 

modem European private TV stations which do not work on the basis o f enforced rules 

about campaign coverage (for a comparative discussion o f the UK television market, see 

Semetko 1996a and 1996b).

The sampled newspapers can be divided into different, and partly crosscutting groupings. 

The British national press in 1997 consisted o f 10 daily papers, six o f which were sampled 

by Scammell and Semetko. One o f the characteristic features o f the British press landscape 

is the division into tabloid and broadsheet newspapers. Connell (1998: 18-9) identifies five 

papers as broadsheets and five as tabloids. He also adds the division within the group of 

tabloids into “mid-market dailies” and “popular dailies”, and identifies two as mid-market 

and the remaining three tabloids as popular dailies.

The newspaper sample that was chosen for the Scammell/Semetko content analysis ap

pears fairly representative o f the total press landscape with regard to the broadsheet-tabloid 

categories. They included three tabloids, two of which count as popular dailies {The Sun 

and The Mirror), while the Daily Mail is mid-market, which positions it somewhere in the 

middle in the broadsheet-tabloid continuum. They also included three broadsheets. The 

Independent, The Guardian and The Times. The omitted papers consist o f the two smallest 

tabloids in terms o f circulation - Daily Express and Daily Star -, and both the largest and 

the second smallest broadsheet - Daily Telegraph and Financial Times, respectively (see 

for a summary o f  the national press and its circulation figures: Seymour-Ure 1997: 82f).
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As noted repeatedly, 1997 saw a watershed in terms o f  press partisanship with the m ajor

ity o f  daily papers for the first time in British history endorsing the Labour party during a 

cam paign (Seym our-Ure 1997; Norris et al. 1999). The total ratio o f  Labour vs. Tory press 

was 6:4 if  one counts The Times as endorsing the Tories, w hich was less clear in this in

stance since they decided late in the campaign to declare their support for any euro sceptic 

irrespective o f party affiliation. The sam ple reflects this division roughly with four o f  the 

included dailies openly endorsing the Labour cam paign {Independent, Guardian. Sim, M ir

ror) and the rem aining two sticking, more or less, with their traditional affiliation w ith the 

Conservatives {Daily Mail, Times).

Time frame o f data gathering

The choice o f time fram e, i.e. “the total period under consideration, from the beginning to 

the com pletion o f  the data gathering process” (Eyal et al. 1981; 2 1 2 f)  appears som ewhat 

arbitrary. The date o f  com pletion o f  data collection is o f  course unproblem atic: it is set by 

Election Day. That m eans that the last new spaper issues to be considered dated from E lec

tion Day, the last new s broadcasts from the night before E lection Day, and the last cam 

paign com m unication m aterial, i.e. press releases, dated also from the day before election.

It is the date at which to begin data gathering that appears questionable. It is the prim e 

m inister who calls elections in the UK. H e has to publicly announce the dissolution o f  

parliam ent and set a date for polling, w hich is by law determ ined to occur no less than 23 

days after dissolution (Butler 1995: 77). The 1997 elections were announced by the 

incum bent prim e m inister, John M ajor, on 17"’ March to be held on 1*‘ M ay, 45 days later, 

which has correctly been described as “the longest cam paign in recent history” (Norris 

1997: 4). It was the longest cam paign o f  the post-W orld W ar II period; in fact it was about
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was the longest cam paign o f  the post-W orld W ar II period; in fact it was about two weeks 

longer than any cam paign since 1955 (Butler 1995: 76, Table 6.1).

The tim e frame for data gathering, chosen by Scam m ell and Sem etko, however, reduces

the observ'ed cam paign period back to the standard length o f  cam paigns in the 1980s and 

1990s, nam ely 31 days, by setting T ' April as the starting day for content analysis o f  party 

and m edia output. They refrain from  explaining their choice o f  tim e fram e, but the rationale 

for this m ay have been the decision o f  television channels to begin their com prehensive 

cam paign coverage - and forem ost the decision o f the BBC to start extending the forniat o f  

its flagship evening new s program m e, the “9 O ’ Clock N ew s” on BBC 1 - on 1®‘ April 

(Sem etko et al. 1997; 102; Norris et al. 1999; 72). The beginning o f  this extended m edia 

coverage and o f  the data gathering also coincides roughly with the launch o f  the election 

m anifestos by the Labour Party, the Conservatives and the Liberal Dem ocrats in the firsi 

w eek o f  April.

The data falls short o f  providing a com plete set o f  party and m edia output in various

ways, one o f w hich is the om ission o f  material from the first tw o weeks o f  campaigning. In

addition to that, the choice was made to collect and content analyse TV new scasts and 

new spapers on w eekdays only, w hich creates som e problem s for tim e series analysis since 

it introduces regular m issing data p o i n t s . I n  com parison, the collection o f party output 

appears to be com prehensive for the chosen period. A lthough there are days without en

tries, it appears as though this is because parties did not release material on those days. For 

both Labour and C onservatives, only two and four days, respectively, are lacking data, and 

these m variably occurred on w eekends. The Liberal D em ocrats com m unicated significantly

Issues in data an a ly sis  re la tin g  to th e  om issio n  o f  w eekend  new s w ill be d iscu ssed  in C hap ter 7 in w hich 
tim e series  analyses are carried  out.
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less and less often than the bigger parties. Table 5.1 sum m arizes the data gathering, indicat

ing and sum m ing up the days for which material was collected and content analysed.

Table 5.1: The timing of data collection during the 1997 UK campaign study

JU.03.I997 X
01.04.1997 X X X X
02.04.1997 X X X X X
03.04.1997 X X X X X
04.04.1997 X X X X X
05.04.1997 X X
06.04.1997 X
07.04.1997 X X X X
08.04.1997 X X X X X
09.04.1997 X X X X X
10.04.1997 X X X X X
11.04.1997 X X X X X
12.04.1997 X
13.04.1997 X X
14.04.1997 X X X X X
15.04.1997 X X X X X
16.04.1997 X X X X X
17.04.1997 X X X X X
18.04.1997 X X X X X
19.04.1997 X
20.04.1997 X X X
21.04.1997 X X X X X
22.04.1997 X X X X X
23.04.1997 X X X X X
24.04.1997 X X X X
25.04.1997 X X X X X
26.04.1997 X
27.04.1997 X X
28.04.1997 X X X X X
29.04.1997 X X X X
30.04.1997 X X X X X
01.05.1997 X

N (coded days) 29 27 21 23 22
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], l'̂ ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

Text units and coding

O f the political and news texts that were content analysed I will be using all the coded 

news stones and the press releases from the three parties. Data from the m anifestos and 

party election broadcasts (PEB) can be om itted because they do not constitute output that is 

necessarily com parable to press releases. Press releases are clearly m eant to convey the 

strategic daily m essages that parties hope the media will transm it in their coverage. The 

m anifesto has a broader m eaning, a relevance that goes beyond day-to-day strategy. A l

though the release days o f  m anifestos are known, m anifestos cannot be treated as that day ’s
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political com m unication output. The role and relative im portance o f  the m anifesto in rela

tion to a d ay ’s press releases cannot be measured. So even if  w e know the publication date 

o f  a m anifesto, it appears unw ise to include it in the analysis o f  party and media interaction 

during the campaign. Also, the parties invariably choose to em phasize particular aspects o f 

the m anifesto once it is published, and do so by issuing rcspcctivc press releases. That 

m eans that the press releases capture the particular tactical use o f  the m anifesto by the pub

lishing party at the time o f  its publication.

Party election broadcasts (PEB) w ere om itted, mainly because they are directed towards 

the public rather than the m edia and have a different format than press releases. A lthough it 

m ight be o f  interest to study how  strongly PEB reflect the particular issue em phases and 

agenda dynam ics at the tim e o f  their screening, that research interest differs from the ques

tions raised in this study. And m ost o f  all, the press releases constitute a sizeable enough 

and entirely coherent set o f  political text that merits its treatm ent as the sole and com pre

hensive indicators o f  strategic party  behaviour during the cam paign.

The political text in the form o f  press releases consists o f  111 docum ents from the C on

servative Party, 110 Labour Party  docum ents and 45 releases from  the Liberal Democrats.

The m edia data, on the other hand, m cludes 1,418 TV new s stories and 559 new spaper ar

ticles. In contrast to the exhaustive quantification o f the daily  new s output from the elec

tronic m edia, the new spaper content analysis can only be regarded as a news sample. With 

the coding o f  front pages, only the m ost prominent aspect o f  new s production is reported, 

excluding editorials and in-depth analysis. And especially w ith regard to the tabloids, we 

will see in later sections how  the selection o f  front pages distorts or at least exaggerates 

selectivity in news production and produces high levels o f  day-to-day variance or white 

noise. It is likely that the consideration o f  editorials and the dom estic political news section
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o f  the papers w ould have produced a level o f stability over time in coverage com parable to 

that which transpires from  the TV content analysis.^'

The TV news bulletins and new spaper front pages were broken down for the coding into 

sm aller text units, nam ely the individual news stories or front-page articles. These can be 

treated as news texts, com parable to press releases that constitute the units o f  political text. 

The left colum n in Table 5.2 lists how m any docum ents per actor were coded for the 1997 

UK  cam paign study. It is evident that the electronic m edia provided the most material. 

From  the BBC and Sky N ew s alone ten times as many new s stories or more were content 

analysed than from any o f  the tabloids. The broadsheets, not surprisingly, provided more 

m aterial than the tabloids, w hich is m ainly due to the different layouts o f  tabloid and broad

sheet front pages.

For the content analysis, new s stories, articles and press releases provided the text units. 

That m eans that these docum ents were not disaggregated to the level o f  lines or paragraphs, 

w hich would o f  course have provided w ith a more precise quantification o f  content. In

stead, entire text docum ents w ere coded by sum m arizing their content. A m ultitude o f  con

tent variables was considered by  the coders, including story length, the political tendency 

within stories, the use o f  quotes, explicit references to parties and individual politicians, and 

so on. For the eventual tim e series analysis o f  agenda building, the only content infonna- 

tion needed are the date o f  publication and the issue contents o f  any news or political text.

Political or cam paign stories in the m edia were coded for up to six different subjects, 

listed in the order o f  im portance or predom inance in the story. In the coding o f  press re

leases, all m entioned topics w ere listed in their order o f im portance, producing at times lists

The lim itation o f  newspaper coding to frontpages was not a deliberate choice o f  Scam m ell and Sem etko. 
The codebook instructions leaves the question as to how many pages and sections o f  newspapers will be 
coded open, depending on funds available.
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that are longer than six entries per record. The resulting database has therefore multiple 

entries for each political or news texts.

Table 5.2: Total amounts of campaign news and political text

Conservatives

Labour 110
Liberal D em ocrats 45
Parties Total 266

B B C  485
IT V  363
Sky N ews 570
TV total 1418

T he Tim es 178
T he G uardian 93
The Independent 143
The Sun 49
T he M irror 47
D aily M ail 49
Press total 559

466
154
980

1396
925
1228
3549

427
297
354
98
96
149
1421

4.24
3.42
3.68

2.88
2.55
2.15
2.50

2.40
3.19
2.48
2.00
2.03
3.04 
2.54

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Pa:ty and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

The entries in the database are event counts, i.e. occurrences o f topics in news or political 

texts. The middle column o f Table 5.2 lists the event count totals per actor, while the right

column reports the mean number o f counts per document. 52

It is apparent that party docum ents (press releases) have more counts, i.e. contain on average more 
references to different subjects than do m edia documents (articles o r news stories). This is partly due to the 
restriction from the codebook that m edia records should only be coded for up to six different subjects. To a 
larger extent, however, the discrepancy between the mean number o f  event counts per political text and the 
mean per news text results from the fact that a considerable am ount o f  news is non-political. Non-political 
stories were only roughly coded, the entry consisting almost invariably ju s t o f the main subject in the story. 
Only infrequently was a non-political story coded to contain more than one subject, and also only on rare 
occasion were there references in political stories to non-political subjects. It follows that the mean frequency 
o f  event counts for non-political stories rem ains fairly constant at ju s t  over 1.0. This system atically decreases 
the mean frequency o f  event counts per new s text and implie > that the average frequency o f  event counts per 
political or campaign story is substantially higher than the figures in Table 5.2.
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The codebook lists a total o f  239 different subjects, 225 o f which are explicitly cam paign

er policy-related. The rem aining 14 subjects served to give a raw coding to non-political 

stories, which were only categorized but not o f  substantial interest them selves to the enter

prise o f a campaign study. The 225 different political subjects listed in the codebook are 

grouped into 15 them atic categories, nine o f  which are policy dim ensions (C O N STITU 

TIONAL REFORM , D EFEN CE, ECONOM Y, SOCIAL W ELFA RE, EDUCATION, IN

FRA STRUCTURE, EN V IRO N M EN T/EN ER G Y , EU R O PE/FO REIG N  AFFAIRS, and 

REGIONS) w hile the 6 o ther categories concern the cam paign proceedings and the behav

iour o f  candidates and parties (CO ND UCT OF CA M PA IG N , PO LLS/H O RSERA CE, 

PARTY LEAD ERS, M ED IA TREA TM EN T, PARTIES/M A NIFESTOS, and CAM PAIGN 

STYLE/SLEAZE).

The resulting data set allow s us to quantify sufficiently (although not ideally since we 

have to put up w ith the w ell-know n m isbehaviour o f  event count data, w hich will be dis

cussed in detail in the next chapter) how often different political and m edia actors m en

tioned particular issues and how they varied their priorities over the course o f  the cam 

paign. Since the data entries for non-political stones do not contain any relevant inform a

tion with regard to cam paign and issue agendas, they have been om itted from the data set. 

All estim ates, for exam ple percentages o f  daily m edia content devoted to issues or particu

lar policy dim ensions, are hence calculated from the total o f  campaign output, not the total 

news output.
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5.4 The contents of campaigning and campaign coverage

Measuring agendas

Norris et al. provided a rather b rie f report on the party and m edia agendas and their inter

action in the 1997 cam paign (1999: 79-84). The core m ethodological problem  with their 

approach, as m entioned above, is the lack o f disaggregation to the sm aller time units, which 

are needed if  we w ant to m ake causal inferences.

It is nonetheless useful to start out by looking at the aggregate agendas, for two reasons: 

first, for agenda build ing to m atter at all, issues and policy questions need to play a m ajor 

role in cam paign com m unications and mass m edia coverage o f the elections. O therwise, 

even if  w e were to show  that political actors are capable o f  determ ining which policy areas 

the m edia cover, this w ould only amount to them  controlling a m arginal aspect o f  what 

eventually  reaches the public.

Secondly, some degree o f  convergence between party and m edia agendas has to transpire 

at the end (and, as argued before, the eventual degree o f  convergence is exactly what ag 

gregate agendas can reveal). Again, otherw ise our findings could am ount to no m ore than 

stating that the parties m anaged to increase convergence som ew hat but not to substantially 

shape m edia coverage.

A m ethodological issue that Norris et al. (1999) did not address, but on which they none

theless m ade a decision, is how to m easure agendas from  event count data.

Norris et al. (1999) chose to treat news stories as equal units, which m eans that each arti

cle or story from a new s bulletin was counted once. For this purpose, they considered only 

the dom inant or m ost im portant subject recorded for each individual story, and then treated
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the entire story as an occuiTence o f that subject. Considering that for a new s story up to six 

different subjects were listed by the coders, the m anner in which m edia agendas w ere ag

gregated led to the om ission o f  a substantial part o f  the data. Since we do not know exactly  

how dom inated an individual story was by its main them e, the om ission o f  the rest is arb i

trary, and it docs indeed lead to a substantial underestim ation o f m edia attention to substan

tive political issues.

In addition, Norris et al. (1999) com pare the m edia agendas estim ated in this m anner with 

party agendas, the aggregation o f  which was based on an entirely different procedure. W ith 

respect to parties, it was not docum ents but event counts that were sum m ed up, hence treat

ing each press release as if  all subjects m entioned in it were equally im portant. Each p roce

dure has the disadvantage o f  ignoring som e o f  the inform ation. In the latter case by treating 

all event counts as equal units o f  text any inform ation about relative im portance o f  issues in 

a text is left out, w hile the procedure used for calculating m edia agendas ignores a large 

num ber o f  issue occurrences, on the basis that the subjects w ere not dom inatm g a story. 

Each approach m ay have its m erits (either using as m any cases as possible or instead using 

as m uch inform ation w e have about different cases as possible), but clearly the treatm ent o f  

com parable text units should be consistent. There is no reason to assum e that while new s 

texts are essentially dom inated by single themes, political texts are collections o f  m ultiple 

them es each o f  w hich is exactly as im portant as any other.

Table 5.3 introduces four alternative models that can be used to m easure the m edia 

agenda (w hich is here presented as the m edia total, including all press and TV data), and 

each o f  them  produces som ew hat different distributions o f  attention betw een substantive 

issues and the general cam paign proceedings.
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The first colum n reports the frequencies o f  event counts per policy dim ension, i.e. how 

often each dim ension was m entioned in the m edia during the cam paign. The second column 

reports the ‘main story subject frequencies’. This refers to the num ber o f  stories that were 

dom inated by issues from one o f  the policy dim ensions. The tw o extrem e m odels (1 and 4) 

are estim ated from these different frequencies. Agenda 4 sum m arizes the m edia agenda in 

the same m anner as Norris et al. (1999: 81, Table 5.5, which gives the agendas separately 

for press and TV) did. It gives for each subject category the percentage o f  news stories that 

were dom inated by a subject out o f  that category. A ccording to that agenda estim ate, sub

stantive issues accounted for less than a third o f  all news stories. If, in sharp contrast, we 

calculate the agenda as the distribution o f  all recorded event counts across the 15 dim en

sions (Agenda 1), we arrive at an estim ate o f  44%  o f  m edia coverage devoted to issues.
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Table 5.3: Alternative agenda measures (press and TV combined)

distribution coufit Cre- 
of count q^eiides 
frequencies wei|2;hted I

tmntfre- of ;
jni»iii ston'

Conduct o f  cam paign 715 253 2.67 18.6 20.9 23.3 28.7
O pinion polls 379 94 2.99 9.8 9.9 9.8 10.6
Party leaders 228 38 3.30 5.9 5.4 4.9 4.3
M edia treatm ent 80 21 2.70 2.1 2.3 2.5 2.4
Parties 517 142 2.88 13.4 14.0 14.4 16.1
Cam paign issues 237 45 3.05 6.1 6.0 5,9 5.1
S u b t o t a l  Ca m p a ig n 2,156 593 2 .89 55.9 58.4 60.9 67.2

Constitutional reform 70 11 3.09 1.8 1.8 1.7 1.2
D efence 5 1 3.80 0.1 0.1 0.1 0.1
Economy 528 73 3.36 13.7 12.2 10.8 8,3
Social W elfare 290 60 3.18 7.5 7.1 6.7 6.8
Education 197 32 3.17 5.1 4.8 4.5 3.6
Infrastructure 40 3 3.65 1.0 0.9 0.7 0.3
Environm ent 17 2 2.82 0.4 0.5 0.5 0.2
Europe/Foreign A ffairs 340 67 3.10 8.8 8.5 8.2 7.6
Regions/Devolution 211 41 2.90 5.5 5.7 5.8 4.6
S u b t o t a l  I s s u e s 1,698 290 3.19 44.1 41.6 39.1 32.8

T o t a l 3,854 883 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data
Archive [SN 3932], P' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard,
University of Liverpool)

The reason for this discrepancy is that some o f  the campaign themes, most importantly

CONDUCT OF CAMPAIGN^^ and PARTIES^"*, were more likely to be the main subject o f

a story than any o f  the substantive issues. The third column shows that on average cam

paign themes ranked higher in news stories than did issues. This appears at first sight to 

suggest that while issues were mentioned in stories, they remained marginalized in most o f  

them. If that were true, Norris et al.’s (1999) campaign measure could be said to do justice 

to the differential treatment o f  subjects by the media in their construction o f  stories.

CONDUCT OF CAM PAIGN is an amorphous category that includes subjects like the strategy o f  parties, 
the daily travels o f  candidates, or campaign spending.

PARTIES refers to manifestos, party records, and internal dissent.
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But take for exam ple one o f  the mam subjects within the C O N D U CT OF C A M PA IG N  

category, w hich was ‘poHticians’ travels’. This subject accounts for over a third o f  the 239 

times that the category dom inated a news story. And ‘politicians’ trave ls’ was, if  m en

tioned, m ore likely to be the main subject o f  the story than any other subject from  the code

book (65" u o f  its occurrences \\'cre as main subject, whereas the a\'cragc across all subjects 

was a m ere 23%). A nd this m akes o f course intuitive sense, since the cam paign travels o f 

the candidates are one o f  the preferred and m ost frequently used fram es for cam paign re

ports in the media. Such fram es help provide a plot for cam paign coverage. The fact that 

more time or space in a story is spent on describing the cam paign trail m ovem ents than on 

the content o f  the cand idate’s m essages delivered on his day’s travels is due to the nature o f 

story-telling and should not be interpreted as if  issues were only hidden in reports and u lti

m ately irrelevant to viewers or readers.

The agenda m easures in m odels 2 and 3 in Table 5.3 take account o f  the fact that cam 

paign them es on average feature m ore prom inently in cam paign stories than issues do. 

M odel 2 divides the num ber o f  event counts per subject category by its average rank within 

stories and calculates percentage distributions from the so w eighted frequencies. M odel 3 

goes a step further and divides the observed count frequencies by the squared ranks. That 

means that Agenda 2 depicts importance as a linear function o f  rank, while in M odel 3 re la

tive im portance o f  story subjects is interpreted as exponentially declining w ith lower ranks.

M odels 2 and 3 produce strikingly sim ilar distributions. It also em erges that the non- 

selective pure event counts model (Agenda 1) deviates less from the w eighted frequency 

models than does the highly selective agenda estim ation that N orris et al. used (A genda 4).

This happens because issues are indeed m entioned in the vast m ajority  o f  cam paign sto

ries. Issues w ere m entioned in 63% o f all new spaper articles about the cam paign and 72%
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o f all TV campaign stories. W hile only 11% and 15%, respectively, o f  these stories were 

coded as pure issue stories, the rem aining 52%  and 57%, respectively, o f  press and TV 

coverage were m ixed stories in which issue coverage was em bedded in reports o f  campaign 

proceedings. The agenda m easure used by N orris et al. (1999) picks up only on a small part 

o f all the issue coverage that appeared in campaign stories - since issues only headlined 

17% o f  stories.

As argued before, we should use com parable m easures o f  issue attention on which to base 

correlations between party and m edia agendas, and since we do not have clear information 

on relative im portance o f  event counts w ithin press releases from the parties, it appears 

most reasonable to use the unselective event counts model (Agenda 1). It deviates less from 

the w eighted frequency models than does N orris et a l.’s estim ation. It is preferable to the 

m ore accurate w eighted frequency m odels because it sim plifies the estim ation procedure. 

And it also corresponds to the procedure used by Norris et al. to estim ate party  agendas. 

Forem ost, since we cannot apply a w eighted frequency m easure to the party  agendas (we 

do not have inform ation about relative im portance o f  them es, only about the sequence in 

which they are m ention in a press release), it is most im portance to provide a consistent and 

hence com parable agenda m easure both for m edia and party output.
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The importance o f  issues to parties and media

Using the unqualified event counts m easure, we can com pare the am ount o f  issue atten

tion as it develops during the campaign. This is done in Graph 5.1 by plotting issue atten

tion '̂"’ o f  the three actor groups - parties, TV and the press - against time.

Graph 5.1: Emphasis on the issue context by parties and media
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Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U .K . Data 
Archive [SN 3932], 1*' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

Clearly, parties are consistently m ore focused on the issue context than are the media. It 

is also apparent that issue attention started o ff  on a relatively low level but increased 

sharply over the first few days and that it dropped again sharply at the very end o f  the cam 

paign. This holds for parties ju st as it does for the media. It appears as if  both for parties 

and the m edia a cam paign has some sort o f  a plot with an introduction and a conclusion to

Issue a tten tion  is estim a ted  in percen tage o f  e v e n t  co u n ts per day that w ere  m en tio n in g  is s u e s . N  is the total 
num ber o f  e v e n t  co u n ts  per actor group.
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proceedings, both o f which are largely devoid o f  policy debates. The substance o f  policy is 

dealt w ith in between, where we find the parties devoting about 80% o f  their output to is

sues, dropping only tw ice during the first h a lf o f  the cam paign down to 50% and rising 

briefly, also tw ice during the first half, towards the ceiling o f  the scale. In the second h a lf o f 

the cam paign, variance dim inishes with issue attention stabilizing above 80%, before drop

ping again to 60%  just before Election Day.

The television networks focused at the beginning on non-policy topics like general party 

strategy and, very much so, sleaze, before entering the coverage o f  policies, and left issue 

debates behind during the last few days which seem entirely dedicated to horserace cover

age w ith discussion o f  the size o f  the expected Labour victory or the rem ote chance o f  a 

repeat o f  the 1992 poll debacle. But in betw een they dedicated a fairly stable h a lf o f  their 

com bined cam paign coverage to issues. Just as with the parties, the first h a lf o f  the cam 

paign is characterised by strong oscillations, reaching after a dram atic early increase a peak 

o f  over 60%) issue attention, after w hich the netw orks’ interest drops again sharply. Again 

sim ilar to the parties, the variance o f  the issue attention m easure appears to decrease during 

the second half, producing an alm ost m onotonic increase o f  issue attention that peaks about 

ten days before election day and m onotonically decreases from  there onwards.

The press were giving altogether the least and most unstable attention to what many 

m ight consider the very substance o f  politics. No trend in the press variable in either direc

tion appears to hold for more than a couple o f  days.

The curves displayed in Graph 5.1 are o f  course only group averages, beneath which we 

discover differences between parties, netw orks and new spapers. Table 5.4 reports the daily 

averages and the standard deviation o f  issue concerns for individual parties and media ac

tors.
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W e find there that much o f  the variance in the aggregated party estim ate is produced by 

Labour and the Liberal D em ocrats, whereas the Tories not only top the table in terms o f 

how  m uch attention they gave to issues, but also appear to have been the m ost consistent 

proponents o f  policy debates, deviating least from the mean, which am ounts in their case to 

85% issue attention. The Labour Party proves to be least issue-attentive, although still way 

ahead o f  any network or newspaper.

Tabic 5.4: Attention to the issue context by parties and media

HjjH HjQIH
ESuSlSii■ ■ 1
Conservatives 27 85.7 12.1
Labour 29 77.2 17.2
Liberal Dem ocrats 21 81.0 17.6
Party total 31 79.9 18.3

BBC 22 51.3 11.8
ITV 22 46.2 12.3
Sky N ew s 22 38.7 14.7
TV total 22 45.5 13.8

G uardian 23 33.2 19.0
Independent 23 40.8 16.8
Times 23 39.6 14.2
Broadsheets total 23 37.9 16.9

Mail 23 54.6 26.4
M irror 23 31.1 35.6
Sun 23 26.2 25.9
Tabloids total 23 38.5 32.0

Press total 23 38.1 24.6

Source-. Margaret Scammcll and llolli A. Scnietko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27. 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
Universi ty o f  Liverpool)

It m ight still surprise m any observers that a very substantial part o f  cam paign coverage 

deals w ith issues. Again, as with the general attention to the campaign, netw orks score 

higher than m ost o f  the newspapers. A m ongst the netw orks, regulation, and the resulting 

stopw atch approach to campaign coverage that applies to both the BBC and ITV , results in 

more, and indeed m ore consistent, consideration o f issues than provided by Sky News. This
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indicates, as one would expect from stop-watch coverage o f  British campaigns, that the 

news reports on BBC and ITV  tend to consist to a large degree o f  m eticulous accounts o f 

the day’s campaign activities o f  all three main parties and their personnel, relying heavily 

on sound bites from rallies and press conferences, hence recycling m uch o f  what parties 

have prepared, and in the process alm ost unavoidably including a fair and fairly stable 

am ount o f  issue coverage.

The m ost surprising finding here is that the tabloids on average devote ju st as m uch cov

erage to issues as do the “quality  papers” . The Daily Mail, the only ‘m id-m arket’ daily 

am ongst the tabloids, and originally  a broadsheet itself (Connell 1998: 19), even outscores 

every other m edia outlet (including the BBC) in the m agnitude o f  its issue coverage. Even 

both o f  the popular dailies, the M irror and the Sun, are not far behind the m uch more re

spectable and supposedly serious, infonnative Guardian. The substantial difference be

tw een broadsheets and tabloids does not lie in how much they w rite about issues, but how 

continuously they do so. The standard deviations for all three tabloids are substantially 

higher than for any other actor, w hich m eans that their coverage oscillated heavily between 

alm ost com plete ignorance for the substance o f politics and extrem e issue hype. The expec

tation here is that in subsequent analyses we might find the tabloids focusing on issues al

most only where these constituted an integral part o f  other, genuinely “exciting” and hence 

new sw orthy, cam paign proceedings.

The broadsheets are som ew hat in the middle o f  those two extrem e approaches, more se

lective than the networks yet still giving a routine account o f  the preceding d ay ’s events 

and being som ew hat less susceptible or sim ply less flexible than the tabloids in the m agni

tude o f  their reaction to genuinely new sw orthy issues.
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Issues do not sim ply enter new s reports because o f  their news values. If  this were the 

case, we w ould expect high covariance betw een the different actors’ attention to the issue 

context o f  the election. H ow ever am orphous and subjective the concept o f  news values is, 

different m edia actors w ould nonetheless be expected to show' some agreem ent in their as

sessm ent o f  new sw orthiness. But even the tabloids, notw ithstanding their sim ilarly high 

standard deviations, are not in sync. A lthough all three o f  them  equally strongly fluctuated 

betw een issue attention and disinterest, their interest in issues ebbed and flowed in m ore or 

less unrelated cycles.

In contrast, all three netw orks’ varying m agnitudes o f  issue attention expose m oderate but 

statistically significant bivariate correlations with one another.^*’ As for the press, the statis

tically  significant correlations that we do find are invariably very m odest yet som ewhat 

interesting, since they tend to involve papers that are endorsing the same p a r t y . T h i s  

m ight indicate that partisan papers tend to jum p on the bandw agon and to extend their issue 

coverage only  if  their supported party  raises an issue with som e intrinsic news value. In 

order to substantiate this speculation, we need to investigate system atically w hich issues the 

m edia focused on, how m uch com m onality  and covariance there was in the different m e 

d ia ’s agendas, and how responsive they were to the policy stimuli from the political parties.

W e find the strongest correlation at .63 (p=.OOI) between the B B C ’s daily  proportion o f  issue coverage and 
Sky N e w s’ relative attention to issues. The correlation between the BBC and ITV is still sizeable at .51 
(p= .007), w hile IT V ’s issue attention is som ew hat more out o f  sync w ith Sky N ew s (.32; p= .08).

W e find correlations around .4 (significant at .05 level) between the Guardian, the Independent, and the 
Mirror, and also a correlation o f  .4 betw een issue attention in the T im es and the D aily Mail.
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The specific issue content o f  campaigns and their coverage

This short final section o f  the data sum m ary looks at what is inside the reported total 

am ounts o f  issue attention, i.e. it presents with the aggregated issue agendas, and reports the 

correlations between aggregated party and m edia agendas.

Table 5.5 shows that for all but the Liberal Democrats ECONO M Y was the m ost im por

tant policy dim ension receiving the plurality o f  em phasis by the parties and o f  all issue- 

related m edia coverage. A ltogether, all agendas consist m ainly o f  four core policy d im en

sions, ECO NO M Y , SOCIAL W ELFARE, EDUCATION, and EU /FOREIGN  AFFAIRS.^** 

T able 5.5 Aggregated party and media agendas

SMject Conser- Labour '  LlbBcrtis TV Press

Constitutional reform 1.6 0.9 2.6 4.1 4.1
Defence 0.0 0.9 0.9 0.2 0.5
Economy 57.0 40.1 19.0 29.5 35.5
Social Welfare 10.0 25.8 44.8 17.6 15.7
Education 11.0 15.8 22.4 12.2 9.8
Infrastructure 1.6 l.I 0.0 2.6 1.6
Environment 1.0 2.0 3.4 0.8 1.6
Europe/Foreign Affairs 14.2 1 1.5 6.0 17.3 27.8
Regions/Devolution 3.6 2.0 0.9 15.6 3.4
T o t a l 100.0 100.1 100.0 99.9 100.0

N 308 349 116 1,259 439
Note: Not all columns add up to 100 percent because o f rounding. The above figures are calculated as a percent
age of event counts in all press releases or political stories content analysed between 30'*’ March and P ' May. 
Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko. Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

Correlations between aggregated agendas are substantial, ranging betw een .8 and .9 for 

all possible pairings involving the Conservatives, Labour, TV and Press. Only the Liberal 

D em ocrats with their unique focus on Social W elfare are som ew hat detached from other

REGIONS/DEVOLUTION is the exception: an issue dimension that largely features on only one agenda, 
that o f the broadcast media. To some extent this maybe so because o f  the character o f television coverage o f  
the campaign. The TV stations’ use o f regional offices and reporters to cover daily proceedings across the 
country may lead to a news frame that produces repeated references to REGIONS.
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agendas. Theirs is only significantly coiTelated with one other issue agenda, namely at .74 

with Labour’s. These correlations are reported in Table 5.6.

Table 5.6: Inter-agenda correlations

.873** .839**

.850** .866**

.438 .537

C o n se rv a tiv e s
L a b o u r
L ib D e in s

.891** .353
.738*

P re s s
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
* Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).
Source'. Margaret Scammell and llolli A. Semeiko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

Not all o f  these numbers are higher than the estimates for agenda cross-correlations pro

vided by Norris et al. (1999; 82), which showed at least the same amount o f correspon

dence between party and press agendas, but they are more consistent in that all correlations 

bar the ones involving the LibDems are in the same range.

Once we disaggregate to the level o f particular media actors, we find that the television 

networks had almost identical issue agendas, correlated with one another at above .95 (see 

Table 5.7). That also means that all three channels were similar in corresponding closely to 

the agenda choices o f Labour and Conservatives while differing m arkedly from those o f the 

LibDems.

Table 5.7: Cross-Correlations between TV agendas

B B C  .972** .979**
IT V  .965**
** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)
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The new spapers present a m ore varied picture, w hich is not surprism g given that the 

sam ple o f  papers includes broadsheets and tabloids, pro-Labour and pro-Tory papers. H ow 

ever, the cross-correlations reported in Table 5.8 show that there is no clear dividing line, 

neither partisanship nor the broadsheet/tabloid divide. W hile three o f  the Labour papers, the 

G uardian, the Independent and the Mirror, appear to constitute a fairly coherent group, all 

o f  them being highly inter-correlated at around .9, no such tendency em erges for the Tory 

papers. The Tim es shares m ore o f  its agenda with the G uardian than with the Mail.

Table 5.8: Cross-correlations between press agendas

ESEuI iimSSi
G uard ian  .916** .899** .843** .874** .959**
Independent .902** .759* .615 .828**
M irro r .630 .716* .834**
M ail .778* .919**
Sun .928**
** C orrelation is significant at the O.OI level (2-taileci).
♦ C orrelation is significant at the 0.05 level {2-tailed).
Source'. M argaret Scam m ell and Holii A. Sem etko, Election Party and M edia C ontent Analysis (U.K. Data 
A rchive [SN 3932], ed. M ay 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis m ade available by Paul Goddard, 
U niversity  o f  Liverpool)

The Sun, as the new spaper with the least cam paign and the least issue coverage, both  in 

term s o f  the am ount o f  coverage and the num ber o f  policy dim ensions ever m entioned, has 

an agenda that is m oderately correlated with those o f all o ther papers, except the hidepend- 

ent (here only a correlation o f  .65 is found). The Sun’s issue priorities do not correspond 

m ore with those o f  o ther Labour-endorsing papers. The highest correlation is with the 

Times.

Table 5,9 reports the correlations between party and individual m edia agendas. And here, 

a clear pattern em erges linking press partisanship w ith agenda correspondence. W hile the 

agenda choices o f  the Sun are not corresponding closely to the issue em phases given by any
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o f  the parties, the rem aining Labour papers, Guardian, Independent and M irror, reflect the 

Labour agenda consistently m ore closely than the C onservative agenda (correlations with 

Labour are between .04 and .17 higher). The other side o f  the partisan divide seems to hold 

together in agenda term s equally well with both the Daily M ail and the Tim es correspond

ing more closely with the T ory’s agenda than with Labour (Tory lead in terms o f correla

tions ranges between .07 and .20).

Table 5.9: Correlations between aggregated party and press agendas

Labour i^ress Press

Conservatives .782* .829** .744* .604 .903** .844**
L abour .823** .939** .918** .531 .706* .773*

Liberal Democrats .511 .698* .775* .164 .099 .320
* •  C o r re la t io n  is  s ig n if ic a n t  a t  th e  0 .01  lev e l (2 - ta ile d ) .
* C o r re la t io n  is  s ig n if ic a n t  a t  th e  0 .0 5  lev e l (2 - ta ile d ) .

Note: Cell values are Pearson correlations between issue agendas (N=9).
Source'. Margaret Scanimell and llolli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], I’'' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

To sum up, what we can infer from sum m arizing the data from  the 1997 cam paign is both 

that issues were not m arginalized by the press, and that the cam paign produced substantial 

convergence betw een policy agendas o f  parties and the m edia, w hich holds generally with 

regard to all m ajor television networks and most strongly for partisan new spapers. The 

chapter has replicated the approach that N orns et al. (1999) have taken to study the rela

tionship between issue em phasis by parties and issue coverage in the media. In the process 

o f replication, however, their m ethod o f  m easuring issue coverage was challenged. It ap

pears wise to include issue references in the m edia that w ere lost in their aggregation. 

W hile in the data gathering process new s stories were coded as containing references to 

m ultiple themes, everything but the dom inating theine o f  the story was om itted for the es-
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timation of media agendas. It was shown that, by doing so, Norris et al. underestimated the 

role of issues in media coverage, and also that this resulted in an unequal treatment o f po

litical and news text.

A more urgent problem with their approach is, however, that they did not consider the 

dynamics of the agenda building process. Rcplicating Norris et al.’s investigation cannot 

result in an assessment o f the direction o f causality. Agenda building research needs to 

draw from the advances in the field o f agenda-setting research, as was argued in Chapters 3 

and 4, which calls for disaggregation to smaller time units and time-series analysis. The 

next chapter will be concerned with the process o f disaggregation. Considerable amounts of 

information are lost by treating a campaign as an event, as Norris et al. have done. A cam

paign is a dynamic process, and disaggregation allows visualising and analysing the ebb 

and flow of issues on different agendas.

Ultimately, for the assessment o f causality in agenda building, it is more relevant to know 

when during a campaign different actors mentioned particular issues than to know how of

ten over the course o f the campaign they did so.
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C h a p t e r  6  : Q u a n t i f y i n g  c a m p a i g n  p r o 

c e e d i n g s ,  P a r t  II: D i s a g g r e g a t i o n

6.1 The rationale behind disaggregating data

As briefly referred to in the previous chapter, a crucial guideline for data analysis is to 

m ake as efficient a use o f  the data as possible. King et al. (1994) point out that disaggre

gating data helps to m axim ise efficiency:

“[A ]n efficient use o f  data involves m axim izing the information used for descriptive or 

causal inference. M axim izing effic iency  requires not only using all our data, but also using 

all the relevant information in the data to im prove inferences. For exam ple, i f  the data are 

disaggregated into small geographical units, w e should use it that way, not just as a national 

aggregate. The smaller aggregates w ill have larger degrees o f  uncertainty associated with 

them, but i f  they are, at least in part, observable im plications o f  the theory, they w ill contain  

som e inform ation which can be brought to bear on the inference problem .” (K ing et al.

1994 : 2 8 )

The data from the 1997 campaign do indeed contain m ore inform ation that explicitly re 

lates to the research question o f  agenda building than was used by Norris et al. (1999) in 

their analysis o f  agenda interrelationships.

There are tw o targets for disaggregation, both o f  w hich allow  retrieving additional infor

m ation. One is to disaggregate into sm aller time units, the o ther to disaggregate policy di

m ensions into their constituent parts, w hich are individual issues. Both procedures will 

produce sm aller aggregates that do indeed contain “observable im plications o f  the theory” 

(K ing et al. 1994: 28). The larger aggregates are im portant in that they indicate the general 

priorities o f  different actors in the 1997 cam paign and the overall correspondence between
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what parties and media tended to talk about. If there were no sizeable correspondence be

tween these general priorities, i.e. correlations between aggregate agendas, we could safely 

conclude that whatever happened during the campaign, it did not have major consequences. 

That means that if  there were agenda building effects they should show in the aggregates. 

However, what ultimately shows in the aggregate cannot be taken as evidence in itself for 

agenda building effects.

This is where disaggregation comes into play. If the aim is to detemiine causality in 

agenda building, then it is cmcial to know not only what different actors said, but also when 

they said it. Disaggregating into smaller time units reveals the distribution o f attention 

across time. And only on the basis o f information about over-time distribution o f issue at

tention on party and media agendas can we make causal inferences.

Disaggregating policy dimensions into individual issues is o f equal importance but refers 

to a different problem. It is necessary to establish what exactly parties and media were talk

ing about when they referred to policy dimensions like ECONOMY, WELFARE, or FOR

EIGN AFFAIRS. This form of disaggregation provides a crucial test of the validity o f pol

icy dimensions as units o f analysis.

Disaggregating time

The study o f agenda building during election campaigns has to go quite some way in or

der to emulate the methodological advances o f agenda-setting research and to provide with 

equally sound evidence that supports its core hypothesis.

As discussed at length in Chapter 4, there are only few examples of studies o f agenda 

building processes involving politicians and media, which disaggregate data and make use

147



o f  sophisticated time series analysis (Bartels 1996; W ood and Peake 1996). But these are 

longitudinal studies with time frames o f  betw een four (Bartels 1996) and seven years 

(W ood and Peake 1996), They relate output on selected policy areas from  branches o f  gov

ernm ent (President, Congress) to weekly num bers o f  respective articles in the press and 

em ployed sophisticated techniques (vector auto-regressions) in order to establish the causal 

direction o f  governm ent-press relationships.

The use o f  such sophisticated time-series analysis for the study o f  cam paign dynam ics is 

m ade im possible by the short time frames o f  election cam paigns, at least in a European 

setting that does not experience ‘perm anent cam paigns’. But the short tim e fram e o f  cam 

paigns and the limits it sets in term s o f  m ethodologies that can be em ployed does not justify  

the fact that all the cam paign studies to date that have looked into the relationship between 

party and m edia agendas invariably used a m ethodology that is rem iniscent o f  the founding 

days o f  agenda-setting research (Raym ond 1987; Sem etko et al. 1991; A lvarez 1996; W al

ters et al. 1996; Norris et al. 1999; Petrocik et al. 2001). A part from A lvarez (1996), none 

o f these studies have system atically disaggregated data to a level that w ould allow for 

causal analysis, and even Alvarez (1996), although he did disaggregate and looked at issue 

careers on politicians’ and m edia agendas, fails to provide any system atic analysis beyond 

the m ere eyeballing o f  trends in the data.

A core purpose for revisiting the data from the UK 1997 cam paign is to m ake up some 

ground and to m ove agenda building research closer to the m ethodological standards set by 

advances in agenda-setting research.

In their m ethodological critiques o f  the agenda-setting tradition, Eyal et al. (1981) and 

Gonzenbach and M cG avin (1997) have pointed out that the subject o f  study is a temporal 

process and has to be treated that way. To say that the public agenda is set by  the m edia or
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that the media agenda is built by their sources, defines the study o f agenda change as the 

subject of analysis. Accordingly, the most important observable implications o f such hy

potheses are only to be found in the smaller aggregates.

Disaggregation into smaller time units allows observing variation in agendas over time, 

and is needed in order to relate variation in the dependent variable (in our ease media agen

das) to variation in the independent variable (party agendas), and ultimately to explain me

dia agenda change as a function o f preceding party stimuli.

The steps of disaggregation across time in this chapter serve to illustrate the occurrence of 

variation in agenda composition over time and to make descriptive inferences about co

variation in party and media agendas. This sets the stage for causal analysis o f agenda 

building in the next chapter.

Disaggregating subject matters

We are dealing with an additional and conceptually separate problem o f aggregation 

where it is argued that if party X increases its emphasis on policy dimension D at time T, 

medium Y tends to also increase its coverage o f dimension D at time T+1. The aggregation 

problem arises from the fact that dimension D is a collection of individual issues, 

e  D . Policy-making is highly specialised, and hence issues that are subsumed under

the same policy dimension headline are varied and do not have to be closely related to one 

another in substance. This is for example why Norris et al. (1999) state correctly that 

“Europe was the single most time-consuming policy issue”, because, “although ‘economy’ 

represented a higher proportion o f stories than ‘foreign affairs’, this general category en-
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com passes a wide range o f  sub-topics including inflation, unem ploym ent, taxes, and budg

etary policies” (75).

And as long as we only know  that two actors em phasise the sam e policy dim ension, we 

cannot be certain that their attention was related. It will only have been m eaningfully re

lated if  they were talking about identical or at least similar or related sub-aspects w ithin that 

d im e n s io n .S o m e  issues w ithin policy dim ensions are w ide apart in tem is o f  their policy 

substance. So if, for exam ple, the Labour party were to announce its position on raising or 

low ering V A T  and som e new spapers were in their following m orn ing’s issues discussing 

L abour’s relationship w ith Trade Unions, we might be m isled into believing that Labour 

talking about the econom y has prom pted the m edia to do the sam e, sim ply because both 

Trade U nions and V A T are coded as econom ic issues. In fact, no agenda building w ould 

have occurred. The party and the new spapers would sim ply have been talking past one an

other.

Hence, any agenda building effect that m aterialises on the aggregate level o f  policy d i

m ensions has the potential to be a spurious one.

It is therefore necessary to not only disaggregate into sm aller units o f  tim e but also to d is

aggregate the subject m atter into sm aller units o f  substance. This will occupy the final part 

o f this chapter. In C hapter 7, it will how ever be shown that there are significant lim itations 

to the use o f  individual issues as units o f  analysis. The eventual investigation o f  causality in 

agenda-setting will have to rely on policy dim ensions as units o f  analysis, m ainly because

It should be pointed out that causality in agenda building does not hinge on perfect identity o f  issu es w ithin  
a policy dim ension being raised by a party and being subsequently covered in the media. A party m ight w ell 
raise a particular aspect o f  a p o licy  dim ension, like for exam ple Foreign Affairs, say the concept and time 
plan for the European monetary im ion, and thereby cause the media to speculate about what has been coded in 
the present data set as a separate issue, nam ely the EU as a “threat to sovereign ty” o f  m em ber states like the 
UK. A lthough, even in such instances it is likely that the originally raised issue, even i f  it prompted media 
preoccupation with som e other but related issue, w ill at least be m entioned in the coverage som ewhere.
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o f the greater data density, which is im portant since event count data can only be put to 

good use for causal analysis if  counts are distributed in a way that at least approxim ates a 

norm al distribution. This affords sim ply m ore counts per case and that can only be accom 

plished by aggregating to the level o f  policy dim ensions.

Prior disaggregation into individual issues m ainly scr\'cs to ensure that w ithin policy di

m ensions parties and m edia were actually referring to such an extent to sim ilar sub-subjects 

that the use o f  aggregate policy dim ensions for causal analysis is validated.

6.2 Agenda variation across time

Information regained: the averaging effect o f  agenda aggregates

Agendas are not static. For example, from Table 5.4 we learned that about 40%  o f  the to

tal com m unication output o f  the Labour Party referred to economic issues. This percentage 

value, as does any other percentage value in that table, results from the cum ulative sums o f 

references that w ere m ade to an issue during the campaign. Over the course o f  the cam 

paign, however, the Labour party m ay have given at times significantly m ore attention to 

econom ic issues, and at other times significantly less. Issue attention and hence the com po

sition o f  agendas m ay vary over time.

And i f  indeed there were m ajor shifts o f  attention during the campaign, the correlations 

betw een aggregated agendas, which are reported in Tables 5.5 through 5.8, will contain 

little inform ation about the actual relationship betw een different actors’ behaviour. It is 

likely that, at different stages o f  the cam paign, correlations between actor agendas deviated 

significantly from the overall -  or average - correlations.
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In a first step o f  disaggregation, we can divide tiie cam paign into weeicly periods and 

com pare both to what extent individual actors changed their priorities and to w hat extent 

inter-agenda relationships changed over time. The UK 1997 cam paign stretched over five 

weeks, and since no m edia data was collected for weekends, part o f the dataset divides 

naturally into w eekly sub-periods. W hile each o f  the w eekly m edia agendas aggregates 

inform ation from a three to five-day period (data gathering began on a Tuesday, and elec

tion day was a Thursday), cam paign weeks with respect to the parties run from M onday to 

Sunday.

W eekly aggregates do not allow for causal analysis. It is not suggested that the party  ac

tivities in w eek one build the m edia agenda o f  w eek two. At a later stage, it will be possible 

to investigate effect spans, but in general there is no reason to expect that effects only m ate

rialise with a one-w eek delay. W eekly agendai- are still aggregates, but in contrast to the 

total cam paign aggregates that Norris et al. (1999) worked with, the division into weeks 

allows to give a first im pression o f how  m uch variation, how m uch agenda m ovem ent can 

be detected. Just as w ith the aggregated cam paign agendas reported in Table 5.5, each 

w eekly agenda consists o f  nine cases, each case being the am ount o f  times a policy d im en

sions was m entioned in political or news text during one o f  the cam paign weeks.

Table 6.1 reports, for each o f  the three parties, and for television and the press^°, how 

strongly the com position o f  an actors’ agenda during a given week was related to his issue 

priorities from any earlier or later w eek o f  the c nnpaign. The consistency o f  the Conserva-

The three te lev ision  channels and the six newspapers are grouped here into one variable per type o f  m e
dium. This is m ainly done for presentation purposes (with a total o f  12 actors, correlation m atrices w ould  
otherwise becom e confusing) and also because o f  sm all number o f  w eek ly  counts per issue dim ension for 
som e o f  the newspapers.
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lives is quite striking. One can alm ost talk o f  a static campaign. They did not seem to vary 

their issue em phasis much throughout the cam paign. Each w eek’s agenda o f  theirs is corre

lated at .9 or higher with all the other w eeks’ agendas. The picture for Labour and the Lib

eral Democrats is som ewhat more varied. The Labour party appears to have run a highly 

consistent cam paign during the first two w eeks with a correlation o f .98. They shifted their 

issue em phases substantially during the third, while the last two w eeks’ agendas were again 

substantially correlated with one another and with the earlier weeks. The LibDem s cam 

paign was som ew hat more static than that o f  Labour, with almost each entry in the correla

tion m atrix being above .7 and statistically significant. They did, how ever, change priorities 

som ewhat during the third week, for w hich we find rather m oderate correspondence with 

the other four w eeks’ agendas. W hile weeks 1, 2, 4, and 5 are correlated with one another at 

above .9, the coefficients for bivariate relationships between week 3 and any other week 

range between .65 and .88.

Both press and television expose sim ilar patterns o f  agenda change to that o f  the Labour 

party. Both seem  to carry their first w eek’s agenda into the second week w hile shifting fo

cus during the third. W hile the press agendas o f  the last two weeks are again substantially 

correlated with one another and with earlier agendas, the TV channels alter their priorities 

again during the last week.
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Table 6.1: Correlations between the agendas o f each party or m edium  from different 

cam paign weeks

Table 6.1.1 Conservatives

Week 1 
Week 2 
Week 3 
Week 4

. Ag
.939** 931 * *

.987**
.968**
.953**
.933**

.902**
944* *

.903**

.966**

T able 6.1.2 Labour

iipimmi
Week 1 
Week 2 
Week 3 
Week 4

.980** .579
.648

.797*

.859**

.857**

.819**

.891**

.835**

.884**

Table 6.1.3 Liberal Dem ocrats

ImBBHHHMl
Week 1 
Week 2 
Week 3 
Week 4

.975** .824**
.883**

.950**

.912**

.653

.948**

.950**

.700*
97 ] + *

Table 6.1.4 Press

Week 1 
Week 2 
Week 3 
Week 4 >

.822** .287
.561

.569

.714*

.889**
.848**
.702*
.933**

Table 6.1.5 TV

Week 1 
Week 2 
Week 3

.940** .516
.567

.676*

.595

.851**

.532

.339

.502
Week 4 .535
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)
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Apart from the Conservatives, the involved parties and m edia appear to have varied their 

attention to different policy dim ensions over the course o f  the cam paign. C orrelating party 

and m edia agendas can put these w eekly agenda estim ates to further use for each individual 

week o f  the campaign. W hile we saw in the last chapter that all party and m edia agendas, 

bar the L ibdem s’, seem ed to be corresponding substantially with each other in the 1997 

cam paign, the w eekly interactions can give some indication as to w hether these relation

ships are subject to shifting dynam ics, or w hether they may even be spurious ones. It is 

conceivable that inter-agenda correlations rem ain insignificant during each single w eek, yet 

their accum ulation over the entire period produces convergence. That w ould then either 

m ean that parties and m edia did not interact or that fairly long effects spans applied.

Table 6.2 reports bivariate correlations between all o f  the five actors during every single 

week o f  the campaign. W hat em erges is a picture o f  strong agenda convergence between 

Labour, the C onservatives, press, and television, during the first two weeks. All the bivari

ate correlations involving these four actors produce highly significant coefficients o f  above 

.85, indeed w ith only tw o exceptions (press vs. television during the first week, and Labour 

vs. press during the second week) the coefficients are above .9. These correlations are 

higher than the overall correspondence betw een aggregated cam paign agendas, reported in 

Table 5.6. M uch o f  the overall correspondence between the Labour and C onservative 

agenda and the m edia agendas is a result o f  their alm ost identical com position during the 

first tw o weeks.

W e also saw , in Table 6.1, that the Labour party ran a very consistent cam paign through

out the first tw o weeks, that the C onservatives’ agenda was static throughout and that both 

television and press coverage rem ained alm ost unchanged during the first couple o f  weeks. 

This m eans that at the beginning o f  the campaign the two main parties and all the m edia

155



agreed on what the im portant policy dim ensions o f  the cam paign were, and that these pri

orities did not change m uch until the third week.

Their focus was indeed predom inantly on economic issues, w hich dom inated the Tory 

cam paign throughout and featured on the Labour agenda and the media agendas much more 

prom inently during the first two weeks than later on. During the third week. Labour and the 

m edia shifted focus away from econom ics, but apparently the m edia m oved in a different 

direction than did Labour. Table 6.2.3 shows that while the m edia agendas continued to 

correspond with each other as closely during the third w eek as they had done before, both 

Labour and the Conservatives w ent out o f  step with one another and w ith the media. W hile 

the Conservatives continued their preoccupation with econom ics. Labour m oved away from 

this issue area ju st as did the m edia, but decided on new priorities that the m edia did not 

pick up on. During the fourth week, how ever, party and m edia agendas m oved closer to

gether again, a tendency which becam e even stronger betw een Labour, Conservatives and 

the press during the final week, w hile the electronic m edia decided on different priorities 

than everyone else tow ards the end o f  the campaign.

The Liberal D emocrats rem ained detached from proceedings throughout the campaign. 

Only during the third week the com position o f their agenda was alm ost identical to that o f  

Labour, but typically that was during the short period in which Labour lost touch with the 

m edia.
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Table 6.2 Inter-agenda correlations for different weeks of the campaign

Table 6.2.1 Week 1

- r * '  .!

Conservatives .974**
Labour
LibDems
Press

.278

.442
.342

.901**

.927**

.452

.839**

Table 6.2.2 Week 2

Conservatives .926**
Labour
LibDems
Press

.204

.548
.970**
.876**
.164

.956**
944* *

.345
954**

Table 6.2.3 Week 3

Conservatives .282
Labour
LibDems
Press

!hS
.550
.948**

.543

.279

.402

.609

.445

.563

.932**

Table 6.2.4 Week 4

Conservatives .859** .117
Labour .451
LibDems 
Press

.731*

.868 * *

.282

.628

.867**

.549

.842**

Table 6.2.5 Week 5

Labour yfeJQetns Press
.862** .184

.614
.918**
.906**
.307

Conservatives 
Labour 
LibDems 
Press
Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A, Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], 1̂ ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

. 1 1 1 

.149 

.016 

.233
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W hat can be inferred from  these correlation matrices is that agendas are subject to sub

stantial variation, and that overall correlations between aggregated agendas only ever report 

relationship averages. It is o f  im portance to understand precisely what is behind varying 

agenda com positions, and what drives agendas closcr to one another or makes them drift 

apart.

The weekly aggregates, their changing com positions, and the changing degrees to which 

convergence between agendas becom es apparent at different tim es, indicate that the overall 

relationships between cam paign aggregates (in Table 5.6) are not spurious. At times, parties 

and m edia were indeed in alm ost perfect agreem ent about issue priorities, while at other 

tim es they strongly disagreed. W hat is im portant is to find out which side m anaged to draw 

the other closer at times.

The content o f agenda change: careers ofpolicy dimensions

In order to unveil the precise dynam ics o f  an electoral cam paign, one needs to disaggre

gate even further, to the level o f  daily issue priorities. W hile disaggregation increases un 

certainty, as indicated by King et al. (1994: 28), which in our case m eans that there will be 

m ore w hite noise in daily estim ates than in higher aggregates, it serves the purpose o f  trac

ing in m ore detail the trends o f  changing issue emphasis. This allow s us to illustrate what is 

behind the weekly agenda shifts that were presented in the previous section.

The descriptive statistics in A ppendix A report the total num ber o f counts per policy di

m ension for each o f  five variables (CO N SERV A TIV ES, LABOUR, LIBD EM S, PRESS, 

and TV), together with the average num ber o f  counts per policy dim ension and time unit, 

and the standard deviation thereof.
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The standard deviations suggest that agendas were subject to continuous change o f  some 

substantial magnitude. A nd it is possible to show that agenda change across the m ajor pol

icy dim ensions is m ore than pure white noise, nam ely by plotting the m ovem ents o f  the 

bigger policy dim ensions over tim e for all five variables, as depicted in the five panels o f  

Figure 6A.^' These graphs show meaningful trends over time. In order to clarify trends in 

the m ovem ent o f  policy dim ensions over time, the daily percentages o f  event count distri

butions have been converted into three-day m oving averages, w hich elim inates some o f  the 

white noise.

As already indicated by the correlations between weekly agendas, the Conservatives were 

not only cum ulatively but also continuously preoccupied with econom ic policy. As m en

tioned by Norris et al. (1999: 74) in their short description o f  the dynam ics o f the issue 

agenda during the 1997 cam paign (see also Norris 1997), econom ic issues dom inated the 

start o f  the campaign. W ith the launch o f  the manifestos in early A pril, both Labour and 

Conservatives started o ff  by com peting over economic issues, and the m edia agendas m ir

ror this priority for ju st as long as both m ajor parties agree on the prevalence o f  economics. 

T ogether with the Labour party shifting focus, at the end o f  the second week o f the cam 

paign, the m edia’s m terest m econom ics subsides and is overhauled by the LU story. W ith 

regard to econom ics in particular, the Liberal Democrats were obviously out o f  step with 

proceedings, since they concentrated alm ost all o f their attention to econom ic issues during 

the third week o f  the campaign, ju st when the m edia and the Labour party had dropped the 

issue.

T he focus here is on the four major policy dim ensions, basically because within the other five dim ensions 
event counts are very rare and their distribution over tim e does not yield m eaningful trends.
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Figure 6A: Over-time distribution of relative attention to the four main policy dimen

sions (3-day moving averages)
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Panel 6.3 Liberal Democrats

Agenda change
1(X)

90

P o licy  d im en sio n s80

70

Economy60

50

W elfare40

30
Education20

10
0 EU

DATE

Panel 6.4: Press 
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Panel 6.5: TV 
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Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)
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This quantification o f  the patterns o f the cam paign in 1997 and its issues corresponds 

strongly with previous descriptive cam paign reports (Norris 1997; Seym our-U re 1997; 

Kellner 1997; Norris 1999; N orris et al. 1999).

European integration and, in particular, the question o f m onetary union, becam e a m ajor 

story during the latter part o f  the 1997 cam paign because o f  the large num ber o f  euro scep

tics in the C onservative party openly voicing their position against the wait-and-see tactics 

o f John M ajor’s government. As Norris et al. point out, “the subject o f  Europe was im por

tant not so m uch because o f the intrinsic new s value o f  the EM U but because o f  the sub

je c t’s pow er to provoke turm oil within the Conservative Party and its significance for their 

party image and post-election prospects” (1999: 75). In turn, the tum ioil w ithin the party 

that the issue was capable o f  provoking had intrinsic news value, hence the m edia interest 

in the story.

The com m on interpretation o f  events during the latter part o f  the 1997 cam paign was, 

however, that the issue was first picked up by the m edia who gave a platform  to euro scep

tics, which then forced Tory cam paign headquarters to react. The panels in Figure 6A, in 

contrast, give som e indication that it m ight actually have been the C onservative campaign 

that treated the issue in their press releases before the m edia picked up on it: the EU curve 

in Panel 6.1 begins to climb from 8"̂  April onwards, betw een one and three days earlier 

than on any o f  the other actors’ agenda. W e will study the career o f  the EU issue as well as 

two o f  the econom ic issue careers in more detail at the beginning o f  the next chapter. Eye- 

balling the panels in Figure 6A does give a first indication o f  the sequence o f  events, but 

tim e-series analysis will enable to m ake m ore sound judgm ents about direction o f  causality.
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The only m ajor identifiable trend with regard to the rem ainhig two policy dim ensions 

(education and social w elfare) is some substantial and sim ultaneously occurring attention to 

welfare issues by all actors during the final week o f  the cam paign, ju st before the media 

resigned more or less from covering issues and devoted their final couple o f  days o f  cam 

paign coverage to the horserace, the reliability o f  polls, and the likely m agnitude o f  the La

bour victory. A ltogether, education and welfare, as m entioned by Norris et al, (1999: 7 4 ff), 

were consistently m entioned issues, but they did not rise to ever dom inate policy debates 

between parties and m edia in a way as did both econom ic and European issues.

By disaggregating data into sm aller time units, it can be illustrated that issue evolution is 

a dynam ic process, and that relationships between agendas are, as a result, not stable. C or

relations betw een agenda aggregates, which were presented by N orris et al (1999: 78), are 

som ewhat m isleading. In fact, at times the m ajor parties and the m edia were m uch m ore in 

agreem ent about priorities than their overall correspondence w ould suggest, w hile at other 

times they considerably m oved apart. From the aggregate figures, we can only estim ate the 

average sim ilarity betw een agendas, w ithout knowing w hether intense periods o f  conver

gence occurred or not. In addition to that, by tracing the careers o f policy dim ensions like 

ECONOM Y or EU/FOREIGN  AFFAIRS on the different agendas, we can see how atten

tion to these issue com plexes ebbed and flow and that the m ovem ents on different agendas 

m ay be system atically related.

Party and m edia agendas do not appear to evolve separately. The question then is w hether 

we can establish a system atic pattern o f  interaction.
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But before entering the in-depth analysis o f stim ulus-response m echanism s and causal di

rection in agenda building, we first need to make a detour that establishes the meaning, i.e. 

the content, o f  policy dim ensions and the degree o f  correspondence in policy dim ension 

contcnt between different actors, since these will ultim ately serve as units o f analysis. As 

argued in the introduction to this chaptcr, policy dim ensions arc broad and possibly hetero

geneous collections o f issues. Accordingly, the apparently intense exchange between par

ties and m edia about economic questions during the first two weeks o f the campaign, for 

exam ple, m ay be proven to be a spurious relationship, nam ely if  different actors could be 

shown to have focussed on unrelated fields o f  the economy.
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6.3 Dissecting policy dimensions

Aggregates invariably hide some information. We saw in the preceding section on tempo

ral disaggregation that agendas vary over time and that they appear do so in gradual fash

ion, with systematic trends. The meaningfulness o f correlations between aggregate agendas 

depends on how these temporal patterns o f issue evolution are interrelated.

But they also depend on how valid an aggregation a policy dimension is. We need to 

know whether two actors more often than not refer to the same thing when they are coded 

to have talked about a policy dimension like ECONOMY or SOCIAL WELFARE.

The number and nature o f issues

The nine policy dimensions that were identified and applied to the coding o f political and 

news text by Scammell and Semetko contain a total o f 141 separate issues (see Appendix C 

for a full listing o f issues grouped into policy dimensions). O f these, 14 issues had no en

tries m the 1997 data set, which means that they were never mentioned in a press release or 

news text (or at least no text was coded for containing any passages about these issues).^^ 

That leaves us with a total o f 125 issues, any one o f which was mentioned at least once by a 

party, newspaper, or m a news bulletin.

“  Since m ost o f  the coding schem e was taken from earUer campaign studies by Semetko et al. (1991) in the 
1980s, som e o f  the then coded issues did no longer apply to the political debates o f  the late 1 990 (like, for 
example, the Falklands) or w ere apparently o f  no particular interest to any of the involved parties and  media 
actors during the 1997 cam paign (like, apparently, the entire theme com plex o f  nuclear energy). Seven o f  the 
nine policy dim ensions contained non-applicable issues:
C o n s t i tu t io n /  P o l. S.: 330  Bill o f  Rights; 333 M I5/ MI6 
D efen ce : 349  Policy: LibDem
E conom y: 364 N ationalisation; 372 Savings Schemes; 373 Money Supply 
S o c ia l  W e lf a r e :  398 Jobseekers' Allowance; 399  Child Benefit; 414 W elfare Cuts 
E n v iro n m e n t/E n e rg y : 452  N uclear Power; 455 Energy Conservation; 456  Power G eneration/ Supply 
E U /F o re ig n  A f fa i r s :  478  Anglo-Irish relations; 479  Falklands; 481 Overseas Development 
R eg ions: 493 Scots Law/ Legal System
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Policy dim ensions differ w idely with regard to how m any individual issues they contain. 

This ranges betw een only three subdivisions within the category DEFENCE to a total o f  28 

individual issues subsum ed under ECONOM Y (see Table 6.3). A part from ED U CATION , 

which contains only 10 different issues, the dom inant dim ensions o f the campaign are also 

the ones containing the largest sets o f different issues. This m akes it particularly im portant 

to disentangle w hat is underneath the larger concept o f  policy dimensions.

As we can see from Table 6.3, there is substantial variation in the total num ber o f  issues 

ever m entioned by different actors. This ranges from the highly diversified BBC agenda 

that contains references to no less than 103 different issues to the sparse issue agenda o f  the 

Sun with only 12 different issues ever m entioned. Television news in general proved m ost 

com prehensive in referring to the vast m ajority o f  issues that are listed in the codebook. 

Political parties covered alm ost as much issue ground as did the ‘serious’ new spapers, the 

broadsheets, w hich each m entioned betw een 30 and 46%  o f the listed issues. As w as to be 

expected with their rather fragm entary coverage at least on front pages, the tabloids appear 

m ost selective, only ever m entioning betw een under 10% (Sun) and ju st over 23%  o f  the 

issues (Mail).

H ow ever selective parties and media were, m ost o f  them  tended to refer to an approxi

m ately representative sam ple o f  the distribution o f  issues across policy dim ensions. The 

Liberal D em ocrats and the Sun are again (as w ith their output in general) the m ajor excep

tions, the Liberal D em ocrats referring to more Social W elfare issues than econom ic issues 

and the Sun choosing for their limited front-page coverage ju st as m any EU them es as eco

nomic ones.
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Tabic 6.3: Num ber of issues mentioned by parties and media, per policy dimension

Constitution/ Pol. S. 12 2 3 3 10 10 8 4 4 3 3 0 2 0 2
Defence 3 0 3 1 1 I I 0 1 0 1 0 0 0 0

Economy 28 21 17 9 26 24 20 20 20 12 16 6 13 4 16
Education/T ech/Arts 10 7 6 4 9 9 7 8 8 4 4 3 0 2 7
Environment/Energy 8 3 2 3 7 4 5 0 5 0 4 0 1 0 2
EU/Foreign Affairs 12 5 6 3 9 8 8 7 10 6 7 3 6 4 8

Infrastructure 9 3 2 0 9 9 3 4 3 0 3 0 2 0 2
Regions 21 5 4 1 21 20 13 15 4 2 2 0 3 1 3

Social Welfare 22 8 14 13 21 18 17 15 15 9 13 5 2 I 7

Total 125 54 57 37 113 103 82 73 70 36 S3 17 29 12 47
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27. 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

To supplement the rather abstract numbers o f how many issues the different policy di

mensions contain and to provide some more tangible information, Appendix C contains the 

listing o f all 141 different substantive issues that the codebook mentions, i.e. including the 

ones that did not occur in the 1997 campaign. In addition to that, Table 6.4 provides a list 

of the 16 most prominent individual issues o f the campaign. Sixteen is not a magic number; 

the cut-off point was simply set at a total o f 50 event counts. That means that parties and 

media mentioned each o f these 16 issues at least 50 times during the campaign.

As one can see from Table 6.4, the top three in the list is made up o f one economic and 

two EU issues, and these three issues were in fact the only ones that were mentioned by 

every single one o f the twelve involved actors. All the parties, all the newspapers and all 

the networks had something to say about these issues. The top two. Personal Taxation and 

EU(general), were mentioned more than ten times on average by each o f the actors, EU: 

Monetary Union a little less often than that. One has to take into account, however, that
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these counts are almost never evenly spread across the different actors. The lion’s share of 

references invariably occurred on the TV agendas, while appearances of individual issues

on newspaper agendas were consistently sparse.

Tabic  6.4: The  “ biggest” issues in the 1997 U K  ennipaign

Personal Taxation E C O N O M Y 133 3 6 3
EU (general) FO R E IG N  A F F A IR S 133 3 6 3

EU: Monetary Union F O R E IG N  A F F A IR S 102 3 6 3
Jobs/ Unemployment E C O N O M Y 97 3 4 3

Schools E D U C A T IO N 93 3 5 3
NHS SO C IA L  W E L F A R E 91 3 4 3

Policy: Labour E C O N O M Y 88 2 6 3
Industry/ Business/ Manu E C O N O M Y 70 3 4 3

facturing
Law & Order; Crime SO C IA L  W E L F A R E 65 3 5 3

Policy: Labour E D U C A T IO N 6 4 3 5 3
ECONOMY: general E C O N O M Y 63 2 5 3
EDUC., TECHNOL., E D U C A T IO N 60 3 2 3

ARTS: Education general
Policy: Conservative FO R E IG N  A F F A IR S 56 0 6 3

Health (general) SO C IA L  W E L F A R E 53 3 3 3
Soc. Sec.: Elderly/ Pensions S O C IA L  W E L F A R E 53 3 3 3

Trade Unions E C O N O M Y 50 2 5 3
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

What we find for the 16 most frequent issues o f the campaign is that almost all o f  them 

received attention from the majority of actors within each group. The three networks gave 

some coverage to every single one o f them. Apart from on two instances, all three parties 

considered these issues in their press releases; and with only one exception, at least half of 

the newspapers also covered each o f these issues.

On top o f that, it can be stated that all these issues were drawn from the repeatedly men

tioned four major policy dimensions, six ECONOMY issues, four SOCIAL WELFARE 

issues, and three issues a piece from EDUCATION and EU/FOREIGN AFFAIRS.
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Issue correspondence across agendas

W e can go a step further towards establishing the strength o f the relationship betw een the 

parties’ and the m ed ia’s assessm ent o f what the im portant issues were. Table 6.5 was con

structed by categorizing issues into those that were m entioned by none, one, two or all three 

o f the parties and cross-tabulating these against issues that occurred on the agendas o f  few, 

some, or m ost o f  the m edia a c t o r s . T h i s  cross-tabulation shows how the average num ber 

o f m edia outlets that are referring to an issue increases with the num ber o f  referring parties.

From  com paring the distribution o f  cell values with the m arginal distributions, one can 

see at once that som e relationship exists: the higher the num ber o f  parties that jo in tly  dis

cussed issues, the higher also the average num ber o f m edia outlets covering these issues. 

Issues that w ere not m entioned by any party are unlikely to be covered by m any m edia out

lets. The likelihood o f  m edia coverage only slightly increases for issues m entioned by one 

party but ignored by the others. Once a pair o f  parties is engaging in debate o f  the same 

issue, this issue is likely to be featured in a substantial num ber o f  media. And w ith all three 

parties m entioning the same issue, it becom es m ore likely than not that the vast m ajority o f 

m edia outlets will give coverage. And this goes both ways: an issue that is referred to by 

the m ajority  o f  papers and television channels is alm ost certain to occur on the agenda o f  at 

least tw o parties. The Pearson correlation coefficient m easuring the bivariate relationship is 

substantial at .47 and statistically significant (p<.001), so we can safely conclude that the 

choices o f  issues to talk about made by the parties and the m edia as groups w ere related.

“  Instead o f  creating ten different categories, i.e. 0 to 9 m edia outlets m entioning an issue, they were grouped 
into 0 -3 , 4-6 , and 7-9 m edia actors. With ten different categories on one variable, w e w ou ld  arrive at a cross
tabulation with 40  cells instead o f  twelve, which m ight rather confuse and make it more d ifficu lt to gather 
information from the table.
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Table 6.5: Issue correspondence between parties and media

B

liifi 1 11*1* III ^

N um ber of 0 39 7 1 (47)
m entioning 1 19 8 2 (29)

parllL's
2 11 10 7 (28)

3 4 7 10 (21)
Total number

(73) (32) (20) (125)
o f issues

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

W e can further look into whether this relationship varies between policy dim ensions. 

W ith rather neglected policy dim ensions one w ould expect that the few occasions on which 

different actors did actually talk about them  w ould not have necessarily created m uch re

sponse from the other side, so that the particular issues that different actors chose out o f  the 

com plete set o f  issues within the policy dim ension m ight not be related to the sam ple cho

sen by som eone else.

On the other hand, it is o f particular im portance to know whether the bivariate relation

ship reported in Table 6.5 holds for the b igger policy dim ensions. Figure 6B gives a graphic 

display o f  the strength o f  this bivariate relationship within each policy dim ension. The pol

icy dim ensions are presented as separate panels o f  bar charts. Bars from left to right within 

each chart report how  many issues per policy dim ension were m entioned by how m any 

parties; from zero (left bar) to all three parties (right bar). The height o f  the bars indicates 

the num ber o f  issues in each category. The w hite-to-black shading o f  the bars indicates the 

average num ber o f  m edia outlets that were covering the issues in the respective category. A 

perfect linear relationship between the two variables (num ber o f  parties m entioning an is

sues and num ber o f  m edia outlets m entioning an issue) w ould be indicated by bars becom 

ing darker the further to the right they are placed in a panel.
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Such a linear relationship only exists for the econom ic policy dim ension. The five issues 

that were m entioned by no party only received attention from a small num ber o f  m edia out

lets, w hile the six issues that appeared on only one m edia agenda received slightly more 

media attention. The light grey shading indicates that an issue in one o f  these two catego

ries w as m entioned by, on average, three or four m edia outlets. The ten econom ic issues 

that were referred to by two parties and, even more so, the 7 issues referred to by all three 

parties, appeared also on the agendas o f the vast m ajority o f  m edia outlets. The dark grey o f 

the third bar and the almost black colour o f  the right bar indicate that issues in these catego

ries w ere m entioned by between 6 and 8 new spapers or television channels.
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Figure 6B: Correspondence o f party and m edia issue concerns by policy dim ension

C O N S T IT U T IO N / P O L . S

U p  o  •. U u
E D U C ., T E C H N O L ., A R T  E N V IR O N M E N T / E N E R G Y

Si n*7

I
n_me(^^Means

0.00 8.00 

Bars show counts

F O R E IG N  A F F A IR S

'  r>»2 n»2
n * 3  n*3  ;>*3 i>*3

j;]  I  0  i  1] D
IN F R A S T R U C T U R E

3  ®i>-6 O
O  {— 1

J -  i

0 
2

n_party

n«2

; ■ I
S O C IA L  W E L F A R E

0 1 2 3 0 1 2 3 0 1 2 3

n_party n_ party

n«6

I
Note: Policy dimensions define panels. The X-axis is defined by N_PARTY, which is an ordinal measure o f  the num ber o f parties refer
ring to an issue, ranging from 0 to 3. Bar colours indicate the mean value o f N_MEDIA, an ordinal measure o f the num ber o f media 
actors referring to an issue, ranging from 0 to 9. Bar heights are m easures o f the number o f issues within each category o f  N_PARTY per 
policy dimension.

Source: Margaret Scarrimell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P* ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

R elationships for other policy dim ensions are less linear. In the Social W elfare category, 

issues becom e even slightly less likely to be m entioned in the m edia if  one party m entions 

them  than if  no party does. The involvem ent o f a second and third party, however, has 

again a strong effect on the num ber o f m edia outlets covering.

The foreign affairs category, which m ostly contains EU issues, appears to produce a 

rather non-linear relationship. This is, however, to a large extent a result o f  the small num 

ber o f  issues per category. For example, o f  the three issues that were m entioned by all three
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parties, one issue was only m entioned by a single m edia player, while 9 m edia outlets m en

tioned the other two. W ith only up to three issues in each o f  the last three categories, a sin

gle deviation can m ake a strong im pact on the overall pattern.

In contrast, the fourth m ajor policy dim ension. EDUCATION, TRCITNOLOGY, ARTS, 

does produce a genuinely non-linear relationship. M ost m edia interest develops whenever 

all three parties m ake references to an issue, but an issue m entioned only by one party and 

ignored by the others is consistently present on more m edia agenda than an issue that re

ferred to by two parties. Although the num ber o f  cases per category is as small as w ith the 

Foreign Affairs dim ension, in this case the non-linearity o f  the relationship is not produced 

by a single deviating case. It holds for all issues in the one- and tw o-party categories.

In the cases o f  m arginalized policy dim ensions like C O N STITU TIO N , EN V IRO N 

M ENT, or REGION S the average num ber o f  reporting m edia either does not change much 

at all or at least does not co-vary system atically with the num ber o f  parties considering the 

involved issues.

That m eans that, with only few deviations, the more dom inant a policy dim ension was 

during the cam paign, the higher the degree o f  issue correspondence betw een parties and 

media. The correlation between the num ber o f  parties m entioning an issue and between the 

num ber o f  m edia outlets doing so was, as reported earlier, .47 and statistically significant. 

That estim ate was based on 125 cases, w hich is the total num ber o f  m entioned issues in the 

cam paign. Once we select only the four core policy dim ensions (n=72), the coefficient in

creases to .53 (rem aining significant at p < .001). And for the econom ic policy dim ension 

alone (n=28), the coefficient is .68 (p < .001). This is an im portant finding, since it indi

cates that the m ore space parties and m edia gave to a  policy dim ension during the cam-
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paign, the stronger was their agreem ent about which issues were the m ost important ones 

w ithin the dimension.

Coirelations between issue agendas

So far, by disaggregating to the level o f individual issues, we have shown that the more 

parties that are concerned w ith  an issue, so will the num ber o f  m edia outlets covering the 

issue increase. This is a first indication that parties and m edia agree to som e extent about 

the particular content o f  different policy dim ensions. But it leaves the possibility that there 

m ight an asym m etry in the am ount o f  attention parties and m edia gave to different issues 

w ithin dim ensions. W e know that parties and m edia were for long periods o f  the campaign 

preoccupied with economic issues, and that within that dim ension they tended to mention 

the sam e issues. It could, however, be the case that much o f  their attention to economics 

was distributed unevenly across the m entioned issues.

In order to investigate w hether agenda convergence, which was investigated earlier at the 

level o f  policy dim ensions, holds once we disaggregate the data, we can correlate the actor 

agendas that contain inform ation about their attention given to the 125 different individual 

issues o f  the campaign. The correlations between actor agendas reported in Tables 5.6 

through 5.9 and Tables 6.1 and 6.2 w ere based on a small (w ith ju st the nine poHcy di

m ensions as cases). O f course, once we start correlating agendas that are no longer made up 

o f  nine cases (policy dim ensions) but o f  125 (issues), not all o f  w hich are m entioned by 

each actor, coefficients and their significance will reduce substantially. There is not only 

variation as to w hich issues w ithin policy dim ensions featured on different agendas, but
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also with regard to how the total am ount o f  attention to any policy dim ension was distrib

uted across the involved issues.

Table 6.6 repeats the analysis from  Table 5.6 in the previous chapter, only that this time 

the units o f  analysis are issues instead o f  policy dimensions. On average, correlation coeffi

cients are halved com pared w ith those calculated from aggregate agendas.

Table 6.6: Correlations between issue agendas

C onservatives .475** .459** .465**  .3 7 7 ^*" 3 7 7 ** .3 5 4 ** .391** .298** .497**
Labour .390** .462** .377**  .504** .382** .461** .353** .350** .487**

L ibD em s .251** .324** .260**  .307** .313** .287** .152 .124 .239**
'• ''C o rre la tio n  is sign ifican t at the .01 level (2 -ta iled ).
Note: Cell values are Spearman Rho rank order correlations between issue agendas (N=125).
Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A, Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], 1*' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

W e do find less o f  a pattern that w e did in the correlation m atrix in Table 5.6, which was 

based on agendas estim ated from  policy dim ension aggregates. In particular, effects o f  

press partisanship are m uch w eaker, i.e. the coefficients show little variation -  at least be

tw een Labour and the Conservatives, The issue agenda o f the Conservatives is only m ar

ginally stronger correlated with that o f  the M ail and the Tim es than is the Labour agenda. 

However, the Guardian and the M irror are substantially closer to the agenda o f  their sup

ported party  than to the agendas o f  the other parties. The general pattern is still present, i.e. 

the endorsed party ’s agenda is m ore reflected in the new spaper than the agenda o f  its oppo

nent, with the exception o f  the Sun whose agenda corresponds m ore with that o f  the Con

servatives than o f Labour. But the differences between coefficients are m ostly small. The 

Liberal D em ocrats again are detached from proceedings. All the coefficients between the

^  Here, rank order correlations (Spearm an’s Rho) are used because o f  the generally lo w  number o f  counts per 
issue and hence the skew ed distribution.
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LibDem  agenda and the m edia agendas range from very m odest to very low, and a couple 

o f  them  are even insignificant.

The fact that quite a num ber o f  correlations are close to or above .5 for the two bigger 

parties, however, indicates some substantia! correspondence between the m ajor parties’ 

issue em phases and new s reporting. U nequivocally, even at the lower level o f  aggregation 

we do find a substantial relationship: a related set o f  issues dom inated the m ajor parties’ 

com m unication output and cam paign news. There is o f  course more w hite noise in this data 

m atrix. M any individual issues are infrequently m entioned by som e actors and not m en

tioned at all by others. This reduces the coefficients, but all the correlations between the 

tw o m ajor parties and m edia actors rem ain highly significant.

6.4 Disaggregation as a means for time-series analysis

The descriptive analysis in this chapter has revealed some m ore inform ation about the 

evolution and content o f  cam paign agendas. Tracing the careers o f  m ajor policy dim ensions 

on the different agendas (Figure 6A) suggested that, for prolonged periods, the cam paign 

was dom inated by particular policy dim ensions (first ECO NOM Y than EU /FOREIGN  A F

FAIRS). It appears as though the two m ajor parties and all the m edia were involved in in

tense debates o f  econom ic issues at the start o f the cam paign, which explains very high 

levels o f  correlations betw een all agendas, bar that o f  the LibDem s, over the first two 

weeks (Tables 6.2.1 and 6.2.2). C uriously, the LibDem s em phasised econom ic questions 

only during the third week, ju st when Labour and the m edia had dropped the theme. The 

C onservatives’ agenda rem ained static throughout, never relaxing their preoccupation with 

econom ic issues. That explains why their first two w eeks’ agendas were highly correlated
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with those o f Labour and the m edia while losing touch during the third week. In the m iddle 

o f  the campaign, Labour as w ell as the m edia looked for new  issues to focus on, but Labour 

did not m anage to (re)set the m edia agenda during that period. Instead the m edia discovered 

the EU question, but also from the fourth week onwards, everyone apart from the LibD em s 

re-em phasised to some extent econom ics, which brought Conservatives, Labour and the 

m edia again closer together.

W e see that agenda evolution is a dynam ic process that produces varying degrees o f  con

vergence between actors. The m edia are clearly not sim ply transm itting party m essages. 

They do not follow the parties w herever these would like to go w ith their choices o f  issues. 

And their attention to particular issue areas, which m ight well be prom pted by party efforts 

(a question that will be answ ered in the following chapter), is not inexhaustible. The C on

servatives could not keep the m edia interested ui economic questions throughout the cam 

paign. But while the m edia seem ed to lose interest in econom ics, they did not sim ply let the 

L abour party - who were also keen to shift focus during the third w eek - decide where to go 

from  there.

This gives us some idea o f  w hat the dynam ics o f the cam paign were. Tim e-series analysis 

in the next chapter is, how ever, needed in order to establish who was the drivm g force be

hind the occurring patterns o f convergence between party and m edia agendas.

The second step o f  disaggregation served to unveil what the issues w ithin dim ension were 

and to what extent different actors em phasised identical issues w hen they talked econom ics 

or EU. W ith individual issues as units o f  analysis, we see that agendas overlap, that there 

are som e issues, which are only m entioned by a subset o f  actors, but that also particular 

issues within dim ensions becam e the prim ary focus o f  debate for all the involved players.
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This level of disaggregation can put to further use in the next chapter. This will result in an 

exploratory analysis o f how strongly changing emphasis on individual issues by parties and 

media influenced one another.

The analysis will proceed in two steps. First, we will look at three core issues {EU, 

Jobs/Unemployment, and Taxation) and provide case studies o f who brought these issues 

onto the agenda. The second step will more systematically combine disaggregation in terms 

o f substance with temporal disaggregation. So far we know that parties and media tended to 

emphasise to some degree identical issues within dimensions, hi the next chapter, it will be 

investigated whether different actors’ emphasis on individual issues stood also in a tempo

ral relation. That means to study the timing o f emphasis on individual issues and o f whether 

emphasis given by one actor to an issue at time t increases the likelihood that some other 

actor will emphasise it at time /+ / .

After those two steps which are still exploratory in nature, we will return to the level of 

policy dimensions at which a systematic time-series analysis can be carried out in order to 

establish the direction o f causality in inter-agenda relationships.
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C h a p t e r  7: W h o  f o l l o w s  w h o m ?  A s s e s s in g  

CAUSALITY IN AGENDA BUILDING

The preceding two chapters gave a descriptive account o f  cam paign proceedings. The 

quantification gives a m ore conclusive sum m ary o f  the discourse betw een party and m edia 

actors and the dynam ics o f  a cam paign dian the anecdotal accounts typical o f  cam paign 

studies can provide.

Clearly, parties are m ore concerned with substantive issues in their com m unication than 

the mass m edia are in their account o f campaign activities. But issues do play a non-trivial, 

non-m arginal role in cam paign news. And party em phasis on issues and policy dim ensions 

generally  corresponds with the priorities o f  m edia coverage. This raises the expectation that 

we m ight also find m easurable and statistically significant interaction between parties and 

m edia in how they develop their agendas over the course o f  the cam paign. The analytical 

steps that were presented in the previous two chapters suggested that the issue content o f  

party  and m edia agendas corresponded to some degree and that correspondence between 

agendas varied over time. Tim e-series analysis, which will be carried out in this final chap

ter, assesses how short-term  change in the com position o f  one ac to r’s agenda relates to 

change in the com position o f  other acto rs’ agendas.

The core question in this final part o f  the empirical analysis is w hether this relationship 

can be characterised as a reciprocal one or rather as a unidirectional causal process, and if  

so, what is the direction o f causality: W ho follows whom ?
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The entire final chapter will work towards testing Hypothesis A . which was formulated in 

Chapter 4;

Hypothesis A : During an election campaign the news media responds systematically to 

changing issue emphases from political actors. Change in the composition o f  media agen

das is caused by (hut itse lf not causing) change in the composition o fparty agendas.

This is the central hypothesis o f the study, and it will be tested in detail in the fourth and 

last section o f this chapter. In addition to that, specific analyses in Sections 2 through 4 will 

serve to test each o f the additional hypotheses that were fomiulated in Chapter 4. These 

hypotheses relate to (a) the unequal agenda building power o f different political actors {Hy

potheses PI through and (b) the unequal responsiveness o f different media actors to 

agenda building efforts {Hypotheses M l and M2).

The unit o f analysis in this chapter will be either attention to an individual issue or to a 

policy dimension on a particular day o f the campaign. Since the time units for analysis are 

campaign days, and since the aim is to pinpoint cause and effect (stimulus and response) in 

the agenda building process, it is necessary to discuss the daily sequence o f events. The 

first section of this chapter serves to explain that party and media output from identical 

campaign days is in fact not simultaneous output. This has important consequences for the 

treatment of party and media variables in time-series analysis.
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7.1 The daily sequence of events

The smallest time units to which we can disaggregate our data are campaign days. In the 

time-series analysis o f agenda building processes we want to estimate the effects o f  daily 

communication output from the parties on subsequent media coverage, or vice versa. The 

concept o f effect spans, as outlined by Eyal et al (1980) and discussed in detail in Chapter 

3, suggests that effects may be lagged by any possible number o f time units. It is possible 

that effects are immediate, which would mean that the media pick up on party stimuli as 

soon as the next newspaper is published or the next news bulletin is broadcast (or, in turn, 

that a party reacts to news content as soon as its next press releases are issued).

This does not mean, however, that the shortest possible effect span is a day. Parties as 

well as the electronic media can react to stimuli from other actors on the same day. This is 

so because, for example, party press releases are invariably issued after the publication of 

daily newspapers. All o f the British dailies included in the sample are morning papers, and 

with the earliest party press conferences scheduled for after 7am,^^ politicians and cam

paign professionals have the opportunity to take the content o f the daily papers into account 

before they issue the day’s press releases. Also, the BBC, ITV, and Sky news bulletins that 

were recorded and content analysed for the 1997 dataset are broadcast in the late evening, 

invariably after 9pm. By then, all the days’ campaign activities (press conferences, rallies, 

speeches), and especially the issuing o f news releases by the parties, have concluded. That 

means that the entire set o f a day’s communication output from all three parties (plus of 

course the content o f the morning newspapers) can be considered in television coverage.

For a discussion o f  election press conference routines in the U K , see K avanagh and Gottschalk (1995).
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News stories and press releases, however, are only coded with regard to the date o f  publi

cation. G iven our knowledge about the sequence o f  events, we have to specify minimal 

effects spans for different bivariate relationships involving party and m edia actors. For ex

am ple, if  we were to find a significant relationship between press and parties, press and 

television, or parties and television at lag zero,^^ this would not im ply sim ultaneous behav

iour. Instead, it w ould mean that parties or television follow ed the press, or that the parties 

had influenced television. The m inim al effect span for these three relationships 

(press—>party, press-^ telev ision , and party—̂ television) is zero days, w hich means that the 

dependent variable is able to respond to the independent variable on the sam e day. In con

trast, the m inim al effect span for the rem aining two possible types o f a causal relationship 

(party—̂ -press and telev ision-^press) is one day. Since new spapers are published first thing 

in the m orning, they can only cover the events from preceding days.

Figure 7.1 gives a graphic display o f  daily proceedings during the campaign. The preced

ing discussion o f  the regular sequence in w hich press, parties and television publish their 

m aterial suggests that calendar days are inappropriate units o f  analysis for the study o f 

agenda building. Instead, we can introduce the notion o f a partly  lagged agenda building  

cycle.

^  L ag  ze ro  m e a n s  th a t th e  b e h a v io u r  o f  a c to r  A  o n  d a y  X  is se t in  r e la t io n  w ith  th e  b e h a v io u r  o f  a c to r  B on 
d ay  X . In c o n tra s t ,  lag  o n e  m e a n s  to  r e la te  b e h a v io u r  o f  a c to r  A on d a y  X  w ith  b e h a v io u r  o f  a c to r  B on  d ay  
X + 1.
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Figure 7.1; The daily sequence of cam paign proceedings and the partly lagged agenda  

building cycle

M orning Press TV news M orning Press
papers releases bulletins papers releases

( \
D a y x ............................. I................... D ay x + 7 ...........

^  I Timp t+1 ITim e t  ■ ■ Time t+1

The agenda building hypothesis, as discussed in Chapter 4 and as formulated in Wypothe- 

sis A . suggests that sources like political parties exert a systematic influence on the compo

sition o f subsequent media agendas. Although we will control for the possibility o f a recip

rocal relationship or a reversed causal order, the hypothesis as such stipulates that the inde

pendent variables are agenda choices o f parties at time t, while the dependent variable is 

media agenda composition at time t+n. (If effects are immediate, the dependent variable 

will be media agenda composition at t+ l.) The partly lagged agenda cycle defines time 

periods t and t+1 for this causal relationship. Time unit t ends with the completion o f the 

issuing of press releases on a given day, while time unit t+1 begins with the evening news

casts on television and comprises the publication o f the following morning’s newspapers as 

well as the following day’s period during which press releases are issued. A time-series 

analysis o f agenda building estimates the effects o f party behaviour during time unit t on 

media behaviour during time unit t+1. Similarly, the extent to which parties set their own 

agenda for subsequent days can be measured by correlating issue emphasis at t with issue 

emphasis at /+ /  - which is defined as the autocorrelation o f  a variable, and can o f course 

be measured at any lag t+n.
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In the rem ainder o f  th is chap ter, tem poral rela tionsh ips betw een  variab les w ill a lw ays be 

no ted  by reference  to the so defined  tim e un its t and  /+ /  (o r t+ n).^’’

T he partly  lagged  agenda b u ild ing  cycle w ith  the defin ition  o f  tim e units t and t+ I  also 

exp la ins how  to p rocccd  if  one w ants to agg regate  all the m edia  actors - new spapers and 

te lev ision  channels - into one com bined  variab le . T his w ill be app lied  in som e o f  the analy 

ses in this chapter, since  esp ec ia lly  w ith  regard  to  individual issue careers the to tal num ber 

o f  even t counts beco m es fa irly  sm all, so that party-m edia in teraction  can only  be investi

gated  by  look ing  at the tw o  com bined  g roups instead  o f  trea ting  d iffe ren t parties  o r m edia  

separately .

T he com bined  trea tm en t o f  te lev ision  and  the press can  be accom plished  b y  add ing  the 

te lev ision  variab les lagged  b y  one day  to  the  (unlagged) p ress variab les. A s w e can see 

from  F igure  7.1, the earlies t possib le  te lev ision  and new spaper reactions to party  press re 

leases issued  d u ring  tim e p e rio d  t are those  tha t occur during tim e  period  t+ 1 . H ence, i f  w e 

w an t to  assess the  im pact that the b eh av io u r o f  parties has on the com bined  m ed ia  ou tput, 

w e have to  re la te  p a rty  b eh av io u r in period  t to com bined  m ed ia  b eh av io u r in perio d  t+1. 

F igu re  7.1 show s tha t in o rd er to  do so the agenda choices o f  the e lectron ic  m ed ia  on  day  x 

have to be co m b m ed  w ith  p ress agenda cho ices on day x + 7 , w h ich  is exac tly  the sam e as to 

say that w e com bine  the press variab les w ith  the TV  variab les a fte r the la tte r have been 

lagged  by  one day.^**

O f course, once w e intend to estim ate the impact that media agenda change has on party agendas (or on 
other m edia agendas), a different cycle  applies With regard to television  coverage, time unit t  ends after the 
evening broadcasts and tim e unit t + I  begins with the publication o f  the morning newspapers and includes all 
the press, party, and te lev ision  output o f  the fo llow in g  day. In contrast, with regard to the press, tim e unit t  
ends after the publication o f  newspapers in the m orning, and t + I  stretches from  the beginning o f  press release 
publication to the next m orning’s papers.

Practically, if  w e have tim e-series data w ith equal units o f  one day, every row in the data matrix is a calen
dar day. To com bine press and TV variables, the values on the TV variable have to be m oved down by one 
row. This is the process o f  lagging.
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7.2 Visualising agenda building: three case studies

A lim ita tion  o f  the 1997 cam p a ien  data set is tha t coun t d istribu tions across ind iv idual is

sues are uneven  w ith  on ly  v e ry  few  event coun ts be ing  recorded  for the large m ajo rity  o f  

issues, and w ith  o n ly  very  few  issues for w h ich  sizeab le  num bers o f  even t coun ts w ere re 

corded . T ab le  6 .4  show s th a t there  are on ly  16 ind iv idual issues (ou t o f  125) w h ich  con ta in  

50 o r m ore ev en t counts. A nd  even  the n u m b er o f  50 event coun ts in one issue is fairly  

m odest i f  w e co n sid e r that th ese  50 counts are  d raw n from  up to  12 ind iv idual actors. T hat 

am ounts to  a m ean  o f  ju s t  o v e r four counts p e r  ac to r agenda, d istribu ted  across m ore  than 

20 tim e units. F o r a vast m a jo rity  o f  issues, the  d ensity  o f  coun ts p er ac to r is even  m uch 

less than  that. N o soph istica ted  tim e-series analy sis  can be based  on such  sparse  coun t d is

tribu tions. F o r o u r even tual tim e-series analysis , th is w ill requ ire  that w e agg regate  back  to 

the level o f  p o licy  d im ensions. B ut ahead  o f  that, w e can use the in fo rm ation  th a t w e have 

on co u n t d is trib u tio n s  over tim e  and across ac to rs for ind iv idual issues to  m ake som e d e 

scrip tive  in fe ren ces abou t the  pattern  o f  p a rty -m ed ia  in teraction .

W hile  a co m p ara tiv e  analysis  o f  issue trea tm en t b y  parties and m ed ia  is b eyond  this 

study , g iven  the  data  quality  a t this level o f  d isagg regation , w e can p rov ide  tw o  types o f  

analysis that m ak e  use o f  all the  in fo rm ation  con ta ined  in these  sm allest aggregates. T he 

first type  o f  ana ly sis , to  w hich  the rem ainder o f  th is section  o f  the ch ap ter is d evo ted , co n 

sists o f  case s tud ies in to  the ‘ca re e rs ’ o f  th ree  m ajo r ind iv idual issues o f  the  cam paign , 

w hile  the seco n d  type  o f  analy sis  (carried  ou t in S ection  7.3) uses sim ple  cross tabu la tions 

in o rd e r to assess  how  the p ro b ab ility  o f  an  ac to r to  ta lk  abou t an ind iv idual issu e  at tim e 

t+1 is a ffec ted  b y  som e o ther ac to r hav ing  ta lked  ab o u t it at tim e t. T h is ty p e  o f  analysis
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provides means to test some of the additional hypotheses set out in Chapter 4, while the 

core hypothesis about the direction o f causality will be dealt with in the final section (7.4).

Three individual issues or issue complexes stand out from the rest and allow us to intro

duce to the time-series analysis of agenda building by carrying out in-depth case studies. 

Within the economic policy dimension, most of the discourse was about the issues of 

Jobs/Unemployment and Personal Taxation, which is not untypical for any modem day 

election campaign in Western capitalist societies. These issues epitomise the conflict be

tween right- and left-wing economic policies. Each o f the issues appears to be traditionally 

‘ow ned’ by one o f the major parties in the British political system. Jobs/Unemployment is a 

traditional Labour issue, while Personal Taxation is traditional Tory campaign ground. 

Both issues can be understood as valence issues, which means that no one wants (or wants 

to publicly advocate) higher unemployment figures or to increase taxation (Stokes 1963). 

Each issue defines a social or economic problem, but issue ownership theory (Budge and 

Farlie 1983; Petrocik 1996) posits that only one o f the actors has developed the reputation 

o f being able to implement adequate policies.

The case studies o f how these two issues were treated by parties and the media should 

provide a means to empirically test Hypothesis P2, which proposes that issue ownership 

has an independent effect on who the media will listen to.

The third major theme of the campaign, and by all accounts the theme that received most 

media exposure, was that o f EU politics, which in the aftermath of the M aastricht Treaty, 

and in anticipation o f the event o f Monetary Union and o f the prospective strategies o f any 

future UK government (Join or not? And, i f  joining, what will be the time frame?), stirred
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up internal conflict within the Conservative party, between pragmatists around the incum

bent PM John Major and the euro sceptics. That undoubtedly gave it news value and raises 

the question o f w'hether intentional agenda building could have played any role in its rising 

up the media agenda. This third case study docs not test any of the specific hypotheses that 

were laid out in Chapter 4, it rather works towards the testing o f the core Hypothesis A 

about the causal direction of agenda building. While the case study will fall short o f giving 

a conclusive answer to that question, it is included in this chapter because previous studies 

into the 1997 campaign (foremost Norris et al. 1999) have contended that the career o f the 

EU issue in 1997 shows the limits to the agenda building power o f political actors. Norris et 

al. have argued that the Conservatives were more or less forced to respond to media interest 

in the issue.

New Labour or not? Left-right placements and issue ownership in economic de

bates

The first two weeks o f the recorded campaign proceedings were dominated, as shown in 

Table 6.2 and figure 6A, by economic debates between Labour and Conservatives, and this 

preoccupation o f the two major parties with economics appeared to be consistently re

flected in the media priorities during that period. The listing o f the most important individ

ual issues in Table 6.4 clarified that much o f this debate centred around two classic eco

nomic themes, Jobs/Unemployment and Personal Taxation. O f the combined total of 866 

event counts for the economic policy dimensions in the entire data set, 230 (over a quarter) 

were accounted for by these two individual issues. They are clearly not as dominant within 

their policy dimension as the EU issue complex was within the Foreign Affairs dimension.

186



Economic debates were in general more varied, but these two issues at the top of the eco

nomic agenda make ideal cases for in-depth studies because o f the implied notions o f right- 

and left-wing economic policy and differential expected issue ownership.

Also, as Tabic 7.1 shows, both issues were o f similar importance to parties as well as me

dia. Personal Taxation recurred somewhat more often in the media than in party press re

leases, while the opposite is true (by a smaller margin) for Jobs/Unemployment. The stan

dard deviation o f event counts per day on party and media agendas is fairly high for both, 

which indicates that counts were unevenly spread over time, some of which might be re

garded as white noise, while, given the general career o f the economic policy dimension, 

we would expect to see clearly identifiable trends also. Hence, we can investigate how 

these trends are interrelated and whether agenda building occurred.

Table 7.1(a) Descriptive Statistics: PERSONAL TAXATION

EliliMiiigBfiaiiinnm M MHHSflM Q iT iiliaB 8B ■ESSU
PARTIES 31 0 11 57 1.84 2.38

M EDIA 27 0 18 76 2.92 4.06

Table 7.1(b) Descriptive Statistics: JOBS/UNEMPLOYMENT

PARTIES
M E D IA  27 0  11 45 1.67 2.25

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

Plotting the distribution o f counts over time for both groups o f actors can compare the 

treatment o f these two issues by parties and media. For illustration purposes and also be

cause we are more interested in the general direction o f  causality rather than the particular
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relationships between individual actors, parties and m edia are treated, to begin with, as co

herent groups.

Figures 7.2 and 7.3 show the careers o f  the two issues on the two com bined agendas. As 

explained in Scction 7.1, time units are no longer calendar days, but artificial time periods, 

which begin with the transm ission o f television newscasts in the evening o f  a day and finish 

w ith the com pletion o f  the press release output on the following day.^*  ̂ That im plies that 

sim ultaneity in party and m edia m ovem ent w ould in fact indicate party  responses to im m e

diately preceding m edia coverage. Instead, from eyeballing the trends in Figures 7.2 and 

7.3, we can infer that more often than not changes on the party agenda preceded changes on 

the m edia agenda.

W e can also see that most o f the references by parties and m edia to both issues occurred 

during the early part o f  the cam paign, that the two issues’ careers were not single-peaked, 

and that to some extent the issues com peted with one another, which m eans that they were 

not peaking sim ultaneously but in repeated succession.

O f coarse, in som e sense, calendar days them selves are artificial tim e units.
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Figure 7.2: Party and media references to tax policy
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Source: M argaret Scam m ell and Holli A. Sem etko, E lection Party and M edia C ontent A nalysis (U .K . Data 
A rchive [SN 3932], T ' ed. M ay 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis m ade available by Paul Goddard, 
U niversity  o f  L iveqw ol)

For the early part o f  the campaign, m edia attention to tax policy appeared to be triggered 

by party  em phasis, with m edia responses m ultiplying the given party  stimuli. Later in the 

cam paign, however, we find equally m odest am ounts o f  party and m edia attention but less 

system atic co-variation. The graphic display already hints at a system atic relationship with 

m edia bem g prom pted by party em phasis to report on tax policy.
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Figure 7.3: Party and media references to jobs and unemploynient policy
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Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P' ed. May 27. 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

Jobs and unem ploym ent policy features som ewhat m ore strongly on party  than on media 

agendas, but again w e find that substantial peaks on the m edia variable im m ediately suc

ceed the m ajority o f  distinctive peaks on the party variable. Considerable attention to the 

issue is m ore spread over the first three w eeks or so o f the observed period. And again, to

wards the end, visible party-media interaction tends to decrease.

Estim ating cross-lagged correlations betw een the two variables can provide a m ore rigor

ous test o f  the direction o f causality. W e know  from the discussion in Section 7.1 that party 

effects on m edia agendas should m aterialise at lag 1 or higher (party agendas at tim e t in-
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fliiencing media agendas at t+n). In turn, immediate party responses to media content 

should materialise at lag 0 and non-immediate effects at negative lags7°

Figures 7.4 reports cross-lagged correlations between the party and media variable for 

both issues. For both issues, statistically significant correlations only appear at lag 1 and 

they are very substantial (coefficients are around .8), which clearly confimis the impression 

from eyeballing the graphs in Figures 7.2 and 7.3, namely that the media were consistently 

and immediately responding to party stimuli.

Figure 7.4: Cross-lagged correlations between party and media treatment of economic 

issues
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Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive fSN 3932], 1̂ ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

The correlation coefficients in Figure 7.4 in fact slightly underestimate the true strength 

o f the relationship. Since coefficients are calculated across various lags in both directions, 

the number o f cases on which estimates can be based is reduced. The actual coefficients 

when correlating the party variable at t with the media variable at t+1 are .84 for both is-

P artie s can reac t im m ed ia te ly  to m edia  ou tp u t from  the sam e tim e  unit, since un it t start w ith  TV  broadcasts 
and ends w ith  p ress  re lease  o u tpu t. A re la tionsh ip  at lag -1  w ould  in d ica te  th a t parties re a c t at tim e  / to m edia 
stim uli from  tim e t-1).
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sues. And once we control for autocorrelation in the media variable, which measures the 

extent to which current media attention is a function o f previous attention (from immedi

ately preceding days), we find partial correlation coefficients between party emphasis and 

media references to even slightly increase to .87 for Personal Tuxutiou and .88 for 

Jobs/Unemployment.

Clearly, both the major economic issues o f the campaign were successfully placed by the 

parties on the media agenda. Finally in relation to these case studies, we can test for the role 

o f  issue ownership. Tax policy is a typical Conservative issue. Nobody wants to advocate 

publicly the raising o f taxes, and tax cuts are a characteristic right-wing economic policy 

initiative. By the same token, unemployment policy partly defines the realm of Social De

mocratic economic policy making. It is traditional area for left-wing parties to advocate 

measures that will decrease unemployment and produce jobs. With both issues, we can test 

whether the issue owning party is successful in raising the issue.

To test this, we can separate the party variable again and focus on Labour and Conserva

tives individually. The test consists o f  measuring partial correlations between attention dis

tribution on the combined media variable and either o f the two party variables. In each case 

we control both for autocorrelation on the media agenda and for the other party variable. 

That way we can measure the independent effect o f each party’s issue emphasis on media 

treatment of the issue.

The findings support clearly the hypothesis that issue ownership increases the likelihood 

that a party will get its issue onto the media agenda. With regard to Personal Taxation the 

partial coefficient for Conservatives is .83 (significant at p < .001), that for Labour .74 (p < 

.001). With regard to Jobs/Unemployment, the independent Labour effect has a coefficient 

o f .90 (p <.001), while the partial coefficient for the Conservatives reduces to .06 and be-
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com es in sign ifican t. W e did find  a sta tistica lly  sign ifican t b iv a ria te  re la tionsh ip  w ith  a co ef

fic ien t o f  .45 (p <  .05), bu t th is d isappears once w e contro l for the L abour effect.

W hat w e find here is m ixed  ev idence w ith  regard  to  the  issue  ow nersh ip  hypothesis. 

C learly , L abour p laccd  the Jub.:.'L'iicii:pluyiticiil on the m ed ia  agenda, and the C onser\a - 

tives d id  no t m ake an independen t im pact on m edia b eh av io u r in this regard.

H ow ever, w hen  it com es to trad itional C onservative  g round , i.e. w ith  respect to the Per

sonal Taxation issue, both  parties jo in tly  bu ilt the m ed ia  agenda. L abour successfu lly  cha l

lenged  the T ories in this regard  and  the m ed ia  listened  to  the L ab o u r party  on tax questions 

n early  as m uch as they  fo llow ed  the T ories. T his m ay coun t as ev idence  that L ab o u r’s a t

tem pt to  re inven t them selves as N ew  L abour, econom y  friend ly  and  independen t from  trade 

un ion  in terests, started  to  take effect, at least w ith the m edia. L ab o u r m ade am ple reference 

to tax po licy , w hich  they p ro b ab ly  w ould  not have done in ea rlie r cam paigns, and they 

m anaged  to  estab lish  them selves as an a lternative  au tho rita tiv e  vo ice on th is issue.

Agenda building as a snowball effect: the European issue

E uropean  in teg ra tion  has been a con ten tious issue in B ritish  po litics fo r a long tim e, and 

in the a fterm ath  o f  the  M aastrich t trea ty  its re levance, at least fo r the  m edia, seem ed  to have 

increased  again. A s m en tioned  befo re , tow ards the end  o f  the  cam paign  the T im es, a trad i

tional T ory  paper, an nounced  tha t it w ould  support an y  euro  scep tic  cand idate  irrespective 

o f  p a rty  affilia tion . A nd the p rev a len t in terp re ta tion  o f  p ro ceed in g s during  the 1997 cam 

paign  is that the m ed ia  p icked  up  the issue not only  o f  E urope  bu t o f  d issen t abou t E urope 

w ithm  the C onservative  party  and  tha t the C onservatives w ere  fo rced  to resp o n d  (N orris et
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al. 1999: Ch. 2). A case of reverse agenda building, it seems, where a party cannot avoid 

talking about an issue it would like to keep quiet about.

Generally, attention to Europe was much more intense in the media than in party press re

leases.^' Il surfaced more than three limes as oflca in news stories than it did in press re

leases (see Table 7.2). Its maximum peak in the media was three times as strong as on the 

party agenda, the standard deviation 3.5 times as large. The question here is whether amidst 

the uneven density o f references by both actor groups and the respectively uneven distribu

tion o f counts we can still find some relationships, and especially whether this relationship 

does actually prove to be one o f a party being dragged into some unintended issue emphasis 

instead o f influencing the media.

Table 7.2 Descriptive Statistics: EU issues

- 'Time • • Event-Counts
‘ i i n i t c

' ' N Min. MaK. Sum Mean Std. Dev.
PARTIES 31 0 12 74  2 .3 9  2 .6 2
MEDIA 27  0 35  2 4 2  8 .9 6  8 .3 4

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], I*' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)

Again, we can start by plotting the distribution o f counts on either agenda over time. Fig

ure 7.5 shows that media attention was concentrated in the third quarter o f the campaign, 

with two major and an earlier minor peak. That early minor peak, however, was preceded 

by the major peak on the party agenda, which suggests that the initial media interest was 

prompted by party emphasis.

E vent counts for all four European issu e s  that are nam ed in  the c o d e b o o k  (see  A pper d ix B ) w ere  com b in ed  
into o n e  variable (E U ).
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Figure 7.5: Party and media references to the EU issue complex
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Source: M argaret Scam m ell and Holli A. Sem etko. E lection Party and M edia C ontent A nalysis (U .K . Data 
A rchive [SN 3932], 1” ed. M ay 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis m ade available by Paul Goddard,
U niversity o f  Liverpool)

The general picture is that initial party em phasis had a snow ball effect in term s o f  the 

m edia interest it generated. But there is more to it. Parties, and in particular the C onserva

tives, cam e back to the issue, but by no m eans did the cam paign m anagem ent o f  the C on

servatives react system atically to the ebb and flow o f  m edia coverage. Instead, it was the 

m edia who repeatedly again raised their interest to new peaks w henever the C onservatives 

gave m odest attention to the issue in their press releases.

Again, as with the econom ic issues, we can estimate cross-lagged correlations m order to 

assess more system atically the tem poral order in which parties and m edia influenced one 

another. The data from  all parties have so far again been com bined, and indeed Labour 

m entioned EU questions nearly as often as the Tories did (30 and 38 event counts, respec-
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lively). Once we start to analyse statistically the party-m edia relationship, however, it 

m akes sense to com pare the general party effect with the individual effect the Conserva

tives exerted. The two panels o f  Figure 7.6 show that the parties com bined, as well as the 

Conservatives on their ow n, influenced the m edia rather than following any m edia hype 

about the EU question. The coefficients at lag 1 are sm aller than in the case o f  the eco

nom ic issues (around .5), but they are statistically significant. W hat em erges from com par

ing the individual Tory effect with the com bined party effect is that the Tories exerted sig

nificant influences over a span o f  two lags, and that the initial im pact is slightly stronger for 

the Tories alone.

Figure 7.6: Cross-lagged correlations between party/Conservative and media treat

ment of the EU issues
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Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko. Flection Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

This scale o f  effects can better be com pared by looking at the raw num bers instead o f  

com paring the height o f  bars (and again correlation coefficients in the panels underestim ate 

the true relationship because o f  the om ission o f  some cases). The bivariate correlation be

tween party em phasis on EU at t and m edia em phasis at t+1 is .56 (p < .01), while bivariate
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re la tionsh ip  betw een  C o n serv a tiv e  em phasis at t and  m ed ia  em phasis at is stronger, 

w ith  a co effic ien t o f  .64 (p < .001). T here  are no sign ifican t b ivaria te  re la tionsh ips betw een  

L abour o r L iberal D em ocrats and  the m edia, so it appears w ise  to focus on the C onserva- 

tive-m edia  re la tionsh ip  w ith  regard  to th is issue com plex .

C ontro lling  fo r au to co rre la tio n  in the  dependen t variab le , the partia l co rrela tion  betw een  

C onservative  em phasis  and im m edia te  m ed ia  re sponses rem ains strong  and  s ta tis tica lly  

sign ifican t, w ith a co effic ien t o f  .61 (p < .01). T im e-series analysis does not support the 

notion that the T ories w ere  fo rced  by  the m ed ia  into tak ing  stands on Europe. Instead , the 

tim ing  o f  the ir p ress re leases set the stage fo r m ed ia  coverage. A n exp lanation  for th is could  

be that in ternal debates w ith in  the party  p reced ed  pub lic  debates, and that T ory  cam paign  

h eadquarters  felt ob liged  to  pub lic ly  declare  th e ir s tance on  E urope before  it h it the front 

pages. B ut w hatev er in itia lly  triggered  m edia in terest, it appears as though the unfo ld ing  

issue a tten tion  cycle  w as d riven  by  the T ories, no t by  the m edia . N eith er in itia lly  n o r later 

on did  the T ories system atica lly  respond  to the ebb  and flow  in m ed ia  issue a tten tion , ra ther 

they  re in fo rced  m ed ia  in terest w ith  subsequen t re leases.

7.3 Raising issues

T he story  o f  the th ree  m ain  issues, to ld  in the  p rev ious sec tion , h in ts at the  p o ssib ility  o f  a 

general sy stem atic  re la tionsh ip , w ith  increased  party  em p h asis  on an issue p rom pting  an 

im m ediate  m ed ia  response . T h is can  be investiga ted  m o re  system atica lly  b y  look ing  at the 

d istribu tion  o f  party  and  m edia a tten tion  across all 125 issues over tim e.

197



M arginal distributions and conditional probabilities

The average rate at which individual issues occur on party  or m edia agendas during a 

cam paign is relatively small. W e have seen the m axim um  total o f  occurrences in the careers 

o f  the three m ajor issues, but for a system atic analysis we have to take into account also the 

scarcely scattered occurrences o f  m inor issues. A general relationship between party em 

phasis and m edia reporting should be detectable across the w hole range o f  issues. Some 

outstanding effects, as with the m ajor econom ic issues, m ay be balanced against the alm ost 

random  distribution o f  singular attention to m arginal them es, so that we should end up with 

possibly m odest but system atic effects across the entire range o f  cam paign themes.

It should be rem em bered that we are dealing with a total o f  125 issues and a cam paign 

duration o f  a m onth. Taking into account em bedded m issing values on m edia agendas 

(w eekend issues o f  papers and new scasts that were not content analysed); the total num ber 

o f  possible issue occurrences in the press was 2,875 (23 days* 125 issues), the respective 

total for Television being 2,750 (one possible occurrence less per issue since election day 

was only included for the press). These num bers are hypothetical slots on m edia agendas. 

In order to fill all these slots. Press and Television w ould have had to report on each o f  the 

125 individual issues on every single day o f  the 1997 cam paign.

The hypothetical totals for parties are even larger, given that we assum e that any party 

had the opportunity to issue press releases on every single day, which is w hy ‘em pty days’ 

are not treated as m issing values but as zeros indicating lack o f  attention to any issue on 

days without press releases. The totals for each o f the three parties are hence 3,875 slots 

(125 issues times 31 days, again excluding election day).
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The observed frequencies for each actor (the number o f slots filled with values above 

zero) are not identical to the total num ber o f  event counts. This is so because individual 

issues could be m entioned m ore than once a day. For most o f  the follow ing analysis the 

distribution o f  event counts per individual issue were transform ed into sim ple dum m y vari

ables, a value o f  1 indicating that an issue was mentioned on a particular day and a value o f 

0 indicating that it was not. O nly where it com es to the grouped treatm ent o f  actors (the 

groups being PARTIES, M ED IA , PRESS and TV), do we find som e substantial accum ula

tion o f  event counts for single issues that enables to take into account not only the occur

rence o f  attention but also the am ount o f  daily attention to a single issue as an additional 

parameter.^^

The proportion o f  cases where the dum m y variable takes on a value o f  one can be under

stood as the unconditional probability for any issue to occur on any given day on a particu

lar agenda. These probabilities are given in Table 7.3. Ignoring for the m om ent any differ

ences betw een issues in terms o f  how prom inently they featured during the cam paign, the 

chance o f  any issue to be m entioned in at least one television news broadcast on any given 

day was one in four, its chance to feature on at least one front page on any m orning o f the 

cam paign was one in ten, and its chance to be commented on in som e press release by a 

party  w as about once every eight days.

In m ost cases, the am ount o f  issue attention is identical with issue occurrence, which means that for most 
variables, the sum o f event counts per individual issue per day tended to b e  I . This is particularly prevalent 
for all the new spapers: Tabloids did not ever mentioned an issue more than once a day, w hile less than 5% o f  
issue occurrences in Broadsheets are double or trip le references. Parties and media, in contrast, tend to give 
m ultiple references more often; still around 80%  o f issue occurrences are singular references. The vast major
ity o f the rest consists o f  occasions where a party or network mentioned the sam e issue tw ice a day. For all 
individual actor variables, the distribution o f  values is skewed, strongly clustered around values o f  0 and 1, 
w hich m eans that they do not contain enough inform ation about the magnitude o f  issue attention.
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These unconditional probabilities are significantly low er for particular parties - especially 

for issue to be m entioned by the Liberal Dem ocrats, given the com paratively small amount 

o f  press releases they issued - and as well for particular m edia outlets -  m ostly so with re

gard to Tabloids. Here, the probabilities o f  any issue being m entioned on a front page 

ranged betw een 1/45 (D aily M ail) and 1/160 (Sun).

Table 7.3: Unconditional probabilities o f issue occurrences

■ ,1 jjiyymmhH h I
Any P arty 3875 476 .1228
Conservatives 3875 244 .0630
Labour 3875 234 .0604
Liberal Democrats 3875 96 .0248

Any TV 2750 683 .2484
BBC 2750 446 .1622
ITV 2750 285 .1036
Sky 2750 245 .0891

Any Press 2875 297 .1033
Guardian 2875 83 .0289
Independent 2875 110 .0383
Mirror 2875 23 .0080
Mail 2875 64 .0223
Sun 2875 18 .0063
Times 2875 114 .0397

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

The data matrix that contains detailed inform ation about the points in tim e at which mdi- 

vidual issues were raised by parties and/or included in the cam paign coverage provided by 

the news m edia allow s us to estim ate how  the probability o f  any issue being m entioned by 

one side (media or parties) at a particular point in time t+1 changes, depending on whether 

actors from the other side gave attention to the same issue at an im m ediately preceding 

point in time t.

At the most general level, we can aggregate all the inform ation from different newspapers 

and TV networks into one variable (M ED IA ) and cross-tabulate the distribution o f issue
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o ccu rren ces in the new s at tim e  t+1 again st the d istribu tion  o f  occu rren ces  in press releases 

from  any  party  at t. (O r, o f  co u rse , the o ther w ay  around, testing  fo r p a rty  responses to  m e

d ia ou tpu t.)

A first, very  general test o f  short-term  correspondence b e tw een  ag en d as ind icates a rec ip 

ro ca l re la tionsh ip  be tw een  parties  and  m edia . T ab le  7.4 show s th a t the  cond itio n a l p robab il

ity  o f  an issue being  co n sid ered  by at least som e m edia ou tle t on  an y  d ay  in  the p resence o f  

p a rty  a tten tion  to  the  issue reaches p ( l | 1) = .56, com pared  w ith  the  u n co n d itio n a l p robab il

ity  th a t w as reported  in T ab le  7.3 o f  p ( l )  =  .25. That m eans th a t an  issue  becom es m ore 

th an  tw ice  as likely  to  ca tch  the a tten tion  o f  the m edia w hen  it is cu rren tly  m en tioned  by  a 

p a rty  than  w hen  it is not. T ab le  7.5 show s that party  atten tion  to  issu es a lso  becom es sub

s tan tia lly  m ore  likely  in the  p resence  o f  p reced in g  m edia coverage . T h e  ra te  at w hich the 

p ro b ab ility  o f  issue app earan ces on the p a rty  agenda is ra ised  b y  p re c e d in g  m ed ia  coverage 

a lm o st equals  that for the opposite  case: issues are  nearly tw ice as lik e ly  to  be m entioned  by 

p a rtie s  im m ed ia te ly  after b e in g  repo rted  on in the  news (the p ro b ab ility  rises from  an aver

age  v alue  o f  .13, as repo rted  in  T ab le  7 .3 , to .26 for cases w ith  p reced in g  m edia  coverage). 

C h i-sq u a re  tests give fu rther ind ica tion  that the c ross-tabu la ted  v a riab le s  are not un re

l a t e d . H e n c e ,  w e can  sta te  th a t o b se rv ed  party  and  m edia  a tten tio n  to  iden tical issues in 

c lo se  tem poral sequence  is not co inciden tal.

”  T h e  m arg inal d istribu tions for the p a rty  variab le  in T ab le  7.5 d iffer from  the n u m b ers  in T ab le  7 .3 , m ainly 
so becau se  here they  are pu t in relation w ith the  m edia variable , w liich has e m b ed d ed  m issin g  values.

F or T ab le  7.5, X ' =  151.184, d. f. =  1, p <  .001; fo r T able  7.6. X= = 265 .065 , d. f. =  1, p < .0 0 !.

201



Table 7.4: PA R TY ^M ED IA  cross-tabulation

PA R T Y
(0

T o ta l

Observed Count

(Expected Count) 
% within Party

Observed Count

(Expected Count) 
% witiiin Party (,)

O bserved Count

%  within Party

0 1

0
2,333
(2194)
79.7%

595
(734)
20.3%

1
196

(335)
43.8%

251
(112)
56.2%

2,529 846

74.9% 25.1%

2,928

100.0%

447

1 0 0 .0 %

3,375

100 .0%

Table 7.5: M E D I A P A R T Y  cross-tabulation

0 1
O bserved Count

2,217 225 2,442
M E D IA (Expected Count) 0 (2113.6) (328.4)

(t) % within Median) 90.8% 9.2%, 100.0%.

O bserved Count
596 212 808

(Expected Count) 1 (699.4) (108.6)
% within M edia (,) 73.8% 26.2% 100.0%.

T o ta l
Observed Cotint

2,813 437 3,250

% within Media (,) 86.6% 13.4% 100.0%
Source. Margaret ScamineU and llolh A. Scmetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University of Liverpool)

We have to take into account, however, that the uneven distribution of counts across is

sues may be responsible for part o f  the observed relationship. As we have seen from Table 

6.4 and from the case studies in the preceding section, some issues are almost always pre

sent on both the media and party agenda. Figures 7.2 and 7.3 show that 

Jobs/Unemployment and Taxation were more often than not present on both agendas, which 

means that the chance o f both sides mentioned the issue in question on the same day is
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fairly high. Even more so, Figure 7.5 shows that E U  was continuously - to some small de

gree at least - present on the m edia agenda. So, whenever the parties raised it, this had to be 

both preceded and followed by m edia coverage. That im plies that some o f  the covariation 

in party and m edia agendas m ay not be indicative o f a tem poral relationship but o f a struc

tural factor, the general preoccupation o f  both sides with sim ilar issues from the m ajor pol

icy dimensions.

Beyond dichotomies: how much stimulus is required to produce a response?

Looking beyond the m ere dum m y variables that indicate the occurrence o f  issues on days 

can solve part o f  the problem. W e can also investigate the relationship betw een the amount 

o f  attention given by different actor groups to issue / at t and ?+ /. W ith the observed range 

o f  event counts per case spreading to a m axim um  o f  18 for the m edia variable and 11 for 

the com bined party variable, it is m ore convenient to collapse som e o f  the categories in the 

cross-tabulation. Instead o f presenting with a rather confusing 11x18 cross-tabulation, Ta

bles 7.6 and 7.7 present a 4x4 cross-tabulation. The first category on either variable con

tains zeros, i.e. cases in which the actor did not m ention issue i at tim e t or t + l . For the 

second category, cases with one and two counts were collapsed, for the third, cases with 

three and four counts, and for the final category, cases with 5 and m ore counts were col

lapsed.
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Table 7.6: The effect of increasing amounts of media coverage on subsequent issue

consideration by parties

Amount media 
coverage t 
(n o f counts)

Total
(%yyithin party t)

0 1-2 3-4 5-11
0 2217 201 19 5 2442
(% w ith in  p a r ty , ) (90 .8% ) (8.2% ) (0 .8% ) (0 .2% )

1-2 495 116 19 8 638
(% w ith in  p a r t y ,) (77 .6% ) (1 8.2% ) (3 .0% ) (1 .3% )

3-4 68 27 5 4 104
(% w ith in  p a r ty , ) (65 .4% ) (26.0% ) (4 .8% ) (3 .8% )

5-18 33 23 7 3 66
(“/owithin p a r ty , ) (50 .0% ) (34 .8% ) (10 .6% ) (4 .5% )

2813 367 50 20 3250
(86.6%) (11.3%) (1.5%) (0.6%)

Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

Table 7.7: The effect of increasing amounts of party emphasis on subsequent issue 

coverage in the media

Amount of media coverage tf i 
(n of counts

Total N

Amount o f party 
emphasis t 
(n o f counts)

0 1-2 3-4 5-18
0 2333 515 59 21 2928
(% w ith in  p a r t y ,) (79 .7% ) (17.6% ) (2 .0% ) (0 .7% )

1-2 187 129 32 29 377
(% w ith in  p a r ty , ) (49 .6% ) (34.2% ) (8 .5% ) (7 .7% )

3-4 8 18 15 9 50
(% w ith in  p a r ty , ) (16.0?<,) (36 .0% ) (3 0 .0 % ) (18 .0% )

5-11 1 8 4 7 20
(% w ith in  p a r ty , ) (5 .0% ) (40.0% ) (20 .0% ) (35 .0% )

2 5 2 9 670 n o 66 3375
(75.0%) ( 1 9 .9 % ) (3.3%) (2.0%)

Total
("/owithin party t)
Source'. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)

Again, as with the dummy variable cross-tabulations, we find a substantial relationship in 

both directions. The 0x0 cells are identical with those in Tables 7.4 and 7.5, and we know 

from those tables that any consideration o f an issue by one group o f actors increases the
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likelihood o f subsequent consideration by the other. Here, how ever, we see that this effect 

increases substantially w ith a larger num ber o f counts on the independent variable. For ex- 

r,mp!c, if  an issue has been m entioned fi\’c times or more b )’ the m edia (\\'hich can o f course 

also m ean by five or m ore m edia), the chance that parties will pick up on it is 50/50 (com 

pared w ith a 25/75 chance i f  the issue only occurred once or tw ice, or a 35/65 chance if  it 

occurred three or four times). The effects o f  m edia coverage on party behaviour do not 

show, however, m uch variation in tenns o f  how strong a reaction they provoke. It always 

rem ains m ost likely that an issue will be put on one or at two party  agendas with 1 or 2 

counts.

The relationship appears m ore linear and m uch stronger in the case where party em phasis 

precedes m edia coverage. The chance that an issue will be picked up by the m edia already 

becom es 50/50 with only one or two counts on party agendas. It is 84/16 after three or more 

counts, and reaches a m assive 95/5, which means an alm ost certain m edia response w her

ever parties m entioned an issue five times or more on a day. And once an issue has been 

m entioned three times or m ore, it is alm ost equally likely to trigger small or large-scale 

responses by the media.

C hi-Squares m this case also give a clear indication that the relationship is som ewhat re

ciprocal but clearly asym m etrical. Parties influence the m edia and media infiuence the par

ties, but the m edia are far m ore responsive than the parties. The Chi-Square for the 

Party—̂ Media tabulation is 5447.8 (which, given 144 degrees o f  freedom, is significant at p

.001) com pared with a value o f 1384.1 (d. f  = 144; p < .001) for the opposite relation

ship. That means that, in addition to the fact that the presence o f  an issue on one agenda 

increases the likelihood o f  it occurring on the other, the m ore attention parties give to par

ticular issues on a cam paign day, the m ore coverage these issues will receive in the next set
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of news bulletins and newspapers. The relationship between the amount o f party emphasis 

and following media coverage is substantially stronger than the relationship in the opposite 

J:;'cction; and il results ir. an almost monotonic increase in the sca'.c o f response, which is 

not the case for party reactions to media coverage.

The relationship between subsequent party and media emphasis on individual issues can 

also be expressed in tenns o f cross-lagged correlations. The cross-tabulations give an idea 

that there is more o f a linear relationship to be read from Table 7.7, with media as depend

ent variable, than from Table 7.6. Chi-Squares only indicate the existence of a systematic 

relationship, but do not say much about its character. Correlations are more appropriate 

means to test for linearity. Figure 7.7 confirms that the strongest linear relationship is to be 

found at lag 1. The lag 1-coefficient measures the bivariate relationship from Table 7.7, 

while the lag 0-coefficient measure the bivariate relationship that was tabulated in 7.6. 

Given the large N  (more than 3,000 cases), all of the coefficients, from lag -3  to lag 3, are 

statistically significant but coefficients become very small the fiirther we move from lag 1. 

Figure 7.7: The bivariate relationship between over-time distribution of issue empha

sis by parties and media

Cross-lagged correlations

PARTY with MEDIA

U a i Ia
Confidence Limits 

r-T-iCoefficient

Lag Number

Source'. Margaret Scammell and Molli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)
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The lag 1-coefficient is .45, and even after we control for autocorrelation in the dependent 

variable, the partial coefficient remains at .39 (p < .001), which m eans that .15 o f the vari

ance in Jail} media attention to individual issues is explained b}' the o\ er time distribution 

o f  parly em phasis on indi\ idual issues. That may appear to be a fairly m odest figure, but it 

is quite im pressive given that w e are looking at a total 125 issues over a period o f  more 

than 20 tim e units. M edia attention to an issue that follows party em phasis is far from 

coincidental.

The occurrence o f  effects in either direction holds indeed for each pair o f  party and m edia 

actors, with both Labour and Conservatives exerting stronger effects on the m edia than vice 

versa. The Liberal Dem ocrats exert w eaker effects and their relationship with the m edia is 

reciprocal with neither side dom inating. W e find no differences betw een the electronic m e

dia in the strength o f  their responses to parties, while the Labour press appears slightly 

m ore responsive to the Labour party  than to the Tories and the Tory press slightly m ore 

responsive to the Conservatives than to Labour. I do not present with cross-tabulations re

porting these findings because we can indeed investigate all these aspects o f  party-m edia 

interaction and hence test hypotheses P I,  M I  and M2  (see C hapter 4) m ore rigorously with 

the tim e-series research design that will be introduced in the final section.

But before entering tim e-series analysis. Hypothesis P3  needs to be dealt with, since it 

cannot be investigated once we revert to aggregation to the level o f  policy dim ensions, just 

as was the case w ith the issue ownership hypothesis that we tested in the case studies in 

Section 7.2 (Hypothesis P 2) but. Hypothesis P3  states that the likelihood o f  m edia re 

sponses to party stimuli may depend on the num ber o f  parties sim ultaneously giving atten

tion to an issue.
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How many stimulators are needed to produce a response?

Campaigns are interactive processes involving a num ber o f  party and m edia players, and 

It is likely that once an issue enters the debate and rises tow ards the top o f  the agenda, the 

policy discourse will involve an increasing num ber o f  players from both sides. From what 

we know about m edia behaviour (and have discussed in C hapter 4), m edia interest should 

be greatest when controversial policy debates betw een parties unfold, since this increases 

the news values o f  the debate and its subjects. Also, once the news m edia allow an issue 

onto their agenda after a party raised it, they are likely to force the other parties to respond 

to the policy proposals o f  the initiating party. That m eans that we would expect to find a 

strong correspondence betw een the num ber o f  party and m edia players involved in day-to- 

day policy discourse. Table 6.5 already showed that, on the aggregate level, the num ber o f  

m edia players m entioning an issue is system atically related to the num ber o f  parties doing 

so. In this subsection, we w ant to investigate whether this relationship holds once we dis

aggregate into sm aller tim e units, i.e. w hether incidents o f  m any players on side em phasis

ing an issue are indeed m ore often followed by a m ultiple response from the other side than 

incidents o f  players raising an issue in isolation.

This is, however, an expectation that seem s to Rm counter to a hypothesis brought for

ward by Budge and Farlie (1983) in their saliency theory. Budge and Farlie argued that 

there are no incentives for parties to com pete directly over policy proposals w ithin issue 

areas that parties should and, m ore often than not, w ill avoid confrontational debates about 

com peting policy proposals w ithin an issue area. From the logic o f  saliency and issue ow n

ership theory (see discussion in C hapter 2), it follows that is in the interest o f  parties to pro-
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promote exclusively their owned issues and hence to run campaigns which are essentially 

detached from one another. We have already found some counterintuitive evidence, namely 

that agendas of the two major parties, no matter at which level o f aggregation we estimate 

them, are highly correlated, that they are also moving somewhat simultaneously during 

much of the campaign (see Table 6.2 and Figure 6A). We also found in one o f the case 

studies - the one concerning the issue career of Personal Taxation - that Labour and Tories 

were joint agenda builders for the media (Section 7.2).

While the ownership criterion may pose a disincentive to do so, parties nonetheless ap

pear to have joined in policy debates during the 1997 campaign and indeed once they did 

so, agenda convergence between the major parties and the media appeared to increase 

markedly (Agenda convergence was never stronger than during the first two weeks when 

Labour and Tories debated economic issues). This raises the expectation that we may find 

empirical evidence in support o f Hypothesis P3. which states that the more jointly parties 

act during a campaign, the larger the overall agenda building effect on the media.

Table 7.8 shows that the data from the 1997 campaign indeed warrant the notion that the 

larger the number o f parties discussing an issue at any given point in time, the more likely 

that the media will cover the issue in question. While already the occurrence of an issue on 

only one party agenda prompts increased media interest, this effect is significantly en

hanced the more parties join in.^^ The number o f cases where all three parties emphasised 

the same issue on the same day are very rare, but at the same time they prove to be highly 

unlikely to fail in prompting at least some media response. The TV networks start out from 

a basis o f substantial issue coverage anyway, which explains that the absolute effects that

This relationship also proves to be a reciprocal one, with parties becom in g increasingly likely  to include  
issues in their daily press releases the higher the number o f  news broadcasts and papers in w hich the issues 
were featured. But again, party responsiveness rem ains more moderate than media responsiveness.
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can be reached by jo in t party action are more substantial than for the Press -  a 75%  re

sponse rate to issue debates involving two parties; a 93%  response rate to occasions with all 

three parties referring to identical issues.

T able 7.8 Joint effects: parties interacting in order to build the media agenda

N um ber of 
m entioning  
partieS(,.7)

Total

0
2318 187 2,505
92.5% 7.5%

1
225 80 305
73.8% 26.2%

2
31 23 54
57.4% 42.6%

3
4
36 .4%

7
63.6%

11

257 8  297 2,875

N um ber of 
m entioning

0
1,878
80 .2%

464
19.8%

2,342

1
171
52 .8%

153
47.2%

324

2
17
24 .3%

53
75.7%

70

3
1
7.1%

13
92.9%

14

2,067 683 2,750Total

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P' cd. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University cl' Liverpool)

W hile Tables 7.4 through 7.7 showed that parties m anage to consistently raise m edia 

aw areness by m entioning issues, the additional analysis here indicates that they manage to 

establish individual issues firmly on the w ider m edia agenda only after engaging their fel

low political com petitors first. This creates a serious strategic problem  for political parties. 

On the one hand, parties will only ever w ant to talk about issues the salience o f  w hich can
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be beneficial to them. But on the other hand, if  the issue owning party is set to benefit from 

m edia interest in an issue, it has a strong incentive to invoh'c other parties in the debate, 

parties who have nothing to gain from em phasising an issue they do not own.

W hile we are not testing Budge and F arlie’s claim  that parties are unlikely to engage one 

another in debates, because this is not part o f  the agenda building problem , we do see from 

the m arginal distributions in Table 7.8 that incidents with m ore than one party m entioning 

the same issue are fairly rare (4 times less likely than an issue to be raised by a party  in iso

lation). This points to the fact that parties do not have identical priorities in a campaign. 

However, we do see that agenda building effects becom e significantly m ore likely once the 

parties do engage one another.

7.4 Time-series analysis

The limits to disaggregation

D isaggregating data to the smallest possible units (individual issue attention per day) has 

the advantage that it leaves no am biguity about the nature o f  observations. A ny form o f  

aggregation will com e at the loss o f som e information. H ow ever, there are lim its as to what 

we can accom plish with disaggregated data. In general, the pay-off for disaggregating is 

increased uncertainty. In our particular study, the precise pay-off is a lim itation on the type 

o f  analytical m ethods that the data quality o f  disaggregated unit allows to em ploy.

In order to establish the direction o f  causality with rigour, we need to em ploy tim e-series 

analysis. D isaggregating data to the unit o f  the individual issue, however, only allows for

For th e  first re la tio n sh ip  reported  in T ab le  7 .8 , n (parties), P r e s s ,+1: = 199 .85  (d. f. =  3; p < .001), fo r
the second re la tio n sh ip , n (parlies), TV,-n: x" = 1 3 4 .4 4  (d. f  = 3 ; p <  .001).
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simple analytical methods such as cross-tabulations. These can be used for descriptive in

ference only, and can produce some informed guesses about the direction of causality. This 

level o f disaggregation docs not give a data matrix that can be used for timc-scries analysis. 

As long as the individual case is issue / at time 1, the data matrix will contain too few en

tries with a value higher than 0 to conduct any meaningftjl regressions with. For those rea

sons, we need to aggregate back to the level where the individual case is policy dimension 

D at time t.

The analysis at issue-level that we have conducted in the previous and this chapter, none

theless, gives us some confidence in the validity o f policy dimensions as meaningful aggre

gates o f thematic priorities. The issue-level analysis shows that whenever actors “talk econ

omy” or “talk EU” they are not talking past one another but are most o f the time in 

agreement about what precisely they are referring to. Aggregating back to the level o f pol

icy dimensions has the advantage of dealing with larger individual values (sums of event 

counts per theme and day), which increases the reliability and validity o f results from time- 

series analysis.

Testing causality

In order to establish a causa! relationship in a dynamic process involving a multitude of 

variables (actors and policy dimensions), it is necessary to devise a regression model that 

allows us to estimate the effect of some actor’s treatment o f policy dimensions over the 

course o f the campaign on the treatment o f  policy dimensions by another actor. That re

quires a regression model, which incorporates information about different actors and policy 

dimensions as well as the temporal order o f agenda changes.
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The central task o f  this study is to assess the direction o f  causality. In order to do this, it 

is necessary to run a num ber o f regressions, each tim e with a different dependent \'ariable. 

The concept o f  G rangcr-causality (which w’as discussed in Chapter 3 and formulated by 

G ranger 1969) posits that the direction o f causality in a dynam ic process can be assessed 

only by com paring the effect o f  variable A (m easured at time 1) on variable B (m easured at 

tim e t +I )  with the effect o f  B (at /) on A (at t+1), while controlling for autocorrelation 

(w hich is the influence o f  A or B at ? on itse lf at t+1). Tf more o f the variance in A is ex

plained from earlier values o f  A and B than o f  A alone, and if  m ore o f the variance in A is 

explained from A and B than o f the variance in B from B and A, then, and only then, can 

we say that B caused A.

H ypothesis A in C hapter 4 posits that party em phasis on issues G ranger-causes m edia 

coverage o f  issues. An empirical test o f  this hypothesis requires a set o f  tim e-series regres

sions - at least two, nam ely one in which parties are the dependent variable and one with 

m edia as dependent variable. Both regressions need to include a lagged dependent variable, 

as a control for autocorrelation. Evidence in support o f  H ypothesis A w ould consist o f  the 

finding that, during the 1997 campaign, party agendas exerted a significant and independent 

m tluence on subsequent states o f  the m edia agenda, while the m edia agenda did not exert a 

significant and independent influence on subsequent states o f the party agenda (or, at k ast, 

a considerably lesser influence).

There are good reasons for not treating the m ultitude o f  involved actors as two coherent 

blocs with all the parties on one side and all the m edia on the other. The fact that the data 

set includes inform ation on the behaviour o f  three political parties and o f  nine m edia actors 

allows for a com parative research design. W e can test whether the hypothesised direction o f  

causality holds no m atter which party  or m edia we are talking about. Also som e o f  the addi-
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tional specific hypothesis about interfering factors in the agenda building process that were 

outlined in C hapter 4 (Hypotheses P I,  M I  and M2) imply that som e parties will be more 

successful agenda setters than other, and that som e media actors will be m ore am enable to 

agenda m anipulation by parties than others. A part from running m ore than two regressions, 

we w ill, in each regression, also include m ore than one independent variable. Hypothesis 

P I  states that the agenda building pow er o f  political parties depends on their status and 

position in the political system, which can be tested by including the three party agendas as 

individual independent variables in each o f  the regressions that have a m edia actor as de

pendent variable. The relationships betw een each o f the three actors and the m edia will be 

assessed separately for each group o f  m edia actors, i.e. television and the press. This allows 

us to test whether one medium is m ore accessible to parties than others or whether the 

agenda building hypothesis holds equally strong for both types o f  m ass m edium .

hi addition to this, hypotheses M l  and M2  require additional regressions with specific 

subgroups o f  press as well as o f  television as dependent variables. Hypothesis M l  states 

that public broadcasters are more am enable to m anipulation by parties than private ones, 

because o f  regulation o f  their cam paign coverage. In the British case, we w ould not neces

sarily expect differences between BBC and ITV, since the stopwatch approach to campaign 

coverage applies for both. Instead, in the UK, Sky represents the m odern type o f  private 

broadcaster that is unregulated and takes A m erican networks as a m odel for broadcasting 

(in the case o f  Sky News, CNN stood as m odel). Hence we w ould expect m ore freedom o f 

choice in selecting priorities in the case o f  Sky and possibly less reliance on prefabricated 

party m aterial.

W ith regard to the press. Hypothesis M 2  states that if  new spapers are responsive to party 

stim uli, partisanship should m oderate this effect. That m eans that a partisan press outlet,
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w hich the British papers invariably are, should transm it the agenda o f  the party it supports, 

w hilc ignoring the opponents issue emphases. D ividing the press \ ’ariablc into Labour press 

and Tory press can test this. Relationships between parties and new spapers cannot be as

sessed for individual newspapers, because o f the poor data quality (only front pages were 

coded, as described in C hapter 5, and hence event counts are rare). Also, w hile grouping 

into partisan press is possible and allows to test the partisanship hypothesis, a grouping 

according to the other, cross-cutting property o f  British new spapers -  the tabloid- 

broadsheet -  divide, is made im possible by the exceptionally infrequent occurrence o f 

event counts on tabloid agendas. Hence, we could not include a testable hypothesis that 

concerns the likelihood o f  agenda building to occur in broadsheets rather than tabloids.

In the follow ing subsection, the specific tim e-series regression model that is used here 

will be outlined, after which the findings from the various regressions will be presented.

Model specifications

As explained in C hapter 5, party and m edia agendas contain inform ation about nine dif

ferent dim ensions. But instead o f  estim ating agenda building effects for individual policy 

dim ensions separately, we want to assess overall dynam ics o f  agenda evolution. Policy d i

m ensions are cross-sections in the data set. That m eans that we have inform ation about 

daily party  and m edia behaviour concerning different policy areas but taking p lace sim ulta

neously.

B artels (1996) and W ood and Peake (1996) in their longitudinal studies o f  agenda build

ing in the U.S. could use vector auto regressions in w hich the treatm ent o f  each issue by 

one actor was treated as one variable. They could then run regressions in w hich the inter-
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play o f the various variables was assessed. That is only possible with a tim e frame o f som e 

length it requires more than the betw een 22 and 31 time units for w hich we ha\’c inform a

tion concerning the issue em phasis given by m edia and parties.

A m ethod that can be applied to datasets w ith a substantial num ber o f cross-sections and 

a lim ited num ber o f tim e units is a tim e-series cross-section design. T im e-series cross- 

section (TSCS) data are m ostly used as a com parative research design for the study o f lon

gitudinal processes in different (e.g. national) settings. The research design used here is 

essentially  not different. It can be understood as a com parative study in how strongly issue 

attention by one actor responds to preceding attention to the same issue by one or m ore 

other actors. It is com parative in that it aim s at general statem ents about a relationship be

tw een variables, which holds across different issue areas and over time. This is accom 

plished by using a TSCS model insofar as the critical assum ption o f  such m odels is “that o f  

‘poo ling ’; that is, all units are characterized by the same regression equation at all points in 

tim e” (Beck and K atz 1995: 636). The generic TSCS model writes as

yu  = ^ x , , + z . / , i  = l , . . . ,N;t  = h - , T  ( 1)

w here y , , denotes observations on the dependent variable that are indexed by unit (/) and 

tim e (/), X-, is a vector o f  independent variables, and e , , is the term for the standard errors.

The plan for the data analysis is to carry out five separate regressions. Each regression 

will have a different dependent variable - CO NSERVA TIV ES, LA BO U R, LIBDEM S,

77PR ESS, and TV. The vector o f  independent variables includes all three parties where the 

dependent variable is PRESS or TV , and the vector will include both m edia variables 

w henever the dependent variable is a party. This way we can estim ate the effects o f  party

Additional regressions with Labour press and Tory press, and each o f  the three te lev ision  channels as de
pendent variables w ill be presented and discussed after the findings from the five  initial regressions.
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behaviour on media behaviour and vice v e r s a . B u t  first, this generic model needs to be 

adapted to account for some o f the specifics in the agenda building process under in\'estiga- 

tion here.

This time series analysis differs from other comparative longitudinal studies in that wc 

are investigating lagged  effects, i.e. we want to estimate the impact o f observations on the 

independent variables on subsequent observations on the dependent variable. For the TSCS 

equation, this is basically accomplished by indexing the vector o f independent variables by 

unit (/) and time {t-1). Earlier in this chapter, in Section 7.1, we have explained how the 

lagging o f  variables is to be accomplished for this data set, taking into account the daily 

sequence o f events. The procedure has been explained for both cases, with either media or 

parties as dependent variables.

Apart from the adjustments that have to be made to the initial TSCS model because of 

particularities o f the present data set, there are more serious statistical problems associated 

with the application o f regression techniques to TSCS that need to be briefly discussed and 

taken account o f before outlining the eventual model and estimating it. The central statisti

cal problem with applying ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to TSCS data is that for 

OLS to be optimal all the error terms in the regression are expected to have the same vari

ance and to be independent o f each other (Beck and Katz 1995: 636). This is unlikely for

The m odel does not include m easures o f  inter-m edia or inter-party agenda building. This m eans that in the 
analysis presented here w e do not control for effects o f  television content on subsequent press content and 
v ice versa, or for effects o f  Conservative press releases on Labour or LibD em  agendas or v ice  versa. Such  
additional independent variables were om itted m ainly because their inclusion could produce a causal model 
with too m any temporal layers (press effects on T V  w ould tem porally overlay m easured effects o f  party out
put on TV and so on. H ence if, for exam ple, press influences parties and T V  and parties influence T V , how  
m uch o f  these effects is confounded within different terms in the m odel?) Since our research questions do not 
include inter-party or inter-media agenda-building, w e can omit the terms from the m odel. A ll m odels have, 
however, been run with the included terms and found strong inter-media and inter-party agenda building e f 
fects without dim inishing the party-media effects which are reported in the findings below . The results re
ported below  remain robust under inclusion o f  the additional terms, but since inclusion w ould com plicate the 
interpretation o f  the exact path o f  causality, and since w e are not particularly interested in inter-m edia and 
inter-party agenda-building, om ission  o f  those terms appears an adequate solution.
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any TSCS design, and is indeed very unlikely in our case. As can be seen from the descrip

tive statistics in Appendix A, the distribution of event counts across the nine policy dimen

sions is highly uneven, and at the same time consistently correlated for most of the five 

\ ariablcs. While the four biggest policy dimensions (Economy, Education, Europe, and 

Social Welfare) score consistently high on each variable, the remaining dimensions are 

almost uniformly sparsely filled with counts. This leads to the expectation that in a regres

sion the error processes for different units (policy dimensions) will have systematically 

different variances. Also, for the observed daily campaign agendas an almost fixed-sum 

condition applies. That means that the total sum o f counts per variable for each day of the 

campaign does not vary much. As a result o f  the biased scales for different policy dimen

sions together with a fairly stable sum of counts per day, contemporaneous correlation is 

very likely to occur. As Beck and Katz have shown with Monte Carlo simulations, OLS as 

well as the often-used remedy of feasible generalized least squares (FGLS) will both con

sistently produce overconfidence in their estimates in the presence o f contemporaneous 

correlation (1995: 638-42). Beck and Katz (1995: 638) recommend instead the use o f OLS 

regressions with panel-corrected standard errors (PCSE). This is a remedy that takes into 

account the correlation of error variance at identical time points but between units. In addi

tion, cross-section dummies for each policy dimension are included in the model. While 

contemporaneous correlation is accounted for by estimating panel-corrected standard er

rors, heteroscedasticity as a result o f  biased scales per unit remains problematic. By esti

mating dimension-specific regression intercepts (fixed-effects coefficients) and thus techni

cally allowing the constant for the equation to vary between policy dimensions, we control 

for the bias resulting from different scales o f variables across units.
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A further statistical problem with TSCS arises from serial correlation in the dependent 

variable. This refers to correlated error variance within cross-sectional units, but between 

time periods. As Beck and Katz point out, any serial correlation “must be eliminated before 

iliC pancl-corrcctcd standard errors arc calculatcd" (ibiJ.). This can be achic\ cd b}' includ

ing a lagged dependent variable, which has the additional benefit o f controlling for patterns 

of continuing issue attention in a dependent variable. With regard to agenda dynamics, it is 

reasonable to assume that both parties and media expose some level o f continuity in their 

issue attention over time. And indeed, partial autocorrelations estimated for all five vari

ables (Appendix B) show conclusively that issue attention on subsequent days is strongly 

correlated. Any partial higher-order autocorrelation (from two-day lags upwards) is almost 

negligible. Agenda stability and continuity appears to be a short-temi process during cam

paigns. Including a lagged dependent variable (with a one-day lag) would therefore appear 

not only to account for the statistical problem o f serial correlation but also to control for 

continuing levels o f attention to a policy dimension which otherwise could have been at

tributed to the exogenous variables. From these different considerations, a changed TSCS 

design emerges which is formally presented in equation 2;

y,, = (2)

where y . , is the amount o f attention given by the dependent variable (party or media ac

tor) to issue i at time /; y- ,_̂  is the amount o f attention given by the same actor to the same 

issue on the previous day; x . r e f e r s  to the amount o f attention given by the independent 

variables (if y  is PRESS or TV, this includes all three parties, and if  3̂ is a party, then x in-
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e lu d es both  sets o f  m ed ia) a t an  im m ed ia te ly  p reced ing  p o in t in tim e; d -  is the un it-specific  

d u m m y  variab le; and e,., d en o tes  the  pane l-co rrec ted  standard  error.

Findings

T ab le  7.9 reports the fin d in g s from  five separate  reg ressions tha t are based  on the m odel 

sp ec ifica tio n s in equation  2, w ith  p o licy  d im ension  dum m ies, a lagged  dependen t v ariab le  

and  p an e l-co rrec ted  standard  erro rs.

A t the bo ttom  o f  the tab le , the  D urb in -W atson  sta tistic  fo r serial co rre la tion  and  the 

B reu sch -P ag an  test for co n tem p o ran eo u s  correlation  are g iven . O n ly  the first o f  the five 

reg ressio n  m odels (w ith  C O N S E R V A T IV E S  as the dep en d en t variab le ) appears p ro b lem 

atic . T h is m ight be due to  the  o v erw h e lm in g  predom inance  o f  the econom ic  issue in daily  

T o ry  agendas. C ro ss-sec tiona l b ias  in the  scale  o f  values (and  the re su lting  erro r varian ce  o f  

the  e stim ates) is m ore p ro b lem atic  in th is case than w ith  all the  o th e r agendas, w h ich  are 

m o re  even ly  balanced , w ith  th ree  to four dom inating  issue areas. F o r the rem ain in g  four 

reg ressio n  m odels, n e ith e r is the nu ll hypothesis o f  no co n tem p o ran eo u s co rre la tio n s re

je c te d , no r do the D urb in -W atso n  sta tis tics  reach critical levels that w ould  ind ica te  serial 

correlation.™

Indeed, the inclusion o f  the lagged dependent variable proves to correct for serial correlation. Regressions 
w ithout lagged variables (which are carried out in the stepwise estim ation that SH AZAM , the software used 
here, applies) yield Durbin-W atson statistics ranging between 1.0 and 1.3.
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T able 7.9: Dynam ics o f party and media issue attention during the 1997 UK General 

Election campaign

.639 .569 .436 .668 .607

N 153 153 153 189 198

Durbin-Watson 1.68 2.16 1.79 1.85 2.06

Breusch-Pagan (with 36 d.f.) 70.87** 35.47 50.15 50.39 40.02

* p<  .05 . ** p <  .01
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University of Liverpool) aggregated into a cross-sectional time-series matrix by the author.
Note: Least-squares dummy variable regressions with panel-corrected standard errors were estimated with 
ShAZAM, using the online version of the software (’http://shazam .econ.ubc.ca'l.

Variables

vatives (q
ifijiiiitii ir-" ~rf|- "

(panel-corr.
SE)

(panel-corr
B

(panel-corr.
SE)

(panel-corr (panel-corr. 
** SE)

C onservatives ( n ) -.195 9 ] 7* * .482**
(.159) (.031) (.134)

L abour (H) .271 977* * -.014
(.162) (.026) (.120)

LibD em s (M) .024 .833 -.001
(.152) (.456) (.197)

TV  (t-i) .013 .080 .008 .120
(.048) (.057) (.022) (.092)

Press (t-i) .142 .038 .065 ,3d2**
(.093) (.111) (.046) (.102)

Policy Dimension Intercepts:

Constitution/Political System .176 -.076 -.006 1.602** .344
(.152) (.183) (.073) (.495) (.200)

Defense -.019 -.050 .048 -.010 .059
(.015) (.029) (.055) (.136) (.069)

Economy 7.422** 3.227* .444 2.245 1.591
(1.481) (1.459) (.503) (3.094) (1.307)

Education, Technology, Arts .830 .907 .794* 1.623 .5*^0
(.425) (.628) (.314) (1.119) (.569)

Environment, Energy ..069 .249 .160 -.166 .051
(.063) (.194) (.095) (.202) (.148)

Europe/ Foreign Affairs 1.337* .027 -.091 5.252** 2.764**
(.569) (.718) (.262) (L 753) (1.063)

Infrastructure .268 -.050 -.026 1.040* -.022
(.193) (.155) (.037) (.465) (.116)

Regions .287 -.422 -.097 7.581** A M
(.437) (.421) (.156) (1.55) (.253)

Social Welfare 1.088 2.138* 2 294** 2.022 1 561*
(.618) (.940) (.639) (1.909) (.751)
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The estim ates for the independent variables in the upper part o f  the table provide strong 

confirm ation o f H ypothesis A . although not without exceptions. W hile in most instances 

issue em phasis from parties exerts strong and significant influences on subsequent m edia 

coverage, no statistically significant coefficients can be found for the opposite temporal and 

hence causal order. Parties prom pt m edia coverage o f  issues they em phasise while them 

selves not responding to the content o f  coverage.

Parties appear to be m ore successful agenda builders w ith regard to television coverage 

than with regard to the press. But this m ay be an artefact o f  the data gathering process, 

which only focussed on front-page coverage. New spapers do contain the bulk o f their cam 

paign coverage in the dom estic politics section, which was not coded. N ewspapers have to 

be m ore selective with regard to  their front page content, and that seem s to set limits on the 

agenda building pow er o f  political parties. W ithout inform ation about the content o f all the 

cam paign coverage in new spapers, we cannot make conclusive statem ents about the 

strength o f  the party-press relationship. But we do find, even at the level o f  front-page cov

erage, that the press did respond, not to all o f  the parties, but only to one o f  them. The C on

servatives, albeit less so than w ith regard to television, w ere successful in system atically 

placing some o f  their cam paign them es on the press agenda. It is difficult to find an expla

nation for why Labour did not m anage to influence press agendas. The advantage for the 

Tories m ight have to do with the EU issue which featured strongly on the press agenda and 

for which we found an agenda building effect exerted by the Tories (in the case study in 

Section 7.2).
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W ith regard to Hypothesis A . it can be stated that all the m edia responded to party stimuli 

(though not to the stim uli from  all o f  the parties) and that none o f  the parties responded 

system atically to any o f  the m edia coverage.

Surprisingly, alm ost all o f  the coefficients for lagged dependent variables are statistically 

insignificant, the exception being the press who clearly built every day ’s agenda strongly 

on previous priorities o f  coverage, hideed m ost o f the continuity in coverage or com m uni

cation appears to be a structural factor: each actor has som e policy dim ension(s) he gave 

exceptional attention to and this m ay account for some o f  the autocorrelation effects we 

saw in A ppendix B. Policy dim ension intercepts can be interpreted as indicative o f  over

proportional attention by an actor to a particular policy dim ension. For the Conservatives, 

this is ECONOM Y; for the press EU; for television EU and REGION S (the latter possibly 

being an artefact o f  the fram ing o f news stories, as discussed in C hapter 5); for Labour 

EC O N O M Y  and SOCIA L W ELFARE; and for the LibDem s ED UCA TION and SOCIAL 

W ELFARE. W hile the press and television also concentrated m uch on ECO NO M Y , they 

did less so than the m ajor parties, hence the coefficient in their cases rem ains insignificant.

The policy dim ension intercepts show that the overall com position o f  agendas varied 

som ew hat between actors, but the significant coefficients for party effects show that some 

parties m anaged to system atically alter the day-to-day com position o f  m edia agendas in the 

direction they wanted. Agenda building does not consist o f  the m edia transm itting without 

filter what parties articulate. It rather m eans that parties repeatedly m anage to place issues 

on the m edia agenda, which, over the course o f  the cam paign, increases convergence be

tween party  and m edia agendas.^®

The statistically significant intercept terms indicate that party com m unications impact on the variation in 
issue coverage rather than on the m ean o f  such coverage. This indicates a hmitation o f  the agenda building
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The agenda building hypothesis does not state that all o f  the political actors will have an 

equal impact on all o f  the m edia. Our set o f  additional hypotheses in Chapter 4 specifies 

conditions under which agenda building becomes more or less likely to occur. Hypothesis 

P2_, in particular, finds strong support in the results from tim e-series regressions. It states 

that agenda building pow er is the function o f  a party’s position in the political system, from 

w hich follows that a party  w hich is m arginalized - the third party in a two-party system  - 

and hence not pivotal for governm ent fom iation, is less likely to m anipulate the m edia into 

covering its preferred issues.

W e can see from Table 7.9 that (a) the LibDem s did not influence the press agenda at all, 

and that (b) while all three coefficients for party effects on issue attention by the electronic 

m edia are sizeable, only effects from Labour and C onservatives are statistically significant. 

This m ight o f  course be due to the fact that the LibDem variable is more problem atic than 

the o ther two, in that it has far less counts, which are therefore m ost clearly Poisson- 

distributed (see discussion o f  this problem  in King 1988). O n the other hand, this finding 

m akes intuitive sense and appears to validate H ypothesis P 2  about variations in party influ

ence. A lthough the Liberal D em ocrats are capable o f com peting for seats in quite a num ber 

o f  constituencies, the national cam paign, and hence the m edia coverage o f  it, focuses p re

dom inantly on the tw o m ajor parties. The sizeable but insignificant LibD em  coefficient in 

the television regression m ay indicate that the L ibD em s’ cam paign did feature som ewhat, 

as a result o f  the stop-w atch approach, but that they did not m anage to drive the content o f

power, in so far as aheration o f  media coverage as a function o f  party input is a gradual process: parties do not 
define the priorities o f  m edia coverage but can significantly enhance m edia attention to such an extent that an 
otherwise marginal concern can becom e one o f  the priorities. In turn, an issue that the m edia prioritise irre
spective o f  party inputs can be dim inished in scale when it is challenged by party-raised issues.
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the coverage o f their campaign to the same extent and with the same regularity as did La

bour and the Conservatives.

The two major parties emerge as ahnost equally strong agenda builders for the electronic 

media, with only a slight edge for Labour. The fact that we find the electronic media to be 

highly responsive to party agendas -  and indeed more responsive than the newspapers are - 

confinns the conventional wisdom about the nature of television campaign coverage and 

provides some evidence in support o f Hypothesis M l . Previous arguments about the ma- 

nipulability o f the electronic media are drawn from newsroom observation studies, which 

consist o f in-depth studies o f the news-production process and have been carried out over 

the past two decades in various countries.^' Especially for the British case, it has been ar

gued that the electronic media qualify as agenda senders rather than as agenda setters (Se

metko and Canel 1997: 459). The BBC, in particular, epitomizes a sacerdotal attitude to

wards the political actors in a campaign (Blumler et al. 1992), regarding it “as a duty to 

report the election campaign and the activities and policies o f parties in full detail, with 

special place given over in the news to the day’s election events throughout the entirety o f 

the campaign” (Semetko and Canel 1997: 460). A more pragmatic approach to campaign 

coverage, which is said to drive private broadcasters as well as most newspapers, puts 

“greater emphasis on weighing the importance of election news against other non-political 

stories o f the day, with news values as the primary basis for story selection” {ibid.).

N ew sroom  observation  s tu d ies  have  been con d u cted  in d ifferen t countries , p redo m in an tly  in the  U nited  
States and B rita in  (B lu m ler an d  M cQ uail 1968; B lum ler et al. 1978; B lum ler 1986; Sem etko  et al. 1991; 
B lum ler et al. 1995; N o ss ite r  et al. 1995; Sem etko  1996a), but m ore recen tly  a lso  in G erm an y  (S em etk o  and 
S choenbach 1994; 1995) and in Spain  (Sem etko  and C anel 1997).
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Table 7.10: Building the agenda for public and private television

n n m

HU
Conservatives (M) .229 .114 3 3 9 * * .100 .3 4 7 * .163

L abour (t_i) .4 2 0 * * .123 295 * * .083 .3 9 5 * * .132

LibDems (t_i) .391 .236 .086 .159 .383 .227

BBC .094 .097

.2 0 0 * .088

Sky News (m) -.012 .112

Policy Dimension
Intercepts:
Constitution/Political .7 6 0 * * ..260 .5 6 9 * .279 .3 2 3 * .152

System
Defense -.015 .060 .051 .071 -.056 .034

Economy 2 . 8 7 5 * 1.372 -.310 .920 .337 1.595

Education, Technol .619 .576 .863 .466 .229 .483

ogy, Arts
Environment, Energy -.012 .128 .055 .181 - . 2 3 6 * * .090

Europe/ Foreign Af 3 .3 3 5 * * .957 1.3 1 3 * .597 .924 .628

fairs
Infrastructure .8 5 5 * .388 .127 .137 .121 .146

Regions 3 .9 3 8 * * .959 1.8 7 7 * * .507 2 . 152* * .567

Social Welfare 1.769 1.019 .817 .702 -.428 .867

.570 .513 .495

N 189 189 189

Durbin-Watson 1.83 1.96 1.99

Breusch-Pagan (with 41 .20 36.01 31.06

36 d.f.)
*p< .05, ** p <  .01
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Arcluvc [SN 3932], T' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool), aggregated into a cross-sectional time-series matrix by the author.
Note: Least-squares dummy variable regressions with panel-corrected ::tandard errors were estimated with 
SHAZAM, using the online version of the software (h ttp :/./shazam .econ .ubc.ca~).

The estimates in Table 7.9 show that television as such was highly responsive to party ac

tivities during the 1997 campaign. They clearly were more responsive than the press was. 

We can investigate in more detail whether this only applies to the BBC and ITV with their 

stop-watch approach to campaign coverage or whether instead all the electronic media were
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equally responsive, irrespective o f  the extent to which their approach to cam paign coverage 

is regulated. Tlie additional regressions reported in Table 7.10 serve to test what has been 

form ulated in Hypothesis M l , nam ely that in particular the BBC and ITV are expected to be 

m ore am enable to agenda building efforts than private broadcasters or the press.

The results in Table 7.10 clearly reject the hypothesis that Sky was more selective and 

hence less easily instm m entalised by the parties than BBC and ITV were. The stopwatch 

approach does not appear to make a difference with regard to agenda building. Sky was 

equally responsive to party em phasis as were the other channels. The most surprising find

ing here is that the Conservatives did not m anage to drive the BBC agenda. The coefficient 

for Tory effects is ju st below statistical significance, and the coefficient is also clearly 

sm aller than for both Labour and LibDems. W ith regard to LibDem s, we find some coeffi

cients (w ith regard to BBC and Sky) that are o f  the sam e scale as those for Labour (and in 

both cases even bigger than the coefficients for Tory effects), but standard errors are too 

high for coefficients to becom e statistically significant.

It is unclear w hat m ade the Conservatives the prim e agenda builders for ITV, Labour the 

dom inant influence on the BBC. Only on Sky’s issue agenda did both parties im pact 

equally strongly. The difference m ay be ju s t dow n to white, since the dependent variables 

in those three regressions have fewer event counts per policy dim ension and tim e unit. The 

regressions are how ever, not subject to contem poraneous or serial correlation, as the 

D urbin-W atson statistic and the Breusch-Pagan test show. W hile we do find som e variation 

in party  effects across the range o f  electronic media, these variations are not in line with our 

hypothesis that was derived from conventional w isdom  about the stopw atch approach to 

cam paign coverage and resulting m anipulability o f  som e media.
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As m entioned before, the press agenda has to be treated witli caution as a m eaningful de

pendent variable, given the diversity  o f  individual papers subsum ed under that category and 

the relatively small sam ple o f  new s coverage actually coded in the process o f  data collec

tion. This means that, in contrast to the electronic m edia, we cannot investigate relation

ships between individual new spapers and the parties. It is possible, however, to test H y

pothesis M 2, w hich states that partisanship o f  the press determ ines how strong and dis

persed across the press landscape a party’s agenda building influence will be.

Table 7.11 presents two additional regressions for the estim ation o f  which the total press 

output has been split up into two variables: Labour press (containing event counts from the 

Guardian, Independent, M irror and Sun, who all supported the Labour paity  during the 

1997 cam paign) and Tory press (including the Tim es and M ail). These regressions were 

carried out in order to investigate w hether the general pattern o f  press responsiveness to the 

three parties differs as a function o f press partisanship. Surprisingly, this expectation finds 

no support in the results reported in Table 7.11. I f  there are differences at all, it is the La

bour press that responds even a little bit m ore to C onservative issue em phasis than does the 

press from the T ory ’s own camp.

This might indicate that new spapers with a partisan interest are not sufficiently aw are o f  

the possible consequences o f issue salience on voting. I f  they were, one w ould expect them 

to try and transm it their favoured party’s agenda at the expense o f  the other parties. Instead, 

it m ight well be that partisan papers attem pt to present positive coverage o f  the endorsed 

party’s cam paign together with equally extensive negative presentations o f  the opponent’s 

activities. As a side effect o f  that, the papers m ay transport in their coverage ju s t as m uch o f 

the issue priorities o f  the opponent than they do o f  the party  they support -  or even m ore, in
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case o f  the Labour press. A gain, the press data that were gathered are too selective and o f 

too unreliable quality to m ake any conclusive claims about this relationship. W e have to 

contend ourselves with educated guesses at this stage.

Table 7.11: Testing for the Effect of Partisanship of the Press on Agenda Building

Conservatives ( H ) .198* .077 2 7 9 * * .089

Labour (m ) .038 .065 -.039 .083

LibDems ( t - i ) -.007 .098 .027 .145

Tory-Press ( t - n 2 9 4 * * .112

Labour-Press (t-i) .254* I I I

Policy Dimension Intercepts:
Constitution/Political System .079 . 1 2 2 .338* .155

Defense -.003 .007 .070 .066

Economy 1.155 .769 .997 .822

Education, Technology, Arts .188 .287 .535 .394

Enviromnent, Energy .013 .081 .060 1 1 1

Europe/ Foreign Affairs 1.574** .589 1,658* .649

Infrastructure .018 .077 -.013 .057

Regions .254 .154 .240 .145

Social Welfare

■ ....... .. .....................

.158

c c c

.306 1.627** .598

N  198 198

D urbin-W atson 2.09 1.99

Breusch-Pagan (w ith 36 d.f.) 45.13 51.48*
*p< .05, ** p < .01
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], 1*' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool), aggregated into a cross-sectional time-series matrix by the author.
Nole.- Least-squares dummy variable regressions with panel-corrected standard errors were estimated with 
SHAZAM, using the online version o f the software (h ttp ://sh azam .eco n .u b c .ca ').

A ltogether, it seem s as though m edia dependency, i.e. the tendency o f  m ass m edia to act 

on issue em phasis provided by the political parties, is a unidirectional causal relationship 

that varies betw een electronic m edia and press, but does not vary either with press partisan-
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ship, or w ith particular attitudes or regulations about the content o f coverage. N either o f the 

m edia effects hypotheses could be validated. Even Hypothesis M L  which seems somewhat 

supported by the finding that television is m ore susceptible to agenda building than the 

press, cannot be validated since television m anipulability is not a function o f  the stop-watch 

approach -  otherw ise agenda building effects on BBC and ITV should have been stronger 

than for Sky.

Party variables, on the other hand, behave very m uch according to expectations. Incum 

bency does not play a role; instead the two main contenders in a two-party system . Labour 

and the Conservatives, em erge as equally strong agenda builders (Labour som ew hat more 

effective with regard to television, while the Tories drove the press agenda). The Liberal 

D em ocrats, the third party in a tw o-party system , m ay receive their fair share o f  stopwatch 

coverage, but apart from some m inor influence on television coverage, they do not play a 

pivotal role in the process, because they are not a pivotal party in the political system.
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C h a p t e r  8: C o n c l u s io n s

8.1 Scientific contributions and practical limitations of this study

A num ber o f  scholars in the fields o f  political com m unication and public relations have 

argued that the m ass m edia are not independent o f  the sources that they draw  information 

from for new s production -  that while the m edia set the public agenda, their own agenda is 

built, at least partly, by their sources (Bartels 1996; B lum ler et al. 1992; Cam eron et al. 

1997; Curtin 1999; Curtin and Rhodenbaugh 2001; Davis 2000; G andy 1982, Cans 1979, 

Lang and Lang 1981; 1983; Sem etko and Canel 1997; Shoem aker and Reese 1991; Turow 

1989; W alters et al. 1996; W eaver and Elliott 1985; W ood and Peake 1996).

W hat has been missing, however, is sound empirical evidence in support o f  the agenda 

building hypothesis. In particular, previous research has applied inadequate m ethodologies 

to the study o f  cam paign dynam ics (see discussion in C hapter 4). The theoretical part o f 

this study (Chapters 2 through 4) outlined how  im portant the study o f  agenda building is in 

the context o f  election campaigns. Schattschneider (1960: 73) argued that, “ [s]ince the de

velopm ent o f  cleavages is a prim e instrum ent o f  power, the party  which is able to make its 

definition o f  the issues prevail is likely to take over the governm ent.”

From  the start, the available data im posed certain lim itations on w hat this study could 

possibly contribute to our understanding o f  agenda building during cam paigns. This study 

did not, and could not, result in a conclusive assessm ent o f  w ho am ongst the UK parties in 

1997 ’’was able to make its definition o f  the issues prevail” and o f  how significantly the 

battle for agenda dom ination betw een parties im pacted on the electoral outcom e.
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The aim of this study was more modest, but quite essential for our understanding o f 

agenda building: it aimed at establishing the direction of causality in the evolution of party 

and media agendas during the campaign. In Chapter 3, the methodological advances in 

agenda-setting research over the past three decades were presented, with particular empha

sis on treating agenda evolution as a temporal phenomenon, which cannot be studied ade

quately with cross-sectional data. In Chapter 4, the state of the art o f agenda building re

search was evaluated against these insights from advanced agenda-setting studies. Only the 

studies o f Bartels (1996) and Wood and Peake (1996) achieved to establish Granger- 

caiisality, i.e. they employed techniques that enable to estimate temporally ordered, inde

pendent effects between different variables, which is needed in order to establish the direc

tion o f causality. But these two studies operated with a time frame o f  four to ten years, 

which produces considerably more time points than the study o f an election campaign. In 

contrast, campaign studies (Semetko et al. 1991; Norris et al. 1999; Walters et al. 1996) 

have continued to rely on cross-sectional data, which can only ever result in an estimate o f 

convergence between party and media agendas, falling short o f establishing causality.

Hence, the unique contribution o f this study is to apply a time-series design to the study 

o f campaign dynamics and to establish Granger-causality. The major tindings in Chapter 7 

(Table 7.9) confirm that, during the 1997 campaign, party emphasis on issues prompted 

media coverage, while on the other hand parties did not respond systematically to news 

content. This confinns the often repeated hypothesis in agenda building studies, namely 

that to provide the media proactively (i.e. unasked) with information material is

“to in fluence  the new s [ . . .]  b y  p rov id ing  the con tex t w ith in  w hich all o th er in fo rm ation  is 

evaluated , by  p rov id ing  usable in fo rm ation  that is eas ie r and ch eap er to u se  than that from  

o th er sources, and by  m onopoliz ing  th e  jo u rn a lis ts ’ tim e so that th ey  d o n ’t have  an o p p o rtu 

n ity  to seek out sources with a lte rna tive  v iew s” (S h o em ak er and R eese 199 1: 150).
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This study not only confim is the general (but to date unproven) agenda building hypothe

sis w hich states that the m edia can be influenced in their agenda choices by their sources, 

but it also provides insight into the m echanism  that allows sources to accom plish this stra

tegic goal. The m edia have been argued to rely heavily and increasingly on inform ation 

subsidies (Gandy 1980; Davis 2000). R eliance on sources and use o f  inform ation subsidies 

allow s “passive discovery” , w hich is “the m ost efficient m eans o f  learning what is new s” 

(Curtin 1999: 57). Public relations and agenda building theory states that because o f  this 

practice o f  passive discovery,

“ side sources such as pub lic  re la tions p ractitioners are able to  gain pow er o ver the new s 

p ro d u c tio n  p rocess and m an ip u la te  the public  agenda by fo rm ula ting  the m edia agenda”

(C urtin  1999: 57)

It follow s that the m eans to control and m anipulate the m edia is the strategic use o f  press 

releases in order “to am plify them es and im ages stressed by the cam paign. Some advocates 

believe that they can help stim ulate m edia coverage to further advance those them es and 

im ages” (W alters et al. 1996: 9). This study has investigated m edia responses to press re

lease output by political parties and found a solid statistical relationship w hich suggests that 

them es do indeed get am plified through the m edia’s (and especially  te levision’s) reliance 

and use o f  press release material.

It is fair to state that this is the only sound empirical evidence to date in support o f  the 

hypothesis that the mass m edia are not the originators o f  electoral agendas, but instead that 

they re-em phasise issue priorities w hich are provided by political actors.

A further lim itation that applies to research into cam paign dynam ics is the current im pos

sibility to trace change on public agendas. This means that we cannot assess how the m a

nipulation o f  news content by political parties ultim ately pays o ff  in term s o f  changing is

sue salience and hence altered dim ension o f  social choice. There are no frequently repeated
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opinion polls during a cam paign, which ask MIP q u e s t io n s .T h a t  m eans we cannot ex

trapolate day-to-day changes in public salience o f  issues. At best, we could work with pre- 

and-post cam paign estim ates o f  public agenda composition. But our agenda building re

search design does not allow  assessing conclusively which issues were brought to the fore 

to what extent by the cam paigning parties. W hat we could assess here is how strong the 

im m ediate effects o f  changing issue em phasis by parties were. That cannot be related in a 

m eaningful way to assessm ents o f  public salience, which are only m easured at two points 

in time.

However, as argued in the introduction, agenda building, agenda-setting, and salience ef

fects are independent causal links. O nly if all three causal connections are sim ultaneously 

(or subsequently) prevalent will political com m unications provide a m eans to gain votes. 

Political actors cannot create conditions under which the public is guaranteed to respond 

system atically to news exposure, and neither can they ensure that salience matters. This 

study was m eant to investigate the capacity o f  parties to instrum entalise the m edia; and 

em pirical analysis did provide w ith supportive evidence for this hypothesis. By doing so it 

establishes that one o f  the necessary conditions for the endogeneity o f  salience applies. And 

this is an im portant finding, since it concerns the missing link in the project o f  endogeniz- 

ing salience. The other two necessary conditions, the role o f  salience for vote choice and 

the agenda-setting function o f  the m ass media, have received am ple theorization and em 

pirical investigation. O ne m ight conclude from the collected em pirical evidence am assed by 

the two independent fields o f  research (see Chapter 2 and 3) that m ore often than not both

“  T h e  exception  to th is  is, as m entioned  ea rlie r, the study  by M iller (1991). B ut sadly , his d a ily  estim ates o f  
public  agenda  change can n o t be  re la ted  to da ily  estim ates o f  m edia and pa rty  ag en d a  ch an g e  b ecause  he did 
not sam ple  the p ress re lease  o u tp u t d u rin g  the  1987 cam paign in the UK.
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conditions apply. This defines the odds for salience m anipulation by political actors to be 

beneficial to them.

This study provides first clear evidence that political actors do have the potential to fulfil 

their part in the process.

8.2 Tentative generalizations

To apply the label o f  case study to an em pirical analysis like this is generally som ewhat 

m isleading. It understates the extent to which evidence can be drawn from a variety o f  si

m ultaneous processes during a cam paign. In the first section o f  C hapter 7, it is shown, in 

the forni o f  three case studies o f  individual issue careers, how  agenda building varied in 

fomi and result from one instance to the next. In addition to that, the time-series cross- 

section design with a num ber o f  individual party and m edia variables am ounts to a com 

parative study o f  agenda build ing during the 1997 cam paign. On the basis o f  this, the re

gressions reported in Table 7.9 and in A ppendices C l and C2 give evidence o f  more than 

ju st occasional instances o f successful agenda building. The direction o f  causality is unam 

biguous throughout.

And most o f  all the particularities o f  the British m edia and political system under investi

gation cannot be taken to explain w hy agenda building occurred, but rather as influences on 

how the party-m edia relationship took shape in the 1997 cam paign. That m eans that from 

an understanding o f  these particularities we can derive som e generalisations about agenda 

building under altered conditions.
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The investigation o f  the direction o f causaHty was accom panied by the testing o f specific 

hypotheses concerning the conditions under which agenda building is Hkely to occur. The 

conclusion from those tests is that a party is as successful an agenda builder as it is (a) a 

pivotal party, (b) an issue o w n e r , a n d  (c) capable to engage its opponents in controversial 

policy debates. The latter tw o points create a dilem m a for political parties, since, as Budge 

and Farlie (1983) have argued, in order to benefit from issue ownership, they should avoid 

confrontational policy debates. T im e-series analysis shows, however, that ideally you want 

to be an issue ow ner who m anages to engage the opponent in a debate, w hich the opponent 

will not be adam ant to com ply with. In that sense, agenda building can be interpreted as a 

non-cooperative gam e betw een political actors. The m ore one o f  the actors m anages to 

force his agenda onto his opponent, the stronger the m edia response will be.

Given that we did not find strong evidence for variation in responsiveness across different 

m edia (in particular the finding that partisanship o f  the press did not m atter), it is likely that 

m edia dependency on issue em phasis provided by pivotal political actors is a general phe-

84nom enon.

In ferences from the British case: I. the party system

The observed British party system  is in effect a 2 party system  with a third party, the Lib

eral Dem ocrats, playing a non-pivotal role. This shows in their lack o f  agenda building 

power. Some evidence m ight hint at the possibility that, in contrast to evaluations from 

N orris et al. (1999: 65), the Liberal D em ocrats did actually  not run “the m ost internally

Or, alternatively, a party’s agenda building su ccess increases i f  it capable to  challenge the issue owner.
With regard to T A X A T IO N , it appears that the Conservatives were challenged by the Labour party. It appears 
as though the media ceased to regard the Conservatives as the so le  issue owner in this instance.

This is clearly the case with regard to the electronic media, w hile on the basis o f  the poor press data we 
have it is not possible to make conclusive statements about differences betw een te lev is io n  and press.
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coherent cam paign” , but instead an ineffective campaign. They shifted their issue focus too 

often or at inconvenient tim es - em phasizing econom ics ju st when eveiyone else but the 

C onsen 'atives had buried the theme. Even the stop-watch approach taken by BBC and ITV, 

which guarantees a certain am ount o f  consideration o f  the L ibD em s’ campaign, did not 

prevent their issues from being neglected. This seems to indicate that the m edia during 

cam paigns arc reinforcing the inconsequential role o f  the LibD em s by m arginalizing their 

priorities.

Small parties are not generally  non-pivotal. The underrated role o f the LibDem s in the 

UK stems from the first-past-the-post system and the general political culture in the UK 

that em phasises the im portance o f  m ajority decision-m aking and is suspicious o f  propor

tional representation and coalition governments. The expectation beyond the case at hand 

then is that not party  size alone detennines agenda building pow er but that pivotality o f  

parties can make up for disadvantages in terms o f  m ere size. Size should m ake a difference, 

irrespective o f  w hether stop-w atch approaches are applied by the m edia or not. The bigger 

parties will be the dom inant m em bers o f  coalition governm ents and hold the m ore and the 

m ore im portant portfolios. But the closer an election, or the tighter the situation for a piv

otal small party, the m ore the m edia m ight focus on the fate and the electoral appeal o f  

these sm aller parties.

W hether incum bency plays a role or not remains uncertain. W hile the Conservatives were 

m ore influential agenda builders for the press, most o f  this m ight be due to the new sw orthi

ness o f  internal rifts around *he issue o f  European integration. In general, we w ould expect 

that cam paigns are about the struggle between incum bents and challengers for governm ent 

control and, unless there is intentional bias, both sides should be equally influential because 

their efforts are equally new sw orthy for the media.
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In particular, the repeated finding that the more parties mention an issue the more atten

tion the issue will receive from the media suggests that between-party conflict over issues is 

newsworthy and, in turn, helps to place issues more readily on the media agenda. Such con

flict is most likely to occur between the main contenders.

Inferences from the British case: II. The media landscape

The stopwatch approach in British Television coverage o f campaign, or even the notion 

of a sacerdotal approach to coverage (Blumler et al. 1992), has proved to be less influential 

than anticipated. It appears to be rather the structure o f the party system that explains the 

relative amount o f influence each party has on the electronic media than the proportional 

amount o f  airtime they are given. The sheer amount o f campaign coverage on the other 

hand, and the meticulous attempt to broadcast the issue context can account for the magni

tude o f effects. And ITV, the main commercial channel differs from non-British counter

parts in that it is long established and works under strict rulings for campaign coverage. The 

discrepancy between coverage on public and private television may be expected to be more 

apparent in continental European systems with their relatively new and generally uncon

trolled private channels. However, Sky News is a prime example o f a relatively recently 

established and unregulated private channel. And, surprisingly, they could not be shown to 

differ in their campaign coverage and manipulability from the older, more established, and 

strongly regulated broadcasters (see Appendix Cl).

Also, the British press landscape differs from other countries. Britain is dominated by na

tional newspapers, which is similar to conditions in other countries that have a highly cen-
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tralised structure, like France, but differs from m ore federal, regionalised contexts like in 

Germ any, Spain, or the U .S. One can imagine variation in the sets o f  issues com ing to the 

fore in different regions under more federal political and decentralised m edia s>’stcms. 

A lso, where the patterns o f  political com petition or hegem ony differ on a regional basis, 

parties m ay exert varying control over the agendas o f  individual m edia outlets.

The m ost im portant particularity  o f  the British m edia landscape is surely the num ber and 

role o f  tabloids. The patterns o f  how the British press varies in its responsiveness to issue 

stim uli from parties m ay have m ore in com m on with continental TV landscapes, w ith their 

divide into public and private broadcasting, than with the m ore hom ogeneous press in con

tinental Europe -  w hich refers to them being hom ogeneous in style, not necessarily in p o 

litical affiliation.

Data quality did not allow  the study o f  tabloids in com parison with broadsheets. W hat we 

have learned about the nature o f  coverage in the tabloids (C hapter 5) is that they tend to be 

m ore selective, give generally  less attention to cam paign coverage, and were over- 

proportionally focused on the EU question, which appeared to be the only political issue 

with genuine new sw orthiness.

Press partisanship is an im portant feature o f  societies with historical class cleavages, es

pecially  in those societies that have a history o f  new spapers w hich are not only affiliated to 

a party but were indeed initially official party publications. However, additional regres

sions, reported in A ppendix C2, did not show a m oderating effect o f  press partisanship on 

the agenda building equation. As argued in Chapter 7, the reason for this m ight be that the 

endorsed party receives ju st as m uch positive coverage as its opponent receives negative 

coverage in a partisan paper, which can result in an equal transm ission o f  both sides’ agen-
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das. Since the notion o f  sahence im phes that the am ount o f  issue consideration, not the ten

dency o f  coverage, m atters, partisan papers may just prove to be insufficient!}- aware o f  the 

role o f  saHcncc and o f  the appropriate strategy in partisan coverage, which would be to ig

nore the opponent’s agenda.

In general, it transpires from our analysis that party characteristics have m ore o f  a m oder

ating effect on the agenda building equation than do m edia characteristics. Pivotality, issue 

ownership, and an increasing num ber o f  sim ultaneously debating parties, are all factors that 

appear to facilitate agenda building. In contrast, the only characteristic that seems to render 

a m edia actor m ore am enable to agenda building efforts is if  “he” is a television channel 

instead o f  a new spaper. And here, the factor could equally well be that the agenda building 

effects we detect will grow stronger the more com prehensive we have sam pled the news. 

Since m ost o f  the cam paign coverage is inside a new spaper, not on its front page, and since 

readers m ay well tend to read more than the front page, ju st as television viewers are likely 

to watch entire new s bulletins, not ju st the opening m inute, a conclusive com parative study 

o f  m edia behaviour requires more com prehensive content analysis o f  new spaper content.

8.3 Future research: going comparative

By proposing a system atic and dynam ic approach to the study o f  agenda building, this 

study was not least m eant to inspire future research, in particular com parative research 

which is needed in order to further substantiate the general hypotheses about the conditions 

under which parties are capable to determ ine them selves the criteria that voters will apply 

in order to evaluate different policy platform s.
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As can be seen from the theoretical considerations in C hapter 4 and the tentative conclu

sions in the previous section, the underlying hypothesis o f this entire study is that parties 

h a \c  a general propensity to influence the media. The more ritualised and nationally ccn- 

tralised the cam paign - as in the UK - the easier it is o f  course to study proceedings. This 

should not deter from attem pting replications o f  the approach presented here for different 

national context, w hich are needed as m uch as revisiting the UK campaign arena. Problem s 

may arise from differences with regard to cam paign scheduling, with regard to how identi

fiable in different contexts the official campaign. In this regard as well, Britain provides 

with the m odel subject for study.

The most im portant aspect with regard to future research is probably the requirem ent to 

collect better data, m ore precise quantifications o f  cam paign proceedings. The event count 

data that had to be used for analysis here leave not only uncertainty about results and create 

statistical problem s (especially with regard to the press variables), they also limit the possi

bilities for in-depth study o f  particular aspects o f  the process. For example, it was im possi

ble to run tim e-series analysis with different individual m edia outlets as independent vari

ables, which m eans that some im portant inform ation about variation across actors is lost.

W hat IS needed is a content analysis o f political and new s text that quantifies individual 

articles, news stories, and press releases more accurately. And, o f  course, m ore extensive 

content analysis o f  new spapers w ould have rendered results from tim e-series analysis with 

the press as dependent variable much m ore reliable. The new spaper m aterial that is in

cluded in this data set is but a sample o f  daily new s, and indeed not a random  sample, 

which m akes it an unreliable indicator, or at least overstates the selectiveness o f  news pro

duction in the press.
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If possible, it would o f  course be ideal to combine agenda building with agenda-setting 

research. For this purpose, frequent if  not daily observations o f  public issue salience would 

be needed, which is quite a hurdle. If  it can be provided, it would allow to model in detail 

how effects are relayed from the parties via the media to the public. The 1997 campaign 

study did not allow for that, since a panel study, which would be the only available source 

o f  information about changes in public salience, has too few observations over time.

The results from the present analysis, however, should indeed encourage future research 

on a comparative basis, simply because consistent and strong evidence in support o f  a com 

pelling hypothesis was found.
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A p p e n d i x  A : D e s c r i p t i v e  S t a t i s t i c s

Constitution/ N 31 31 31 23 22
Political Sys Sum 5 3 3 18 52
tem Minimum 0 0 0 0 0

Maximum 2 2 2 3 7
Mean .161 .097 .097 .783 2.364
Std. Deviation .454 .396 .396 .902 2.060
% of Total Sum 1.6% .9% 2.6% 4.1% 4.1%

Defense N 31 31 31 23 22
Sum 0 3 1 2 3
Minimum 0 0 0 0 0
Maximum 0 1 1 1 2
Mean .000 .097 .032 .087 .136
Std. Deviation .0000 .301 .180 .288 .468
% of Total Sum .0% .9% .9% .5% .2%

Economy N 31 31 31 23 22
Sum 176 140 22 156 372
Minimum 0 0 0 0 3
Maximum 16 20 5 18 39
Mean 5.677 4.516 .710 6.783 16.909
Std. Deviation 4.377 4.857 1.322 4.242 11.555
% of Total Sum 57.1% 40.1 % 19.0% 35.5% 29.5%

Education/ N 31 31 31 23 22
Technology/ Sum 34 55 26 43 154
Arts Minimum 0 0 0 0 0

Maximum 8 7 4 7 19
Mean 1.097 1.774 .839 1.870 7.000
Std. Deviation 1.868 1.875 1.241 2.096 5.099
% of Total Sum 11.0% 15.8% 22.4% 9.8% 12.2%

Environment/ N 31 31 31 23 22
Energy Sum 3 7 4 7 10

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0
Maximum 2 2 1 2 4
Mean .097 .226 .129 .304 .455
Std. Deviation .396 .560 .341 .635 .963
% of Total Sum 1.0% 2.0% 3.4% 1.6% .8%

Europe/ For N 31 31 31 23 22
eign Affairs Sum 44 40 7 122 218

Minimum 0 0 0 0 3
Maximum 4 7 3 16 31
Mean 1.419 1.290 .226 5.304 9.909
Std. Deviation 1.455 1.736 .617 5.261 8.147
% of Total Sum 14.3% 11.5% 6.0% 27.8% 17.3%
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Infrastructure

Regions

Social Welfare

Total

N 31 31 31 23 22
Sum 5 4 0 7 33
M inim um 0 0 0 0 0
M axim um 3 2 0 4 6
M ean .161 .129 .000 .304 1.500
Std. D eviation .583 .428 .000 .876 1.683
%  o f  T otal Sum 1.6% 1.1% .0% 1.6% 2.6%

N 31 31 31 23 22
Sum 10 7 1 15 196
M inim um 0 0 0 0 0
M axim um 4 3 1 5 21
M ean .323 .226 .032 .652 8.909
Std D eviation .945 .669 .180 1.229 6 .690
%  o f  T otal Sum 3.2% 2.0% .9% 3.4% 15.6%

N 31 31 31 23 22
Sum 31 90 52 69 221
M inim um 0 0 0 0 1
M axim um 8 12 7 11 30
M ean 1.000 2.903 1.677 3.000 10.046
Std. D eviation 1.880 2.891 2.056 2.747 6.622
%  o f  T otal Sum 10.1% 25.8% 44 .8% 15.7% 17.6%

N 279 279 279 207 198
Sum 308 349 1 16 439 1259
M inim um 0 0 0 0 0
M axim um 16 20 7 18 39
M ean 1.104 1.251 .416 2.121 6.359
Std. D eviation 2.467 2.545 1.083 3.439 7.948
%  o f  T o ta l Sum 100.0% 100.0% 100,0% 100.0% 100.0%

Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f  Liverpool)
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A p p e n d i x  B: P a r t ia l  a u t o c o r r e l a t i o n s

Conservatives Labour

1

1 0
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2 C onfidcncc Limits
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3 3 62 41

1.0
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A
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Confidcncc Limtis
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5 6 71 2 3 4

Lag Number Lag N um ber

Liberal Democrats

_CL 1
Confidcncc LimKs

Press

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Television
1.0

.8
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.4

.2

-.0

•2

4
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2 3 4 5 6 71

Confidcncc Limits
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.6
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2

• 0

• 2
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.4
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Source’. Margaret Scammell and Holli A. Semetko, Election Party and Media Content Analysis (U.K. Data 
Archive [SN 3932], P ' ed. May 27, 1999; Party press release content analysis made available by Paul Goddard, 
University o f Liverpool)
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A p p e n d ix  C : T h e  c o d e b o o k  l i s t  o f  i s s u e s  

FOR THE 1997 CAMPAIGN STUDY

326 CONSTITUTION/ POL. SYST.: general
327 Pol. Institutions: Parlt./ Lords/

Judiciary
328 Political Role of Monarchy
329 Electoral Reform
330 Bill of Rights
331 Freedom of Information
332 Secrecy
333 MI5/ MI6
33 4 Local Govt.
335 Political Participation
336 Policy: Conservative (not devolu

tion)
337 Policy: Labour (not devolution)
338 Policy: LibDem (not devolution)
339 Devolution (constitutional)
34 6 DEFENCE: general
347 Policy: Conservative
348 Policy: Labour
349 Policy: LibDem
351 ECONOMY: general
352 Jobs/ Unemployment
353 Inflation
354 Wages/ Earnings
355 Executive Pay ("Fat Cats")
356 Personal Taxation
357 Council Tax/ Business Rates
358 VAT
359 Corporate Taxation
360 Agriculture
361 Industry/ Business/ Manufacturing
362 Trade Unions
363 Industrial Action
364 Nationalisation
365 Privatisation
366 Privatised Utilities
367 Balance of Trade
36 8 Public Spending 
369 Public Borrowing
37 0 Economic Recovery
371 Interest Rates
372 Savings Schemes 
37 3 Money Supply 
374 Markets/ City 
37 5 "Stakeholding"
376 Policy: Conservative
377 Policy: Labour
378 Policy: LibDem
37 9 Budget: Conservative
38 0 Budget: Labour 
381 Budget: LibDem
391 SOCIAL WELFARE: general
3 92 NHS
393 Health (general)

394 Pte. Medicine/ Hospitals/ Insur
ance

397 Soc. Sec.: Elderly/ Pensions
398 Jobseekers' Allowance
399 Child Benefit
400 Other Benefits
401 Welfare State
402 Law Sc Order: Crime
4 03 Law & Order: Penal System
405 UK Ethnic Minorities
406 Immigrants
407 Racism
408 Refugees
409 Poverty
410 Homelessness
411 Women
412 Youth
413 The Feimily
414 Welfare Cuts
415 Policy: Conservative
416 Policy: Labour
417 Policy: LibDem
418 Gun Control
421 EDUC., TECHNOL., ARTS: Education

general
422 Schools
423 Universities/ Colleges
424 Science & Technology
425 Arts/ Arts Funding
426 National Lottery
427 Other issues
428 Policy: Conservative
42 9 Policy: Labour
43 0 Policy: LibDem
441 INFRASTRUCTURE: general
442 Housing/ Urban Devpt.
443 Public Transport
444 Roads
445 Railways
446 Other issues
447 Policy: Conservative
44 8 Policy: Labour 
449 Policy: LibDem
451 ENVIRONMENT/ ENERGY: general
452 Nuclear Power
453 North Sea Oil
454 Environmental Conservation
455 Energy Conservation
456 Power Generation/ Supply
457 Water Supply
458 Other issues
459 Policy: Conservative
460 Policy: Labour
461 Policy: LibDem
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471 FOREIGN AFFAIRS: general
472 Relations with Non-European Na

tions
473 Relations with European Nations
474 EU (general)
47 5 EU: Monetary Union
476 EU: Social Chapter
477 EU as Threat to Sovereignty
478 Anglo-Irish relations 
47 9 Falklands
480 Third World
481 Overseas Development
482 Policy: Conservative
483 Policy: Labour
484 Policy: LibDem
485 Policy: REF/ UKInd
491 REGIONS: Scotland: general
492 Scotland: devolution
493 Scots Law/ Legal System
494 Scotland: voting/ electoral poli

tics
495 Wales: general
496 Wales; devolution
497 English Regions 
49 8 London
499 N.I.: general
500 N.I.: voting/ electoral politics
501 N.I.: peace process
502 Policy: Conservative
503 Policy: Labour
504 Policy: LibDem
505 Policy: SNP
506 Policy: Plaid Cymru
507 Policy: Ulster Unionist Party
508 Policy: Democratic Unionist Party
509 Policy: SDLP
510 Policy: Sinn Fein
511 Policy: Other Northern Ireland

party
512 N.I.: Terrorism (not "peace proc

ess"
Source: Margaret Scammell and Holli A. 
Semetko, Election Party and Media Content 
Analysis (U.K. Data Archive [SN 3932], 1®' 
ed. May 27, 1999)
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