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Abstract 

News coverage of a political campaign highlights the issues that are deemed important to attract 

a higher rate of viewers by those who have the power of decision in the media. The host/s or 

moderator of the news program acts as mediators between political actors and the citizens who 

consume the news. Following the Society of Journalism Code of Ethics, the responsibility of 

media organizations is to serve the public interest by presenting both sides of the political 

campaign through information, coverage and political actors in an informed unbiased manner. 

The researcher analyzed cable news programs on ten key dates during the course of the last four 

months of the 2012 Presidential Campaign in the United States. Content analysis was conducted 

of the three main cable news channels in the United States: CNN, FOX and MSNBC whose 

slogans are The Best Political Team on Television, Fair and Balanced and Lean Forward 

respectively. These slogans give the impression of a fair mindset where only the straight facts 

will be presented. Three programs were selected from each channel at comparable times with 

comparable formats, where the researcher used an ethical mindset combined with knowledge of 

slogans, history and selected theories to examine the unbiased claims. To identify any presence 

of bias, the researcher coded each individual broadcast based on its level of perceived bias or 

neutrality, when discussing, analyzing exactly how the host/s discussed and presented the 

trending topics. Each program was given a score of very or slightly bias in favor of the right or 

the left or they were deemed neutral. The results showed that each program followed a trend of 

bias, but was not always consistent. The ranks assigned to the nine different programs were 

assigned based on small criteria detected through the research process. Bias was detected, but the 

different programs were not consistently biased; it was the topics and the level of interest of the 

hosts/s that determined the bias present in each program.  

  

Keywords 

Cable News Networks – CNN – Fox News – MSNBC – Media Bias – 2012 Presidential Election – 

Framing Theory – Agenda-Setting – Barack Obama – Mitt Romney – Political News Coverage – Media 

and Politics – Talking Points – Argumentation Theory – Gatekeeping – Paul Ryan – Joe Biden – Bias 

Reporting 
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1. Introduction 

“The current state of the news media is partially to blame for the 

public’s general lack of information vital for responsible citizenship in 

a democracy. The news media has become an aspect of show business, 

offering merely infotainment. It has evolved into an entity that tends to 

function as a public relations agency for wealthy and powerful 

multinational corporations, members of Congress, the current 

Presidential Administration including the administrations that 

preceded it. The news media is being utilized as a political tool of 

suppression and propaganda by those in power, and propaganda is 

psychological in nature. Full of half-truths and utter misinformation, 

it’s an arrogant and very commercial strategy that is implemented 

because it appeals to emotions, fear being the main one relentless talk 

of national security, personal and community safety can trigger 

childhood insecurities and indoctrinated views of authority.”
1
 – Teresa 

Stover.  

 

1.1. Preface 

On November 6
th

, 2012 Barack Obama was elected by the citizens of the United States of 

America to a second term as commander-in-chief. This was a closely watched election with 

strong feelings in both of the main political parties. This division among the country’s voters 

reflected the strong divisions present in the government and stagnation of Congress that had been 

present since 2010. Yet, in what way did the media portray the election? What role did they play 

when covering this contentious election? Was the media just as divided as the rest of the 

country? Through internet, radio, television and now, mobile devices, the voting population was 

exposed to many different varieties of media and points of view. The 2012 election had been a 

developing story ever since President Obama took the oath of office for his first term. The 

                                                             
1 Stover 2013 

http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
http://www.searchquotes.com/quotation/The_current_state_of_the_news_media_is_partially_to_blame_for_the_publics_general_lack_of_informatio/219092/
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challenger, Former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney, had run in the Republican primary in 

2008 and lost to Arizona Senator John McCain. Romney’s road to the 2012 election had been an 

almost six year process by Election Day. The election between an incumbent and a challenger 

was not new, but the 2012 Election was the first to take place in such a digital mobile society. 

The role of the media is crucial in the assessment of a candidate, their party and their record. The 

media is also a tool used by politicians promoting agendas. Different media outlets have agendas 

of their own; this results in different reporting of the same story. 

With such a vast quantity of material produced by the media in their coverage of the 2012 

Presidential Election this study will only focus on the three major cable news networks in the 

United States, CNN, FOX News and MSNBC. These three media outlets have reputations of 

leaning different directions and present the two major political parties in different lights.
2
 This 

occurs, despite their claims of being neutral. The election cycle was actively covered by these 

three channels, where they focused in on the major events of the final four months of the 

campaign. This study will focus on ten key events that took place from the middle of August to 

early November. The ten events were covered by all three cable news networks throughout their 

twenty-four hours of programming and news broadcasts. A selection of programs was made from 

the three networks that will be analyzed to help answer the research questions outlined in the 

following section. 

1.2. Research Questions 

All three of the major cable news networks have slogans in which they tout that they are the 

fairest source of media and politics. The slogans attempt to lead consumers to the conclusion that 

the network they are watching will tell them the truth, as it is the best source for political news 

and analysis without bias. By using theory, combined with elements of the Society for 

Professional Journalists code of ethics, this study will seek to investigate the accuracy of the 

claims of the networks, by scrutinizing how the topic of the 2012 Presidential Election was 

covered. The researcher will be striving to answer the following questions: 

 

 

                                                             
2 Peters 2012 
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1.2.1. Main Questions:  

1. What were the differences between the three cable news network’s coverage of the 

2012 Presidential Campaign?  

2. What nature of bias was detectable in the political news coverage? 

 

1.2.2. Sub Questions:  

1. What were the noticeable differences in how the different aspects of the election were 

framed? 

2. How were political actors used to support the claims in the coverage? 

 

The researcher aims to answer these questions of this study through a comprehensive literature 

assessment, combined with an empirical investigation in which the bias of the three main cable 

news networks will be interpreted.  

 

1.3. Method 

The central theories used by the researcher for this paper include the established theories of 

framing, agenda-setting, gatekeeping and argumentation. These four theories relate to questions 

of the function of media in society and how the same story may be conveyed differently to the 

audiences of different networks. In addition to the four theories, an empirical investigation of 

qualitative content analysis of cable news coverage of key election events will be conducted on 

three separate programs, from different time slots, from each of the three different networks. To 

ensure that an accurate comparison was made between the three networks, the programs that 

were selected were done in a manner to encompass a range of different presentations of news, 

popularity levels and allegations of bias. Parallel programs were selected from each network that 

encompassed equivalent time slots and formats. After the nine programs were selected, ten key 

events were chosen from the election calendar. The events were selected because of the 

assurance that the events would have dominated the political news and sparked discussions on all 

of the programs with supporting guests and material to be considered. This size of selection 

would give the researcher a minimum sample size of ninety hours of material to evaluate. The 

researcher will analyze the differences in the news coverage and, the whether there was any bias 

in the individual programs would to be considered. The content analysis with assistance from 
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and reference to the selected theories, will serve the purpose of drawing conclusions about the 

research questions. 

 

1.4. The Structure of the Thesis 

This thesis has three main sections. The first section presents important background information. 

The second section presents the theoretical background and discussion, while the third section 

describes and presents the empirical investigation and findings. The outcome is discussed with 

assistance from the presented background information and literature that will aid in the attempt 

to answer the presented questions. 

 

The introduction of the thesis is presented in chapter one. Continuing on, chapter two is the first 

chapter that presents imperative background research. It is in this chapter that the history of 

political news coverage and the selected cable news networks are presented, followed by a 

discussion of the political topic of this thesis, the 2012 United States Presidential Election. The 

chapter ends with a discussion of talking points, which are crucial when analyzing the 

commentary of political surrogates that appeared on the nine different programs. 

 

Theoretical discussion begins in chapter three. By combining the historical background and 

initial discussion of the election with the theory, the first section of the paper creates the base for 

the empirical research that will follow in the next section. The idea of news influence is 

introduced along with framing theory, argumentation theory and gatekeeping theory and agenda-

setting theory. 

 

The thesis continues with chapter four and a discussion of the methods used in the content 

analysis, as well as background information and reasoning for research material selection. The 

final sections incorporate the empirical investigation with the content analysis. Chapters five and 

six describe and interpret the results from the investigation. 

 

The conclusion, chapter seven, provides a platform for the research outlook and thus closes the 

thesis.  
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1.5. Impediment 

When it comes to politics and the election cycle personal bias can come to the forefront of any 

rational argument. The researcher acknowledges that the election took place in her home country 

and that she personally voted in the election. This fact, combined with the interest in media bias 

was the motivation for the thesis topic selection. The researcher also acknowledges that personal 

bias does exist in favor of one side over the other and personally prefers to consume two of the 

programs analyzed in the research paper. It is for this reason that critical reflexivity will be 

considered through every part of the methodology and discussion of the topics covered. The 

researcher will take every measure to present a neutral argument when discussing the election 

and the media coverage of the key events. The intent is to stay neutral through all analyses and 

discussion. 
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2. Background 

 
2.1. Cable News 

2.1.1. Historical Overview 

Cable television has been around since the late 1940’s. Cables connected to houses connected to 

antennae brought the direct programming from the network stations to peoples’ homes. This 

system was used through the decades as more and more families had private television sets in 

their homes and consumed more television.
3
 Cable News channels are referred to as being 

twenty-four hour networks, however, the night time news segments are usually filled with reruns 

of the day’s programming in order to fill up the airwaves until the morning programs begin the 

news cycle again. 

The term cable news comes from Cable News Network (CNN,
4
). CNN was the original cable 

news channel. From there cable news has come to be a term used for other similar channels that 

produce equivalent content at a comparable pace, twenty four hours a day. By 1986 cable 

networks were consumed by 43% of all television using homes, or about 37 million people.
5
 This 

was the year that the coverage by CNN of the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster made history 

when they were the only national news broadcaster with live round the clock coverage. This 

turned CNN into a global news broadcaster and showed how cable news could have an effect on 

the coverage of a large scale event. This created a trend of fast coverage of events and lengthy 

follow up coverage of the same event, including events such as Tiananmen Square in 1989, the 

fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989 and political coverage.
6
 By 1991 sixty percent of households had 

access to cable news coverage of breaking stories, including the coverage of Desert Storm, where 

cable news was watched by heads of states from around the world, including the Pope, British 

Foreign Secretary and President of the United States.
7
 

With the success of CNN, it was inevitable that competitors would come onto the network. Many 

channels came into the picture including The Financial News Network (FNN) and CNN2, which 

                                                             
3 Franklin 2013 
4 Cable News Network 
5 Parsons 2008, 480 
6 Ibid., 481. 
7 Ibid. 
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came about in the 1980’s following the launch and success of CNN. The Consumer News and 

Business Channel (CNBC) took over The Financial News Network (FNN) in 1991. Microsoft 

and General Electric’s NBC unit combined to form MSNBC in 1996. Later that same year 

Rupert Murdoch created Fox News after having a large public argument with CNN over channel 

space.
8
 CNN dominated the field of cable news for most of the 1990’s, but by the turn of the 

century Fox News was closing in on the ratings. MSNBC did not become a leading contender in 

the field until 2008. The three leading cable networks are now CNN, Fox News and MSNBC, 

known by some as ‘The Big Three.’ All three channels have found that when they cover politics 

and the White House their ratings go up.
9
 Starting with Fox News, some networks have switched 

from simply reporting on a story and giving the basic facts, to insight and individual commentary 

on personality programming.
10

 

2.1.1.1. Political Coverage 

“The media have emerged to fill the power vacuum created by the declining 

influence of political parties and have become a pivotal corner of the candidate-

media-voter triangle, the so called golden electoral triangle.”
11

 

When it comes to politics, even with the emergence of alternative sources in the digital era, mass 

media is still the most influential. Newspapers, local television networks and nightly news 

coverage, while covering politics, devote little time to in-depth-coverage of large national 

politics. Cable news channels are turned to instead, for in depth coverage or large scale political 

events, such as presidential news and elections.
12

 Coverage of what the President says in a 

speech, or in a press release is newsworthy, while only events that are atypical for Congress or 

courtroom proceedings are reported on.  

Since 1914, annual packaged press briefings have been conducted between the President or the 

Press Secretary and the White House Press Corps who are members of the White House 

Correspondence Association (WHCA).
13

 From WHCA reporting, the information filters to the 

                                                             
8 Parsons 2008, 661 
9 "Cable -- Three Different Networks, Three Different Perspectives" 2013 
10 Cushion 2012, 91 
11 Weaver et al. 1997, 29 
12 "Mass Media and Political Coverage" 2013 
13 "History of the WHCA℠" 2013 
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networks, which have members in the WHCA. From this, filters the information, which then 

makes the nightly news. The WHCA gets a daily briefing from the White House Press Secretary, 

who will answer questions about the issues of the day and address allegations of other political 

issues that may have come from other politicians’ offices where a spin has been put on a story to 

put a politician, bill or issue in a favorable light.
14

 

Daily briefings are pretty standard during a Presidential Term. However, in times of Presidential 

Elections the news coverage of candidates is different. The candidates travel to their campaign 

events with a contingency of reporters from networks and newspapers that provide real time 

reporting for their networks, producing content from which the rest of the country can consume 

and form opinions from. With modern technology smartphones and microblogs, reporting has 

brought blow by blow reports of campaign stops and breaking news. In previous elections the 

well seasoned WHCA reporters would be on the bus, but because of rising costs, many reporters 

traveling on the campaign buses in 2012 were young reporters working for lower wages.
15

  

However, the concentration of reporting is not on what the candidates say or the policies they are 

planning, but on how the candidates are standing in the latest round of polling data. Much 

emphasis is put on the winner and loser of debates and how close the election is. The press 

fixates upon the competition of the race and does not focus on the substance of the campaign 

proposals. Instead, scripted sound bites are selected to tell the story of the events covered.
16

 The 

expansion of media, especially that of cable news networks, gives candidates more air time as 

new and old clips are aired daily. Stronger news coverage combined with the internet and 

televised ads have, in the last decade, changed how the different media’s were utilized to get a 

candidates message across.
17

  

2.1.1.2. Media Credibility 

The media, while bound by no legal code and simply following the demands of editors and target 

audiences, have an obligation to report the facts as they are. The Society of Professional 

Journalists (SPJ) writes that journalists should ‘seek truth and report it’ and in their Code of 

                                                             
14 "Mass Media and Political Coverage" 2013 
15 Peters 2012 
16 "Mass Media and Political Coverage" 2013 
17 Halbrooks 2013 
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Ethics, it states that, “Journalists should be honest, fair and courageous in gathering, reporting 

and interpreting information. Journalists should test the accuracy of information from all sources 

and exercise care to avoid inadvertent error. Deliberate distortion is never permissible…”
18

 This 

code is taught in journalism courses across the United States and followed independently by 

numerous journalists, where “the code is intended not as a set of “rules” but as a resource for 

ethical decision-making. It is not – nor can it be under the First Amendment –legally 

enforceable.”
19

 Yet, while these guidelines are in place the trust of the media, just ahead of the 

2012 Presidential Election, sank to its lowest level ever. According to a poll published by Gallup 

in September 2012, sixty percent of Americans do not trust the media.
20

 This is higher than it has 

ever been before; however, media was consumed at a lower level during the political campaign 

when compared to the previous Presidential Election between Obama and McCain from forty-

three to thirty-nine percent.
21

  

Yet, when breaking down the numbers, personal political preference can affect how credible the 

media may seem to individual viewers. Republicans are more likely to follow the media but are 

more likely to distrust it.
22

 While Democrats are more likely to trust the media, but follow it less 

and independents fall in between the two specified parties.
23

 A majority of those polled by 

Gallup (forty-seven percent) thought that the media was bias in favor of liberals, while thirteen 

percent thought media was too conservative and thirty-six percent thought that the media was 

just right.
24

 These were the overall numbers when looking at the entire media industry.  

However, since this research paper is looking specifically at cable news we need to know how 

those polled thought about television news. A Gallup Poll taken in July of 2012 found that 

confidence in television news had dropped to twenty-one percent.
25

 What the Gallup Poll found, 

when looking at these numbers, was that although independents and Democrats trust the media 

more, they trust television news only twenty percent of the time while Republicans trust 

                                                             
18 "SPJ Code of Ethics" 2013 
19 Ibid. 
20 Morales 2013 
21 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
25 Morales 2013 
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television news twenty-two percent.
26

 The implications of this downwards trend was attributed to 

the fact that, “Americans have grown more negative about the media in recent years, as they 

have about many other U.S. institutions and the direction of the country in general.”
27

 These 

polls were taken four and two months before the elections, which were when the first key dates 

occurred. The poll seems to think that the trust could go down, further, because of future political 

events.
28

 With the numbers collected by Gallop, we can see that the media is not trusted the way 

it used to be, and even less when it came to television news. However, the media was still 

consumed, and even more so the closer the country came to the national election. These numbers 

help because it can be seen that media is consumed, but not trusted. By understanding that 

mistrust of television news, the ratings of each program will help us to understand the possible 

mindset of the viewers. 

2.2. Selected Cable News Programs 

In this section the researcher will look at the history, set up and reputation of the three networks 

selected to be surveyed, but also the nine different programs. 

2.2.1. Three Major Cable Networks 

In this section the history and background of the three networks, CNN, Fox News and MSNBC 

will be outlined individually. This is significant, because the three channels will be the primary 

focus of the study. These three networks saw their ratings rise significantly with their coverage 

of the 2008 election, where these events were covered more extensively than on other channels 

with the “uneasy hybrid of opinion and reporting,”
29

 This trend was seen again in 2012. The 

three networks covered the election daily, far more than the ten key dates that this study has 

focused on. This section will also look at the specific programs that will be analyzed for the 

study. Background information of the nine programs from the three networks will help process 

the information and ultimately help to answer the research questions.  
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2.2.1.1. CNN  

The Cable News Network, which is almost always referred to by its initials CNN was founded 

by Ted Turner as part of his Turner Broadcast Systems (TBS). CNN was the first twenty-four 

hour news station.
30

 It is alleged that Ted Turner created the network because he was told that it 

could not be done. CNN took four years to develop and signed on air June 1, 1980 with a news 

telecast of husband and wife anchors, Dave Walker and Lois Hart.
31

 CNN had to prove itself in 

the broadcasting world; cable was still a developing market. CNN gained and maintained a loyal 

following of viewers by covering all manner of events minute by minute. CNN attracted foreign 

audiences and banned the use of phrases such as, ‘here at home’ and ‘foreign.’
32

 CNN’s big 

break came when it scooped the other networks on the coverage of the Challenger Space Shuttle 

disaster in 1986 with constant live coverage and again in 1991 with in-country reporting for the 

1
st
 Persian Gulf War on both sides of the conflict.

33
 CNN was the only news network that did not 

pull out before the invasion of Baghdad. Peter Arnett and John Holliman hid in a hotel and 

phoned in live reports, explaining what was happening. This event helped edge big entertainment 

channels out of the meaningful news category and created a market for competitor cable 

networks.
34

 Along with constant news coverage CNN also offered a wide selection of news 

commentary programs including the popular ‘Larry King Live,’ ‘Moneyline,’ and ‘Crossfire.’ In 

1996 all of Turner Broadcast Systems was absorbed by Time Warner Cable, including The Cable 

News Network. Ted Turner became vice chairman of Time Warner Inc. until he retired in 

2003.
35

  

2.2.1.1.1. State of the Union with Candy Crowley 

State of the Union debuted in 2009 on CNN, hosted by John King. The program was originally 

four hours long and would addressed news and politics from the past week. After a year John 

King moved to another time slot and Candy Crowley was selected to replace him while the 

program was shortened to one hour.
36

 Candy Crowley is the only female Sunday Morning news 
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anchor.
37

 She had covered politics for two decades and was CNN’s senior political 

correspondent. Interviews and commentary are conducted during the first half of the program 

and a roundtable discussion takes place during the second half where well informed 

commentators debate the current trending issues. The program is designed to translate 

complicated events in Washington into understandable occurrences for the average American 

citizen.
38

 

2.2.1.1.2. Starting Point 

Starting Point hosted by Soledad O’Brian began January 2, 2012. This program took the place of 

American morning, which had been CNN’s morning program for ten years, and brought back 

Soledad O’Brian to the morning circuit, where she had hosted American Morning from 2003-

2007.
39

 Starting Point was designed to be a conversational style program, discussing the latest 

issues in the news. Soledad O’Brian was an award winning reporter who had covered stories all 

over the world. Starting Point distinguished itself by following the Republican Primary and 

reporting live state by state as the different primaries took place.
40

 Not long after the election was 

over, it was announced that the program was canceled, and, signed off in March of 2013.   

2.2.1.1.3. Erin Burnett OutFront 

Erin Burnett OutFront began on October 3, 2011, to replace the slot left open in the evening by 

John King. The new program was formatted in a talk show news analysis style, where she would 

be directly competing with rival networks with similar formats and personalities.
41

 Erin Burnett 

had been lured away from CNBC for the chance to begin her own program. She had a 

background in corporate finance and had written and appeared on a myriad of programs on 

different networks. Erin Burnett OutFront was designed specifically around her strengths, which 

included large segments discussing financial news and their impacts. The program is more 
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relaxed and has a faster pace than the competitors, while discussing current topics on foreign and 

local news and politics.
42

 

2.2.1.2. Fox News Channel 

The Fox News Channel was created as the twenty-four hour cable news channel to compete with 

CNN. The Fox News Channel was launched in 1996 by the Fox Broadcasting Company, when 

owner Rupert Murdoch failed to acquire CNN. The channel was launched after the Fox 

Broadcasting Company had such a successful decade with an every expanding market of 

viewers.
43

 The channel was designed with direct help from television producer and 

former Republican political consultant Roger Ailes. The channel launched on October 7, 1996 

and was watched by 17 million people the first night. Fox News slogan states that they are fair 

and balanced, and that ‘they will report and you can decide.’ This approach was to counter what 

was deemed a liberal leaning media horizon.
44

 The most popular programs however, were not the 

news programs but their opinion programming. Fox News overtook and surpassed the viewing 

numbers of CNN after the terrorist attacks on September 11th.
45 

Fox News is often criticized for 

having close links with the Republican Party, even though their claims are of being fair and 

balanced. Former Republican candidates are guest hosts or commentators on the programs. In 

addition The Fox Broadcasting Company donated money to Republican campaigns after the 

Supreme Court Citizens United ruling in 2010.
46

  

2.2.1.2.1. Fox News Sunday 

Fox News Sunday first aired five months prior to the launch of the Fox News Channel, April 28, 

1996 and is still the only regularly aired news program. This program was originally hosted by 

Tony Snow who left to become Press Secretary under George W. Bush. The program has been 

hosted by Chris Wallace since 2003.
47

 The format of the program is very standard to political 

talk shows. Special guests and news makers from the past week are interviewed and then a panel 

of guests discusses the topics and issues of the week. The program has the opportunity to reach 
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more people than competing Sunday News programs because the audio is broadcast out via radio 

stations owned by Fox News Radio.
48

  

2.2.1.2.2. Fox & Friends 

Fox & Friends is the Fox News Channel’s popular early morning news program hosted by 

Gretchen Carlson, Steve Doocy and Brian Klimeade. The program began in 1998, two years 

after the launch of the Fox News Channel. The three hosts discuss the latest news and politics 

with guests and celebrities making appearances on the program to discuss new events in their 

lives.
49

 The program includes any number of topics and updates on trending stories. The news 

updates and interviews with correspondents take place during the first part of the program, while 

variety acts and guests take up the latter half of the program. Fox & Friends has received a lot of 

criticism for being very biased toward one side of the political spectrum and seeming to give 

conspiracy theories credit on a national platform.
50

 The Fox News Channel disavows that the 

program is a news program, but the program continues to report on the news and give opinions 

on the latest events on a daily basis.  

2.2.1.2.3. The O’Reilly Factor 

The O’Reilly Factor began on the Fox News Channel in 1996 as The O’Reilly Report, but 

changed to its current name in 1998. The daily talk show discusses news of the day, mainly 

centering on Capitol Hill and national political news. The program is broken up into many 

different segments where choice words are used to break down the stories of the day using 

rhetoric, graphics and guests, which are the tools used to help break down the story. The 

O’Reilly Factor has one of the highest numbers of viewers on the Fox News Channel. The 

program is known for its passionate and usually controversial review of daily politics, where the 

program claims to tell the stories as they are, in segments known as ‘the no spin zone.’
51

 Much 

criticism has been given to this program because of perceived bias that is considered extreme, 

especially when discussing left wing politics.  
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2.2.1.3. MSNBC 

The channel of MSNBC was founded July 15, 1996. The initials come from Microsoft and the 

National Broadcasting Corporation who teamed up to create an entirely new entity, combining 

both news and the internet to create a 24 hours news media.
52

 This was an experiment that would 

combine news from NBC and allow Microsoft to try different techniques of getting news out on 

the emerging platform of the internet. The cable channel did not make much of an impact, but 

the website became a very large player in the emerging media of news from a website.
53

 

However, the lagging ratings when competing with CNN and Fox News were not what NBC 

wanted and Microsoft wanted to get out of the television content part of the partnership. In 2005 

NBC purchased Microsoft’s shares in MSNBC broadcasting, but not the shares for the website. 

In 2007, the channel began to turn things around and saw its ratings go up.  However, 

controversy about NBC news on MSNBC’s website made Microsoft uncomfortable with news 

content resulting in 2012 with NBC and Microsoft cutting all ties and with the emergence of 

NBCNews.com.
54

 MSNBC is now responsible for the content of the website, which revolves 

around the programs that are in the daily lineup. The network has been accused of being biased 

with a liberal slant, although it does have conservative leaning programs on the lineup. Since the 

2008 election MSNBC has become a leading contender in cable news coverage.
55

 

2.2.1.3.1. Meet the Press 

Meet the Press is a very unique program in the lineup of today’s news programs. In November 

2012, the program became the longest running program in history. The program began on 

November 6, 1947 and continues today, having interviewed almost every notable figure in 

American political and social history, and tracking some figures from their modest beginnings 

through decades to their achievements on Capitol Hill.
56

 There have been nine hosts since the 

beginning; the most recent is David Gregory who began moderating the program on December 7, 

2008.
57

 The program is an hour long Sunday round table news format where the biggest issues of 

the week are discussed through key guests and then with a political roundtable of guests from 
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both sides of the spectrum. Meet the Press is created by NBC News, but is also played in 

MSNBC in place of MSNBC having a competing Sunday news program at the same time. Meet 

the Press is watched weekly by 4 million viewers.
58

 The program is the highest rated, most 

watched and most quoted of the Sunday programs and often makes the nightly news because of 

revelations made on the program in the morning. The program is carried on the radio, but does 

not have as large of a following as Fox News Sunday. 

2.2.1.3.2. Morning Joe 

Morning Joe first aired May 9, 2007. The program is hosted by former Florida Congressman Joe 

Scarborough, who moved from his evening program, Scarborough Country, to host the morning 

program with main co-host Mika Brzezinski, and a secondary co-host Willie Geist. Brzezinski 

has strong ties to the Democratic Party. Her father was National Security Advisor to President 

Jimmy Carter and her brother is the United States Ambassador to Sweden. Morning Joe is 

broken up into segments where the early morning news is discussed along with the news of the 

previous day where conservative views are given on the subject and then more often than not, 

liberal guests are invited to obtain a rounded conversation on the day’s issues.
59

 In 2010 the 

program expanded to include a radio format. Joe Scarborough had previously hosted a radio 

program, but it was similar to his morning program, so this radio program was revamped to be an 

extension of the morning talk show.
60

 The Morning Joe program is seen as a conservative 

program on a liberal network. Scarborough has gotten into some notable fights with other media 

personalities, both conservative and liberal and been criticized for being hard on the Republican 

Party.
61

 However, in 2010 Scarborough was suspended from his program for making campaign 

contributions to Republican Party campaigns.
62

 The program has not passed the ratings of Fox & 

Friends, but is more popular than that of the CNN morning programs. 

2.2.1.3.3. The Rachel Maddow Show 

The Rachel Maddow Show began just ahead of the 2008 Presidential Election, on September 8, 

2008. The host, Rachel Maddow, a Rhodes Scholar, had been a guest on other programs on the 

                                                             
58 "About 'Meet the Press'" 2012 
59 Hinckley 2010 
60 Stelter 2010 
61 Scarborough 2010 
62 Vogel 2010 



 

24 | Rosell 

 

network for several years and had guest hosted on Countdown with Keith Olbermann, when he 

was away.
63

 The Rachel Maddow Show replaced Verdict by Dan Abrams. The program is called 

progressive, but also might be described as liberally biased, especially when discussing the 

Republican Party. The program has been very popular from the very beginning and in September 

of 2012, beat The O’Reilly Factor in ratings.
64

 The program is broken up into segments, where 

political and social topics of the day are discussed and commented on, supported by guests from 

across the spectrum of categories who help to give insight to the topics that may seem random, 

but are pulled together in the end. The program is considered straightforward with a hint of 

humor and no bluster, when discussing even the toughest of topics.
65

  

2.3. Election Coverage  

 

2.3.1. The History of Modern Election Coverage 

As the technology of communication has evolved, so too has its use in political coverage of 

Presidential Elections in the United States. The Associated Press, (AP) has been aiding the 

evolution of Presidential Election coverage from the very beginning. In 1848 the telegraph was 

used to report the incoming votes from the thirty states of the union over the measure of three 

days and at a cost of one thousand dollars.
66

 The telegraph was relied on heavily for the rest of 

the nineteenth century to report election results. The AP relied on the official numbers coming 

in, but by the 20
th

 century AP was establishing data tabulating machinery, and relying on its own 

staff to provide the material reported about the election. Newspapers like The Washington Post 

began telling their readers that updates would be posted on large billboards before the next 

editions were printed.
67

  

 

In 1952, possibly the largest impact on election return reporting was introduced, the IBM 

accounting machine. This allowed faster tabulation of numbers coming in from different states to 

be analyzed in a few minutes and make more accurate forecasts.
68

 The method of using punch 

cards, which were fed into the machine, was used through the nineteen seventies and local data 

processors across the country were hired to phone in results. The faster tabulation of results aided 
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in forecasting winners; even before the polls had closed in all states. The results were penciled 

on billboards, but now on electronic display boards and then sent out on the wire.
69

 This process 

aided in compiling earlier results and faster analysis of exit polls. In 2004, new processes were 

devised to check and double check results. AP now monitors almost seven thousand races and 

sends out hundreds of thousands of updates on a single election day.  

 

The results are now updated on the internet in real time and the television networks, including 

the cable news networks that exclusively subscribed to AP; broadcast the results in real time, 

live, on air.
70

 In the last decade the Internet has expanded to be used as a main hub for both 

candidates and news networks during a campaign season. The 1996 campaign was the first 

election that had the campaigns doing mass communications online.
71

 The 2000 election saw the 

first campaign websites. 
72

 The websites and internet were utilized as a new means for raising 

money for campaigns and were a better means for measuring a candidates’ likability, based on 

how popular they were on social media sites.
73

 In the scope of electronics involved with 

Presidential campaigns, the internet is relatively new, but it has quickly become an important 

variable in campaigns utilized by the media and candidates for money, information and 

announcements. Campaigns’ will always use the latest technologies to get their message out and 

the mass media will be keeping tabs and using the technology to report the story. However, this 

study focuses on televisions, because it is still the main media that the public utilizes to get 

political news.  

 

2.3.2. Bias in the Media 

 

2.3.2.1. Historical Overview 

The mass media is accused of having a bias, which usually favors one political side over the 

other. Media personalities of today, have often explained that they are not biased and, that they 

do not make the news, they simply report it. Slogans of media corporations’ and networks will 

try to dispel its perceived bias and try to send a message of impartiality. Yet, the process of 
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creating news content already starts off with bias by simply selecting the stories that will be 

covered.
74

 From there, the basic story to be focused on must have be selected and the section of 

the story must then be placed in a paper or, a time slot for the nightly news. The reporter or 

editor will make a selection and then that story will continue bringing to light some facts and 

leaving out others.
75

 This is not a new process or concept in the media. Media bias has been 

present in the United States since the beginning.  

 

Early Colonial newspapers were published specifically to air the views of one side. Newspapers 

were the main form of mass media for the day. The views of individual papers were well 

known.
76

 The bias of individual papers depended on their financial support sources. At this time, 

there was little money from advertising or subscribers, political parties funded papers. These 

supported papers were expected to publish in favor of their patron party.
77

 The average citizen 

would choose a paper, containing opinions of which they approved. Some would need to read 

multiple papers to get a balanced look at the politics and issues being debated in the different 

papers.
78

  

 

When the colonies declared independence, and in subsequent years wrote and amended a 

constitution, in which the first amendment guaranteed freedom of the press and freedom of 

speech.
79

 The right of newspaper editors to say what they liked, enabled them to show political 

bias very openly or incite gossip and scandal based on personal opinion. Yet, the influence of the 

press was limited because literacy rates were very low. The press did not influence people or 

politicians.
80

 This changed in the nineteenth century as more people began to read and politics 

became a main element to public socializing. Newspapers became independent of their patrons 

and were able to print less politics and more sensational news for their growing audiences.
81
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Circulation of newspapers grew, aided by the telegraph, which while aiding in vote tabulation, 

also helped spread news across the country and aided in sensationalism of content which 

dominated papers, taking the place of local news.
82

 Huge media empires appeared around the 

turn of the twentieth century with the competition between Joseph Pulitzer of The New York 

World and William Randolph Hearst of The New York Journal.  These papers took 

sensationalism to new heights, warring with each other for subscribers and scoops. This would 

eventually tarnish both papers and publishers.
83

 Openly partisan papers began to go out of 

fashion and by the middle of the twentieth century newspapers were striving for a more balanced 

approach of news coverage as they began to compete with news networks on the radio and then 

on television for subscribers.
84

 The advent of real time news broadcast all over the country made 

it so that the same news could be consumed by everyone at the same time.  

 

2.3.2.2. Transition to Modern News 

Large personalities on television took the place of opinionated columnists. This completely 

changed how information was delivered and received.
85

 Daily news has turned into an 

entertainment spectacle with attractive news anchors reading scripted content at a rapid pace, 

combined with images and video leaving little time or space for comprehensive dialogue of the 

issues and less interaction or reaction from consumers.
86

  

 

As television began to influence news, it also began to influence how politicians got their 

message out to the general public. Short sound bite clips and targeted television ads were now 

designed to present a favorable image of the candidate to the people.
87

 As networks learned to 

use attractive news anchors, politicians learned from the 1960 Presidential debates that images of 

politicians could be more important than content of messages. Television drew viewers into the 

campaigns in a way that radio and newspapers could not.
88

 Television grew as a medium and 

broadcast news and politics on a daily basis promoting political discussion of media content and 

bringing about the debate about biased news sources. Large media outlets now rely on a good 
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relationship with politicians in order to get inside information. This will prompt anything 

negative to be dropped from stories in order to preserve a contact.
89

 This will slant news in a way 

that is preferable to the source providing inside information.  

 

News organizations, while they provide the news, have an obligation to turn a profit in order to 

stay afloat in a competitive market. The selection of news stories covered, can be influenced by 

the personal political preferences of the media outlets owner, who may have no regard for the 

audience consuming the media.
90

  

 

Bias in the media has turned into a hot issue in the United States. Media outlets claim objectivity, 

but others will go over content carefully and claim that it is slanted to favor a liberal or 

conservative perspective.
91

 Political influence over the media is not a major problem in news 

coverage, but personality news commentators are seen as a hazard to a well balanced media, 

because of the level of consumption of the personality programs and how they are taken as fact 

based reporting.
92

 Viewers are not always aware that news is produced by reporters, who have 

personal opinions that can get in the way of factual objective reporting. The opinions influence 

the readers who unknowingly can take the words in a news story as fact instead of personal 

hearsay.
93

 The opinions of news anchors with selected facts, will determine how the story may 

be understood by the viewing public.  

 

Tainted opinions can mix into political and financial ideas, influencing stories to be altered as a 

result. However, as Robert McChesney described in his book, Corporate Media and the Threat to 

Democracy, bias is not usually associated by the public as coming from the media, but as coming 

from politicians influencing the media. Privately owned media is seen as being a democratic 

institution in the United States.
94

 Those who consume the media can be misguided by how much 

airtime or emphasis on facts that a story is given. Media consumers can suspend their belief in 
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bias while consuming the news because of a trust built up over time that the media will strive for 

the highest quality of news reporting possible.
95

 

  

2.3.2.2.1. The 2012 Presidential Election 

Electing or reelecting a president in the United States is a very long process that began, in the 

case of the 2012 election, on April 4, 2011 when President Obama officially filed the papers 

necessary to seek reelection.
96

 From May to August, the six main contenders for the Republican 

Party ticket entered the primary race to compete to win the opposing party’s nomination, 

including Former Massachusetts Governor Mitt Romney on June 2nd.
97

 Between May 2011 and 

March 2012 the Republican candidates met 27 times to debate the issues that were considered 

important to the Republican Party platform.
98

  The primary season conducted through the spring 

of 2012 witnessed a fierce battle between Romney and the other main candidates: Former United 

States Speaker of the House Newt Gingrich and Former Unites States Senator from Pennsylvania 

Rick Santorum. Romney won a majority of the state primaries and caucuses and on April 25th 

was officially declared the Republican Candidate for president by the Republican National 

Committee.
99

  

 

No big events were witnessed in the summer of 2012. However, Romney’s numbers in the polls 

did not grow and his campaign began to lose steam. The announcement of Congressman Paul 

Ryan in early August was made earlier than anticipated to gain enthusiasms going into the fall. 

The different conventions held in Tampa, Florida and Charlotte, North Carolina officially 

nominated Romney and President Obama respectively.
100

 Vicious campaigning ensued until 

Election Day on November 6th when President Obama was re-elected for a second term. The 

results were made official on two subsequent days, on December 17th when the Electoral 

College formally elected President Obama and Vice President Joe Biden for a second term and 

January 6th when the Senate formally announced the results of the election to a joint meeting of 

Congress.
101

 January 20th was the official end, when President Obama was inaugurated for a 

                                                             
95 DuBach 2005 
96 Tomaszewski 2013 
97 Ibid. 
98 "2012 Primary Debate Schedule" 2013 
99 Tomaszewski 2013 
100 Ibid. 
101 Ibid. 



 

30 | Rosell 

 

second term. Romney did not attend the Inauguration, being the first defeated challenger to not 

attend since 1989.
102

 

2.3.2.2.1.1. Talking Points 

In politics, especially in campaigns, politicians will use different issues as the base for their set 

agenda and their goals if they are elected. These will be especially persuasive and designed to 

help support an argument or discussion.
103

 The talking points will be repetitive and be brought up 

often not only by the candidates, but by their political surrogates. 

 

Political Candidates are unable to appear on every daily or weekly cable news programs to air 

their views on why they feel they are the best person for the job. This is where the political 

surrogates come in to take the place on the cable news programs. Political surrogates are 

individuals who can discuss policies and the character of a candidate at events and interviews 

where the actual candidate could not attend. The most important surrogate is usually the spouse 

of the candidate, but in large national elections there are also the vice presidential candidates and 

then the many prominent surrogates who endorse the candidates.
104

 

 

Key surrogates can be politicians still in office from an important district or state. The surrogates 

can enable candidates to gain support in battle ground states, which will give them a better 

chance of winning.
105

 The surrogates are issued talking point memos, so that in the event of a 

questions being asked about a policy or a public stance, the surrogates will have the right answer 

or be able to direct the questions to a different topic, or point out the difference between the two 

candidates.  

 

Talking point memos that are sent out to delineate the top line messages of a candidate and  their 

differences concerning jobs, health care, the national debt, taxes and foreign policy.
106

 The 

talking points outline achievements, past records, new plans and what the other candidate would 

do that would be bad for the country.
107

 The content analysis of the different programs for the ten 
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key dates had many instances, where surrogates who appeared on the programs, who had to 

answer questions on Romney or President Obama’s policies, would switch to a canned response 

straight off the surrogate talking point memo. The memos help to ensure that the surrogates do 

not go off message and say something that the candidate will have to recant at a later date, which 

will cause unwanted media coverage. Positive air time for the supported candidate and 

obstructive air time for the opponent are the goals of the talking points, and while useful, only 

obstruct journalists as they attempt to get straight answers about planned policies. 
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3. Theoretical Discussion 

This section is broken up into two different parts. First the researcher will present a discussion of 

how political coverage by mass media can change how society perceives political events. The 

second section will focus on the influences that occur on mass media from behind the scenes 

before its message is sent out to the general public. This section will discuss the different 

theories utilized in this study. This analysis will thoroughly analyze background and breakdown 

to show how and why they are important for this particular study. 

 

3.1. Implications of Political News Coverage on Current Political Perception 

 

“Americans now depend almost entirely on the media for political information. What is 

striking about today’s media environment is the degree to which American’s distrust the 

sources they rely upon so comprehensively.”
108

 

 

Without the influence of daily televised news, political campaigns would be differently 

formatted than they are today. The vicious campaigns of the past
109

 are not remembered today, 

because there was no minute by minute commentary on twenty-four hour cable news programs, 

with an army of fact checkers and the burden of political correctness to steer the campaigns. The 

commentary and constant reel of political images can create a sensory overload that cannot be 

escaped, especially during an election year, when politics dominate the news and the commercial 

air time. The images being shown on screen can be powerful. However, political images 

generally involve a politician making a speech, and without context, commentary and 

explanation, viewers cannot distinguish the images from each other or understand why one 

speech is more significant than another.  

 

The political commentators discourse and discussion explains what the viewer is seeing and uses 

the powers of choice words, changing the meaning for some individuals.
110

 Choice words will 

shape individuals concept of politics, especially that of a campaign and will influence voters. 

Words are not actions and opinion is not truth, but the power of words and the value of 
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information placed on the words is hard to comprehend because of the subtle influence 

implied.
111

 

 

The mainstream media intervenes in the daily political rows to control government power within 

an ideological boundary.
112

 This can control the daily discourse and force politicians to change 

their campaign in an attempt to respond to the allegations by the media and subsequently the 

public. The discourse in the media has become instrumental in influencing politics and interests 

as they are now an autonomous force, which has sparked the sophisticated media strategies used 

by politicians creating professional political publicity which in current politics, is utilized as a 

strong weapon.
113

 

 

Media is now a form of culture that is a material product with different dimensions that need to 

be considered, so that the media process can be understood. The most important aspect when 

looking at political media, is the collaboration between politicians and the political reporters that 

they speak to, hoping that the journalist will provide favorable coverage of them.
114

 The decision 

of a politician to go onto one program over another can be influenced by the tone of that program 

and this selection prompts a different response on the program granted an interview, than on the  

program not granted the interview and left to their own devices to decipher the political events as 

the media personality sees them. Reliance on one politician’s statement, does not guarantee news 

in favor of one party over another.
115

 However, there has been an increase in adversarial 

competition between politicians and the media.
116

 This creates more instances of negative 

reporting and media bias, which increases over time, because of influence from commercial 

interests. The freedom of the press gives the media power to present their audiences with 

personal preferences of the news unconstrained. However, the media usually only reports what is 

being discussed in current politics and only judges politicians after they have acted. 

 

The selectivity of news programs, nonetheless, has an effect on how the public consumers of the 

media view the media. Viewers now distrust different categories of the media because of a 
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perceived presence of bias. Current media has evolved from simply reporting the facts on air, to 

interpreting the facts: adding background, significance, and perceived influence on future 

politics. Those within the media may regard the public as unable to interpret the facts on their 

own, so the commentary on actions and possible motivations are designed to inform the reader of 

why the event occurred in the manner it did.  

 

This could cause backlash and resentment, which influences sensitivity to any form of bias as the 

media gets more sensational in their reporting of any scandal, especially on cable news networks, 

where the twenty-four hour outlets fill up time discussing inconsequential details as if the 

political agenda revolves around them. Research has shown that this practice has tired the 

viewing public of political media.
117

 This preoccupation leaves voters uninformed, because as 

media outlets focus on scandal, they miss consequential details, while acting as if they have 

covered everything and giving the impression of uniform coverage. Through selective language 

the viewers are angled to a pre-selected view of the evolving political scene, as the personalities 

paint the image of politics or a specific party in a manner that fits in with the commercial interest 

of the media outlet. The selectivity of the stories reported on and the manner of reporting, attracts 

criticism because the media is seen as having a vast amount of power by having the ability to 

shape public perception through individual programs and opinions of television personalities. 

This reporting approach changes the landscape of televised news and influences agendas and 

policy because of how the public reacts. 

 

3.2. Influences on Mass Media Content – What Makes the News? 

It is not possible to report on everything that happens in a single news cycle, mainly because of 

the sheer volume of information that is generated every day from all over the world and the 

limited space in the media. Local or national stories will take precedent over global stories, so in 

the case of politics, especially Presidential Elections, the coverage will take precedence over 

other stories. Yet, this is where the similarities between media sources might end. The story 

being covered may be the same, but the discussion will be different depending on how the news 

personality views the story and how they chose to thematically arrange the facts in their 

narrative. Telling a good story in the media, does not always include all the facts, so facts could 
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be altered or omitted to make the flow of the narrative continue at a better pace. What is 

ultimately said on the news is what is most comfortable for the news personality to say, and a 

narrative that they believe. 

 

Media personalities in the United States, broadcast their arguments visually and verbally in a 

manner to establish their superior knowledge over the viewer by using support material.
118

 The 

news is presented in a manner that will promote the illusion of ethical reporting instead of the 

manufactured version depicting a particular vision to their viewers, instead of just a straight 

report with only facts. The media will operate their reporting around maintaining sources and 

contracts as well as maintaining their status in the eyes of their viewers. If a media personality 

acquires a reputation that fits with their personal and commercial views, they will continue until 

exterior forces influence change. 

 

Another main issue that influences media content concerning politics is the favorability given to 

one side of politics over another. News outlets tend to mirror one side of political news and cover 

the news with the perspective of one political party favored over the other. This results in a 

dissemination of a one-sided discussion, supported by sympathetic interests.
119

 Especially, when 

larger issues are considered ambiguous, the media will amplify coverage with elite political 

opponents. Journalists occasionally seek out issues that are important to them personally with 

commentary from non-political actors, especially when the issues have a lack of coverage from 

other main media outlets. The news selection that favors one political side over another ads to 

the claims of media bias and only ads to distrust, which viewers might feel towards the general 

media. The different media organizations support political sides and then take sides against other 

media outlets which support the opposite side, thus creating one-sided slant against politicians 

and media outlets that support the opposite side of the spectrum. 

 

The highly competitive media market promotes this model. Different sources, slants, tones and 

personalities on one network will promote only one side of political coverage. In a free market 

economy, the differences in interest by the media outlets, is perfectly legal, if not ethical. Media 
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as a business means that while facts make up the news, outside interest can influence the tone 

and slant of the news. Advertisers and investors, which are imperative to continuing the outlet 

can influence the content, thus those who are hired to be on air personalities will be influenced 

by business expectations and develop their program accordingly.
120

 Business interest, 

preferences of on air personalities, societal and political bias and viewer partiality all combine 

into an agenda and result in a news program in which bias is not always blatant, but is insinuated 

subtly using frames, which will mold the facts into a narrative that supports the views of the 

favored argument.  

 

3.2.1. Framing Theory 

 

“Frames call attention to some aspects of reality while obscuring other elements, which 

might lead audiences to have different reactions.”
121

 

 

This section will detail framing theory and how it applies to the study of media bias in cable 

news during an election. Framing theory was first outlined in 1972 by Gregory Bateson.
122

 There 

are many different sub categories of framing and how it relates to theoretical framework. 

However, this is not an inclusive study, so framing, as it relates to the study will be outlined and 

used. The definition of framing theory has had different wordings. However, for this study the 

definition from Scheufele and Iyengar, who define framing as “a dynamic, circumstantially-

bound process of opinion formation, in which the prevailing modes of presentation in elite 

rhetoric and news media coverage shape mass opinion,”
123

 will be used. 

 

Framing theory does not focus on what is being communicated, but how it is communicated and 

the patterns which influence story selection. In this study, framing theory will help with 

discussing, not what events were covered, but how each of the three networks decided how to 

retell the different events. Framing theory outlines how information is selected, evaluated and 

reported by putting the story in a context that is relatable to previous situations. Each of the three 
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networks, CNN, FOX News and MSNBC cover the same large stories at the same time, but the 

stories are covered for different audiences and three of the networks have different business 

interest and different political sources. This results in different evaluations of events and 

contradictory reporting.  

 

The fact that the story can be told in several different ways, supports the assertion that any issue 

can be viewed by different individuals, who focus on specific implications with different 

values.
124

 What ends up on a daily or weekly cable news program, especially a program that is 

considered a personality program, (i.e. Starting Point or Morning Joe,) are the reiterations of a 

story that have been formatted in a manner to present the facts that are important to the reporter 

and to continue on with the tone of the program.
125

 Framing in news is fundamental to 

organizing, as a story unfolds. The frame is set in the desired context, in which the personality 

focuses on a topical issue and possibly diverts the audience to view the facts differently.
126

 A 

frame telling a story in one way can influence how an event is understood and then how it is 

remembered in the future. According to Entman there are different locations for a frame to be set 

for example, communicator, text, receiver and culture.
127

 These four categories help to interpret 

the next stages of frame formation.  

 

The first step to evaluating framing is by looking at individual attitudes of the individual who 

frames the argument. In this study the focus is on nine cable news personality programs. The 

host/s frame the news based on personal evaluation of the facts. The framing of a topic coming 

from a personality can influence the frame that a viewer, and when considering politics, a voter, 

has on a particular topic, which “in practice, an individual may have only vague notions on many 

political topics and may not have developed overall evaluations that could be called attitudes.”
128

 

Voters look to the news to find out about issues, because each individual is different when it 

comes to voting. Different social matters have different levels of importance to an individual 
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viewer, and importance is based on how much is known about a political focus, which can be 

influenced based on how the news frames the topic that is being discussed. 

 

The news that is ultimately approved and broadcast on the cable news channels has two different 

sets of framing, which were described by de Vreese in the Information Design Journal, as being 

used to tell the story, frame-building and frame setting.
129

 Frame-building is the term that refers 

to the specific influences on the quality of a frame. Frame-building begins before the news is 

broadcast, when the reporter and superiors decide on stories and their presentations.
130

 The 

actions inside the newsroom on how a story will be framed are equally as influenced by external 

factors, such as social movements.
131

 These influences combine, resulting in frame-building 

which incorporates internal factors including editing policies and values of the news and external 

factors, such as the importance of an individual study. The second step to framing a story is 

frame-setting, which is also partway influenced by what influences frame-building. Frame-

setting is influenced by issues such as political policies, of which the public has prior knowledge 

and formed opinions.
132

  

 

 
(de Vreese). 

 

The framing of stories which are continuations of an old story, have to take into account the prior 

knowledge and opinions of the target audience. When a story is framed in a fastidious manner 

that pleases the individual reporter, this will influence the analysis and assessment of the 

event.
133

 Consequences of the framing can be measured on a societal level and on an individual 
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level, in which altered attitudes concerning decision making and political action can be the 

result.
134

 A frame in communication can only be determined when dealing with a specific issue.  

 

In terms of a Presidential Election, frames are put in the context of one candidate being better 

than the other, but these frames may differ from how smaller issues are framed such as changes 

to Medicare.
135

 However, Entman notes that unless there is persistent bias ranging over a matter 

of years then the bias cannot be considered institutional, and can only be considered passing.
136

 

The audience individually frames the story that they are consuming to form a mental map, which 

will enable navigation of the news program in an attempt to cope with the flood of information to 

which they are subjected.
137

 The framing of news is where the allegation of news bias stems 

from; when it is understood that journalists’ beliefs have been mixed into the reporting of facts. 

Skillful framing involves journalists directing the public’s views and constructing the facts into 

their own interpretation.
138

 

 

When it comes to broadcast media, there is also the idea of visual framing that needs to be 

addressed. Visual framing provides greater precision through stimuli and non-verbal cues. Bias 

can be detected through visual framing via the interpretation of facial expressions, body language 

and visual aids used in the media, for example when a news personality uses video clips, or 

graphics to support the argument they are making, or indicates through gestures of tone of voice 

that they disagree with the policies they are discussing. A non-verbal frame could potentially 

have more power of influence, because a viewer will believe what they see. Frames function by 

promoting a particular definition or interpretation.
139

 By having a selective visual aid to back a 

framed argument, increases the chances of the viewers believing what they see and hear.
140

 

Frames will be more influential, if the symbolism is recognizable. By being able to visually 

represent an argument makes a frame much more powerful and influential on viewers.
141

 By 
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breaking down framing theory into the small subcategories we are able to see the small parts of 

frames and how they can be used to influence consumers of broadcast cable news programs.   

 

3.2.2. Argumentation Theory 

The concept of framing and its subcategories, such as visual framing, are only part of what is 

needed to produce a convincing line of reasoning for an audience to accept truth in what a news 

personality says. Programs leaning to different sides of the political spectrum contend for a 

specific line of logic. The arguments are designed to instruct and influence their viewers. The 

arguments are influenced by the personal views of the program personalities, but also of those in 

charge of the networks, including advertisers and share holders. Arguments are used to get a 

point across to those who do not agree, but also, arguments are made to affirm personal beliefs. 

The personality will use convincing language to favor of one point of view. They will attempt to 

entice people to follow their method of thinking on the current issue, if they are not already in 

agreement. It is a move that one party makes in a dialog to offer an idea that may be acceptable 

to another party, who doubts the conclusion of the line of reasoning.
142

 

 

As individuals have free will and choose which news programs they will consume and which 

personalities they can tolerate, the viewers choose to listen to arguments that may not be 

especially different from what they already think, but which may persuade them to agree with 

specific points of view coming directly from a cable news personality.
143

 Arguments consist of 

four elements: identification, analysis, evaluation and invention. Those who argue may not be 

after the truth, but merely seeking to affirm their views by supporting them with arguments.
144

 

Arguments are set of statements made of a premise, and inference and a conclusion. They can be 

supported by other arguments or can be critically scrutinized.
145

  

 

Those arguing have the obligation to answer the critical questions that may arise by identifying 

the key issues of the argument and answer those issues in a manner in a manner in which they do 

not leave any holes, which would enable the defeat of their argument.
146

 By analyzing the issue 
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of individuals arguing merely to affirm their own beliefs and convince others to also follow those 

beliefs takes up the issue of bias. When an individual actively argues, they do so not only to 

argue, but they are also vigorously defending their personal views.
147

 Argumentation theory 

paired with framing and more specifically visual framing help explain underlying formatted bias 

of opinions voiced on a cable news program. 

 

While argumentation may be considered a purely negative theory, considering its focus is 

discussing clashing points of view; argumentation is also, another form of communication.
148

 

The simple act of arguing is a dialog between the two parties involved. Viewers are able to 

respond to the arguments made on a news program in several methods. The first method would 

be to either continue or stop watching which would affect ratings of the program. The second 

would be to respond using digital means. Dialog through argument enables provocative ideas to 

be hashed out in a debate method, and while those in the debate may not agree with each other 

debate of opposing ideas is a democratic notion that is supported with freedom of the press in the 

United States. The personalities on the different programs outline their discussions in the format 

of a conversation with the audience, and many times, the arguments were made while in 

conversation with guests that appeared on the different programs, which resulted in a 

conversational argument where viewers could see both sides point of view, while also having 

personal views about both opinions being witnessed on screen.
149

 Argumentation is simply a 

method of going against a traditional method of thinking and using persuasive language to 

attempt to change the personal views of other. 

 

Since there can be several different points of view when concerning one topic in particular, what 

needs to be considered is the refutation of arguments. This is important to consider, when there 

are three different networks that might be saying different things, not to mention the different 

political surrogates that appear on all of the programs who may disagree with framed arguments 

that a personality had outlined before they were introduced on the program. In order to refute an 

argument, appropriate critical responses have to be utilized to make an acceptable counter-
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argument and address the premise and relevance of the argument.
150

 The idea that an argument 

can be refuted presents the issue that must be addressed, which is the thought that if an argument 

can be refuted it may not be correct, when that may not be the case.  

 

Different subliminal messages will influence others to believe what they are hearing, based on 

the credibility that they personally give to the individual making the argument. The personalities 

on cable news programs are given the benefit of the doubt that they would not be hosting their 

program, unless they had some level of expertise on the genres that they chose to discuss, backed 

up with supplemental material. Thus, by them being on the program their arguments are given 

more weight. Arguments have a burden of proof, but if a personality already has the benefit of 

the doubt concerning their arguments, and then uses any number of different sources as support 

material will enable them to back up their arguments and conduct persuasion dialog. As 

personalities utilize the power of persuasion they make it difficult for the average viewers to 

refute what they are witnessing on the programs that they selected to view.  

 

3.2.3. Gatekeeping Theory 

Cable news programs have a set amount of time for their daily or weekly program.  With limited 

airtime an alleged gatekeeper – such as a cable news personality and the team that he or she work 

with – will select the small amount of information that will fit into the time slot. When political 

news is concerned, there is usually a trending story that will gain the attention of the political 

hosts that will be the lead story, especially in the case of this study and the fact that the dates 

were chosen specifically because they would dominate the news. However, the difference of the 

broadcasts was under scrutiny to see which aspects of the trending story was reported on, and 

which support stories were selected. 

 

The act of selecting stories, or in turn, politicians allowing media outlets access to a story is the 

action of gatekeeping. Those in charge of the story or story selection have the control of what 

messages and limited information are conveyed to the consuming audience.
151

 The act of control 
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demonstrates the power of the gatekeeper, as they release specific information that could have 

been filtered through a bias frame.  

 

Gatekeeping is a process at the center of the media’s relationship with the public; by deciding 

what information becomes public and then constructing it into small portions of limited 

information that forms a message that people consume daily. Every bit of information sent out to 

the public had to go through a gatekeeper. What the public sees in the different programs is the 

final result of what information has made it through the various filters. The media takes 

information and turns it into a digestible message by compiling the raw material assembled by 

the news gatherers, that is then organized by news processors and sent out to the media audience 

in the form of completed news.
152

 However, the act of gatekeeping means that the facts that are 

desired to be emphasized are and the facts that do not support the argument of the news piece 

will not be included in the piece, thus, the limitation of undesired information will transpire.
153

 

Different programs will claim that they are not biased and that they are only discussing the facts 

as they are. However, the difference in the presentation of the same story demonstrates that 

gatekeeping is very present in all newsrooms, not only to fit in the maximum amount of 

information into the news programs, but to select the desired stories that are most agreeable with 

the theme of the program presenting it. If the claims of different programs were true, then the 

same story would be seen on all of the selected programs in this study. Yet, since there are 

detectable differences in the presentation of the key events analyzed in this research the power or 

gatekeeping is recognized.  

 

Gatekeeping is the theory that looks at how decisions are made in a newsroom, which is not the 

focus of this study. However, the decisions that are made in a newsroom ultimately have an 

effect on what information is sent out to the consuming viewers. Thusly, the decisions of the 

gatekeepers do ultimately have an effect on the perception of the facts as the research for this 

content analysis is scrutinizing the final product it is important to recognize the decisions that 

were made before production. Gatekeepers determine the content of the news programs and as 

this study is all about content analysis it is important to consider what decisions might have been 
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made when selecting the material that showed up on the final product of the program that was 

broadcast out to the viewers.   

 

By having power of selection, gatekeepers receive criticism for actively selecting stories, or 

emphasizing data that favors one side of the story over the other; in this case the idea of 

gatekeeping affects the assessment of political parties and the networks as a whole.
154

 

Gatekeepers become opinion leaders and contribute to shaping social reality. Consumers who 

interact with the media could potentially begin to agree with the interpretation they are 

consuming. The arguments made through persuasive dialog are used to promote the stories 

selected for consumption by the viewers. The stories went through the different gatekeepers to 

present the news in a format that is agreeable with the gatekeeper and the arguments are worded 

to present the story in a manner that is persuasive to the viewers. Getkeeping when it comes to 

political news can be detrimental to the country as a whole, because if only selective information 

is sent out by influential personalities, then only part of the whole picture will be understood by 

the viewers which will ultimately influence the democratic process. 

 

However, outside of political coverage, it is hard to detect a gatekeeper bias in media coverage. 

When it comes to political coverage a gatekeeper has to determine the validity of the two sided 

argument when both sides have views and capture the attention of half of the country.
155

 This 

leads to the belief and argument that when it comes to programs discussing politics, the content 

allowed to meet the public is subjectively controlled depending on the guidelines of the media 

organization where the information is being assembled.
156

 

 

3.2.4. Agenda-Setting Theory 

 

“Agenda setting can thus be seen as another name for successfully performing the 

first function of framing: defining problems worthy of public and government 

attention.”
157
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Agenda-setting is the process whereby the mass media determines what the public shall think 

and worry about. The process was first observed by a journalist, Walter Lippman in the 1920’s, 

who noted that it was the media who dominated the creation of images that we think of when a 

topic arises and influences opinions.
158

 Mass media has become pivotal in current society as it 

informs the general public about current events, thus coupled with argumentation theory this 

theory looks at how the audience is influenced.  

Information is shared over a great distance to a large population. The process of gatekeeping, 

selecting specific information, pairs with agenda-setting, which is the process of influencing the 

masses. Agenda-setters take the facts and mold them into a simple structure.
159

 The theories, 

along with the psychological concept called priming, in which the public will pay attention to a 

story, based on the amount of importance allotted to it,
160

 cause a more critical evaluation of the 

topic, and sway the reaction. This perceived importance will manipulate the public’s reaction. 

Agenda-setting has a two pronged approach, which at first is the internal discussion unseen by 

the public, as the prominence of stories is determined and the adverse information is hidden or 

omitted.
161

 The second is the impact and influence on the public perception of any story. The 

public perception will influence agendas and then ultimately influence policy and politics. The 

media has the power to persuade the awareness to politics, how they are viewed and what is 

important. Any pressure coming from the public will influence how politicians articulate, what 

their itinerary is and how they attend to sensitive issues. The agenda-setters of the media 

potentially have the power to adjust the course of politics, and in the course of this study, a 

political campaign.
162

 

According to Castells,
163

 framing and agenda-setting are two of the main characteristics utilized 

in political communication to influence the public. These techniques are used not only by 

politicians, but by popular news personalities who support one political side over the other. 

Emotions are played on, especially those of anger and anxiety. Agenda-setting in political 
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communication news is influenced by different agenda-setters and the general public is 

powerless to influence the rhetoric being produced and broadcast.  

Candidates running for office are media agenda-setters as they determine their schedule and have 

sway over reporters who want an interview, and can dominate the news waves when large 

announcements are made. Politicians also utilize their surrogates as agenda-setters who influence 

information based on communication sent out by campaigns that are then parroted by the 

surrogates. The repetitive talking points given out by biased personalities and political surrogates 

influence the public through biased placement of information in programs and on saturated news 

days. Agenda-setting, by focusing on emotions, can spotlight conditions in society and highlight 

problems, and solutions.
164

 The effects on the general public that are experienced as a daily result 

of the press informing the public of the dangers, that may or may not be realize occur beyond 

their daily sphere of activities. The media details events in the world and presents them to people 

in a selective manner, determining what the public knows, how they think about it, and thus how 

they will discuss it.
165

 Agenda-setting and framing go concurrently, when discussing media, 

principally that of political media. Agenda-setting presents the ability of the media to determine 

visibility and impact on culture. 

3.2.5. Cable News Networks - Policy Agenda Setters 

Agenda-setting occurs when the media increases the prominence of a story. Concentrated media 

coverage united with priming, instigates the reactions of the public and the weight their 

evaluations are based on. The influence of the media, in the case of this study looks at three 

different networks and how their different agenda’s influence their coverage. The three networks 

report the same stories but the differences or language and emphasis on facts demonstrate the 

agendas, thus the priming effect that will occur when their viewers watch, think and discuss the 

programs. 

The three networks act as agenda-setters. They will report the different news stories, but the 

focus of the news will demonstrate their agenda. For instance, a strong focus on an economic 

policy, foreign policy, or minor political issue, will express the agenda of the program, especially 
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if the same issue is discussed numerous times in a short period by the same personality.  The 

outcome of the international focus on one issue increases the incentive for the topic to become a 

policy issue, with an active dialog.  

The three cable news programs subjugate the news market, giving them a crucial position of 

influence. The different networks through their power as agenda setters, apply the framework of 

their programs combined with dominant personalities to present a confident air when presenting 

and discussing the facts. The focus from the programs on different matters, determines the 

narrative of the frame and how the ideology of the news presentation will ultimately be broadcast 

to the viewers daily. The theories presented above are the basis for the study on the three largest 

cable news networks and how they present the same topical news differently, thus, determining 

how viewers see and issue and having the power to influence public policy through pressure and 

votes. 

However, like gatekeeping theory, agenda-setting theory is not the main focus of the content 

analysis at hand. However, it was important to mention, as this theory focuses on how the final 

product of framing theory combined with argumentation and gatekeeping combine into the final 

product to influence the viewer’s perception of the topic at hand. This was not a study on how 

the information was received, but more on the differences of the messages and the potential for 

skewed perception of information by the masses who have to take the messages and consider the 

information before taking part in the democratic process. 
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4. The Methodology 

When conducting an empirical study, the researcher must first determine the theoretical 

foundation that will be the basis for the study and determine, if what is being investigated 

involves building a theory. In the case of this study, a theory is not being built, but instead is the 

base of information from which to begin the research design, which is constructed around an 

empirical content analysis which is considered the best method for this study.
166

  This method 

allows the researcher to analyze the different cable news programs selected for the study and 

scrutinize the similarities and the differences between the nine different programs over the 

course of three months as they cover the same events and draw conclusions about the levels and 

categories of bias present in the different programs. 

The process of using a content analysis based approach encompasses an inquiry-based method 

where the results are a product of research-driven approach, specifically designed to answer a 

question that in this study is a small scale investigation.
167

 This study is not large enough to do a 

meta-analysis comparison of a larger range of sources to see how widespread the bias was and 

the measurable level that it may have. This approach enables the pursuit of studying bias within 

specific parameters for this small study using the breakdown of framing theory. The three steps 

to framing theory coupled with the process of bias detection enable content analysis of the visual 

media of cable news. This process facilitates the possibility of drawing conclusions about 

peripheral powers that could stem from the culture and society that the cable news channels 

influence and are influenced by on a daily basis. 

4.1. Qualitative Content Analysis 

The basis of this study, critically analyzing cable news programs, falls under the umbrella of 

qualitative content analysis, which is a popular method that advances an organized examination 

of artifacts of social communication.
168

 There are three different approaches to analysis of 

                                                             
166 Barbara B. Flynn, Sadao Sakakibara, Roger G. Schroeder, Kimberly A. Bates, and E.James Flynn, "Empirical research methods in operations 

management," Journal of Operations Management, 9, no. 1 (1990): 250-284, http://ac.els-cdn.com/027269639090098X/1-s2.0-

027269639090098X-main.pdf?_tid=06979f68-ae54-11e2-bef7-00000aacb35d&acdnat=1366968848_060292a24ef74b06672bbb940fafbf3d 

(accessed April 25, 2013). 
167 "What is Enquiry-Based Learning (EBL)?" June 30, 2010 
168 Richard W. Budd, and Robert K. Thorp, An introduction to content analysis, (University of Iowa School of Journalism, 

1963)http://depts.washington.edu/uwmcnair/chapter11.content.analysis.pdf (accessed April 26, 2013), chap. 11, pg. 238. 



 

49 | Rosell 

 

qualitative data: interpretative approach, social anthropological approach and collaborative social 

research approach, but for this study, the interpretive approach will be the one that is utilized. 

An interpretive approach “allows the researchers to treat social action and human activity as 

text.”
169

 This method views human actions as symbolic layers of meaning. Data derived from 

observation can then be analyzed and interpreted depending on the theory being exercised by the 

researcher. Regarding the orientation of the researcher and how they analyze the observation, 

this study uses a general interpretive process in which the data is organized in a manner where 

patterns of human action can be uncovered.
170

 

The qualitative method over the quantitative method is desired in this study because the 

empirical nature of this study requires an in-depth review of the content using a categorical 

system of organizing, indexing and retrieval of data.
171

 Qualitative analysis deals with patterns, 

while quantitative analysis examines duration and frequency. The act of being able to categorize 

the material and possibly change categories in the middle of observation enables the researcher 

to get a tighter grasp of content.
172

 

To conduct a successful content analysis, the researcher must use coding frames, which will help 

organize data. According to Strauss there are four basic guidelines for coding, which are: ask the 

data a specific and consistent set of questions, analyze the data minutely, frequently interrupt the 

coding to write a theoretical note, and never assume the analytic relevance of any traditional 

variable such until the data show it to be relevant.
173

 The coding can then be translated into 

coding frames that helps to accomplish content analysis.
174

 This requires successive sorting of 

cases into special classes. For example, in this study the topic of media bias on cable networks is 

looked at by categorizing sections of the programming, then coding the different elements that 

are combined to make up the content of the program.  The procedure separated the lump of 

information into three categories of programs, which were then separated by specific date. 

Individually the programs were divided up into six different subcategories of content present in 
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one analyzed news program so that the different elements could be scrutinized separately and 

then jointly as one unit. With sorted and analyzed data, the interpretation of patterns and schemes 

was more accessible. The process of coding and categorizing research and data enabled the 

researcher to breakdown the material into a more digestible form which furthers the analysis and 

makes the results easier to interpret.
175

 

A benefit to content analysis is that the observation and analysis can be inconspicuous. The 

research subject, such as in this case, can be an analytical study of material. The process can also 

enable the researcher to encompass a long period of time, with material subject to availability, 

but with material that can range over many months. However, there are problems that can be 

attributed to content analysis. The researcher takes on the study to “locate unobtrusive messages 

relevant to the particular research question.”
176

 The researcher only has previously recorded 

records to review and analyze, as opposed to newly constructed data that they could collect from 

a new quantitative study.
177

 The second limitation to content analysis is that it cannot be used to 

test casual relationships between variables because nothing can be inferred by attaching cause to 

any observation.
178

 Pros and cons have to be weighed before deciding to use a content analysis 

approach. However, if it is not the only approach being utilized, and it is merely a means to an 

end, than this process qualitative content analysis can be beneficial when looking at processes in 

public records and exploratory descriptive studies.
179

  

The interpretation is dependent on the researcher alone, and will result in the meanings that are 

ascribed based on background research and personal opinions that result from observation and 

the study model. This could be an obstruction, because another researcher could find different 

results and interpret bias in a different manner. An hour long program including an argument for 

one side or another of the political spectrum could be interpreted in a different manner, where 

another researcher could find more or less bias with different results than that of this study. 

Former experiences and opinions need to be taken into account by breaking down how bias is 

detected in the media. The Code of Ethics from the Society of Professional Journalism lays out 

in their code of ethics: what journalists (in the United States,) are expected to do when covering a 
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story, but not what they are obligated to do. This code, which includes a rule stating, “Make 

certain that headlines, news teases and promotional material, photos, video, audio, graphics, 

sound bites and quotations do not misrepresent. They should not oversimplify or highlight 

incidents out of context.”
180

 Combining this among other rules from the code of ethics with a 

methodized approach to analyze the content of the observed cable news programs will ensure a 

reflexive approach to seeking and evaluating and presence of bias. 

4.1.1. Definition of Bias 

In regards to this research it is imperative to define the realm of bias that will enable the 

researcher to detect any measurable amount present in the cable news programs being scrutinized 

for this thesis. The Oxford English Dictionary defines bias as: 

“Inclination or prejudice for or against one person or group, especially in a way 

considered to be unfair.”
181

 

However, it was considered by the researcher that the definition provided by Robert M. Entman 

better defined the research parameters for this thesis: 

"Biased content assists such entities as political parties or interest groups in 

consistently persuading people to accept interpretations helpful to the favored 

actor for some significant period."
182

 

This is the definition that will be used in the study that will help build the categories of bias 

needed to conduct the empirical content analysis for this thesis. 

4.1.1.1. Bias – Analyzing the Subtle Messages in Cable News Programs 

“The logic behind bias and propaganda in the news media is simple and it is the 

same the world over… News media in the cultures of the world reflect the world 
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view of the culture they write for…Critical thinking is a complex set of skills that 

reverses what is natural and instinctive in human thought.”
183

 

The first step, and possibly the most important step in the process of detecting bias, is to 

understand that not everything on television is true. Popular news personalities do not necessarily 

recite the facts in a proper manner. Understanding that fact, no matter how much a viewer wants 

to believe the arguments made on a program, is the beginning of breaking down the bias or 

misguided arguments. To be critical of a topic understanding that even if you believe something, 

does not mean that it is true. We may be prejudiced based on our desires, or attempt to serve a 

vested interest, not matter the truth.
184

 The cable news networks operate in a manner where they 

begin with a point of view, or a framed mindset and report the news as it appears in their point of 

view and selectively use facts that support their point of view. This combined with the networks 

covering the stories that are thought to have the most appeal to the demographics being broadcast 

to, create the base for a biased news cast.
185

 

Media providers hide intent behind a veil of an uninformed public, who believe myths of news 

production that news is created independently with an investigative mindset, where facts are 

reported without personal conclusions influencing the reports.
186  

This study, while seeking bias, 

requires the researcher to be a critical consumer of the news by studying alternative perspectives 

and world views that aid the research with insight and help target personal views embedded in 

news stories. This will include the researcher looking for facts that are ignored, or represented as 

being true, when in dispute, aid in the understanding of the agenda, and interests being served by 

an argument on a news program.
187

 Cable news networks have owners and they have agendas 

and program audiences that have to come to expect a specific tone of reporting on hot button 

issues. 
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4.1.1.2. Steps to detecting and analyzing bias 

When studying a topic, in the case of this study the presence of bias in the media, starting with 

the assumption that what you are looking for is there, could be detrimental to the objectivity of 

the study. This study looks for the presence of bias and the level that is present, or it looks for 

neutrality on the political issues that were discussed on the selected events. Alden Williams laid 

out criteria for bias in 1975, when comparing different studies of bias, stating that bias must 

contain certain properties, such as being volitional or willful. To be bias, it must be influential, or 

else the bias is irrelevant and that bias must be threatening to widely held conventions, lest it be 

dismissed as mere “crackpotism”; and it must be sustained rather than an isolated incident.
188

 

The criteria outlined by Williams discusses the importance while there may be bias present in 

this study, it has to be consistent and willful. The fact that several of the programs in this study 

are among the most popular news programs on cable television, fulfills the criteria of being 

influential. This criterion will enable the researcher to use it, as well as combine other tools and 

outlines to get a broader range of understanding of any bias detected in the study. 

An objective view of the topic at hand, no matter what previous personal opinions may have 

existed previous to the beginning of the study, must be maintained. To detect any level of bias 

the researcher must constantly question what they are observing with an outline of questions that 

will ensure a higher level of objectivity. The researcher must consider and question elements of 

the media, such as program sources and their diversity, point of view of reporting, double 

standards, stereotypes, loaded language, context and prominence in features.
189

 These elements 

aid in interpreting what is being seen and heard in the media. 

There are six different types of bias that could be detected in the media. 

1. Bias by Omission – leaves out one side of a story over a period of time, or ignores 

facts that disprove specific political claims. 

2. Bias by Selection of Sources – uses sources that support one view over another.  

3. Bias Story Selection – highlights stories that coincide with one party’s agenda. 
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4. Bias by Placement – importance is given to a story based on where the story is 

placed in the presentation, comparison to the other stories.  

5. Bias by Labeling – there are two forms of labeling, the first is tagging groups with 

extreme labels. The second is leaving labels out of a report or inventing titles for a 

commentator or source.  

6. Bias by Spin – the story will only have one interpretation and involve a strong tone. 

 

These six characteristics
190

, while focusing on any form of media, are utilized to breakdown the 

selected programs to look at each segment individually and find any undercutting or hidden bias 

disguised as rational discussion.  

 

In the context of cable news programs, all of the programs bring on guests and cite sources that 

are intended to back up the argument that is threaded through the entire program. Taking a 

critical view of the sources means that the researcher needs to decide if the sources and guests 

being used during one single program are diverse in both a political context and in physical 

context. As this study looks at cable news coverage of the 2012 Presidential Election, then the 

diversity needed in a program would be both sides of the political spectrum giving their point of 

view and reactions from others to the individual topics that encompass a wide array of opinions. 

The diversity of the sources being cited will depend on the point of view of a reported story. In 

terms of political coverage, especially those of a presidential election, the stories covered 

generally get reported to favor one candidate over another, or report the actions and movements 

of a candidate throughout the race and leaving reactions from sources who are affected by 

political actions out of the coverage.
191

 

Possibly the key element of detecting bias in an individual news program would be seeing if 

there were double standards in play when discussing an issue. Double standards need to be 

recognized while doing content analysis observations because of the fact that they could be so 

prevalent in a political conversation.
192

 Politics is a very divisive issue and can incite real passion 

in a conversation and can prompt the media to take sides over an issue or a candidate. Thus, 

watching for double standards is important. With cable news programs and personalities, which 
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target different audiences, it is more than likely, that there will be double standards present. If it 

is established that double standards are present, then the level of bias needs to be determined. A 

cable news personality pressuring one guest more than another guest from the other political 

party is one thing, but if the pressure is only slight, then what level of bias would that result in? 

Depending on the day different parties receive different levels of scrutiny. Based on the context 

of the day the researcher will have to take into consideration the background information and 

determine the relevance of pressure of one political party and the actions of the news personality. 

Pressure and double standards from a news personality can come before or after an introduction 

where an argument is made about one specific issue. While introducing a new topic, the 

personality might adopt loaded terminology, which could influence the viewers’ opinions by 

using catchphrases strategically placed to sway a specific mindset.
193

 The loaded language could 

be implemented at any point during a program, and could be used to influence the viewer to see 

something in a positive or negative light and agree with what the personality is framing in their 

argument. When it comes to measuring the bias in loaded language, background knowledge will 

have to come into play, because the selected buzzwords may not be well masked, but may be 

very subtle in intimation. Those who are framing the story and using loaded language may not 

see the perspective of the story as bias.  

It is up to the researcher to keep a critical mind and listen intently to what is being said and how 

it is being said; only then can any bias be detected. The detection could be aided when 

considering the context of coverage. The context or frame will determine prominence and the 

emphasis that a single topic may receive. The order of stories could be determined by importance 

of a story based on the public’s view or of the view of the personality.
194

 Large breaking news 

will be place ahead of a small story, which could easily be missed and may only be included 

because of a personal agenda of a particular program. Context, combined with prominence and 

loaded language will enable the researcher to look at each featured story individually and then 

look at the programs in its entirety, which will result in an adjusted view of bias and what levels 

may be present in one individual program. By breaking down bias into subcategories the 
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researcher was able to critically view any present bias while conducting the survey and notate the 

levels aiding a better reading of bias and resulting in a more accurate conclusion.  

4.2. Research Procedure 

The researcher used an empirical method of qualitative content analysis that broke down the 

process into several steps.  

The first step was to select the key events and the cable news programs that would be analyzed. 

The selections, which will be addressed below, narrow down a long election process into ten key 

events. With the events selected it was then imperative to select news programs from the three  

major cable news network’s chosen for this study that were comparable in content, time of 

broadcast and length of program. The three networks, CNN, Fox News and MSNBC are twenty-

four hour news programs, so the selection process was a very arduous process of comparing 

content and schedules. Special note was also taken with allegations of pre-existing bias for some 

of the programs, such as the evening personality programming which encompasses some of the 

most popular programs on selected networks. These three categories gave an overview of the 

daily and weekly news available on the selected days. The same information would be available 

for the different programs and the formats of the programs were similar enough to do a 

systematic breakdown of the tone and content of each episode.  

 

The three programming categories were: 

 Early Morning News 

 Evening Personality Programs 

 Sunday Early Afternoon Weekly Reviews 

The Sunday programs are widely viewed and the selection included the longest running 

television program in history, Meet the Press, which hit sixty five years in November 2012.
195

 

All three selected programs were an hour long; Fox News and MSNBC were both in competing 

time slots, with CNN’s program a few hours earlier. All three have in depth, one on one, 

discussion with key political figures of the week and then roundtable discussion with panelists 

who are knowledgeable of the topic of interest.  
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The evening programs were selected because of their popularity and comparability. The three 

programs are in sequential hours but have similar formats, where they are broken into segments 

with intense interviews. The O’Reilly Factor on Fox News and The Rachel Maddow Show on 

MSNBC were specifically selected because of assertions of bias against those programs, and 

Erin Burnett OutFront was selected as a comparable program to compare.  

The most challenging selection was that of the early morning news. Two of the three programs 

selected were three hours long and the third was two hours long.  Upon review of the different 

programs, it was found that the programs would drift away from political discussion to small 

human interest stories, the national weather and sports, after which point the political discussion 

would resume a and the political discussion would be looped and the programs would become 

repetitive. Early morning news programs are designed to be switched on in the average 

household to be watched for possibly an hour while morning routines are run through. The 

receptiveness of topics, clips and interviews was deduced to be designed in a manner that at any 

point during the hours the programs were airing, that the viewer could get the same updates. 

After this deduction was concluded the analysis of the morning programs was changed from 

watching an hour long program straight through to picking and choosing the segments from the 

two to three hour programs. An hour selection was made from each program, where the sports 

and human interest stories were skipped over and only the political coverage was analyzed. The 

basis of this method was to see how the same story was discussed in the same amount of time as 

the other two categories. 

 The next procedure after the selection process was made using the three steps of framing 

theory to break down the ninety hours of programming hour by hour to better 

comprehend how the programming was structured and to detect the bias, if any, that was 

present in each individual episode. The programs were broken down individually using 

the steps to framing, but in the results section they will be discussed in units and 

categories and not individually. However, in the case of discerning bias the three steps of 

framing theory must be utilized for each program individually.  
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1. The frame building 
196

analysis was a noted description of the obvious content and 

coverage in individual news programs. In the case of the cable news programming, it 

is a simple description of the segments and contents of an individual program, with 

further notations on the guests, cited news sources and selected clips that help 

support the argument of the news personality. The initial analysis and notation of 

supporting material will establish a base frame that will help to establish the settings 

in the next step. 

2. The frame setting
197

 serves to expound on the results from the frame building 

analysis. This step takes what was the initial observation and looks into the issue 

specifics of how the same story was covered differently and how it compared to 

what really happened during the different key events based on background research 

of each individual event. With the combination of the initial observations combined 

with background knowledge and an analysis of the issue-specific framing the 

differences in reporting became more apparent and a level of bias in the framing 

became apparent.  

3. The interpretation of consequences
198

 of news framing was the final step in the 

interpretation of the individual news programs. The consequences of the framing of 

news are when the facts of one particular program may be changed in a manner 

where the individual or a societal consumption of the program could result in a 

distorted view of the facts, where attitudes affect decision making and actions. When 

every element of the program was thoroughly noted and interpreted, the combination 

of the smaller elements was then recombined so that the tone of the entire program 

could be considered and then the program could be given a rating which in turn 

broke down the level of bias that had been detected through the analysis of the 

different elements of the program.  

 Very Biased Right: The host of the program openly mocks, 

criticizes, opposes guests or uses stinging sarcasm when discussing 

the trending topic and the views of the left or Democratic Party on 
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that topic. Generally using the personal views, the host/s raises the 

right or Republican view as the one that is better for the country, 

while anything on the left is wrong. Selectively uses images, clips 

and supporting material selected to support the one sided 

argument.  

 Slightly Biased Right: The host/s makes an attempt to bring both 

parties into the discussion of the trending topic, but is more prone 

to side with the right or Republican Party on the issues or be less 

critical of the right as opposed to being more critical of the left. 

Uses supporting material in a manner to show both sides, but has 

the right come off as the preferred view.  

 Neutral: The host/s presents both sides of the discussion and 

invited guests to from both sides to present and discuss their sides 

arguments. The host asks tough questions of both sides and 

moderates over a well rounded discussion that presents both sides 

of the argument, while staying neutral. The host/s tries to hide 

personal views on a topic and is equally harsh or hospitable on 

both sides of the political spectrum. Supporting material shows 

both sides of the argument and influences the debate to be more 

open.  

 Slightly Biased Left: The host/s makes an attempt to bring both 

parties into the discussion of the trending topic, but is more prone 

to side with the left or Democratic Party on the issues or be less 

critical of the right as opposed to being more critical of the right. 

Uses supporting material in a manner to show both sides but have 

the left come off as the preferred view. 

 Very Biased Left: The host/s of the program openly mocks, 

criticizes, opposes guests or uses stinging sarcasm when discussing 

the trending topic and the views of the right or Republican Party on 

that topic. Generally using the personal views the host, raises the 
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left or Democratic as the one that is better for the country, while 

anything on the right is wrong. Selectively uses images, clips and 

supporting material selected to support the one sided argument. 

 

There are other approaches other than framing theory that have been discussed and used to 

investigate the underlying bias that is detectable in cable news programming, which are 

gatekeeping, agenda-setting and argumentation theory. The other theories utilized are re-

summarized below: 

 Gatekeeping theory - refers to the concept that those in charge of producing the 

media get to decide what gets sent out to the wider public. Those in charge of the 

selection process have control of the messages sent out. This is the process at the 

center of the media’s relationship with the public. The facts of stories are 

condensed, thus only the desired facts of the gatekeeper are sent out to support the 

argument of the news piece, while other information thought to be 

inconsequential is left out.
199

 

 Agenda-Setting theory
200

 – refers to the process whereby the media has the power 

to determine what the public thinks about and how they discuss it. As media gains 

in importance in modern society, it creates the dialog of the general public about 

current events. Agenda-setting works hand in hand with gatekeeping, exerting 

power to curb access to information. Agenda-setters will reconstruct complicated 

facts and re-interpret them, so that they take on a selective simpler structure. 

 Argumentation theory
201

 refers to the theory that explains a convincing arguments 

being made in the news that is trying to persuade you to think and believe one line 

of thought over another. This is done in a persuading manner to an audience that 

may already be inclined to believe.  The arguments being made may be known to 

be false, but those making the argument may only be seeking affirmation of their 

views, despite the level of accuracy in the argumentation.
202

 The goal of an 
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argument may simply be to affirm the personal beliefs of the individual making 

the argument.  

 

Once the content analysis of the nine news programs had been completed the collected 

information could then be reviewed and related to the theoretical discussion and the research 

question. In previous sections each element has been discussed on an individual basis, but now 

the different components can be considered together. The discussion of the results from the 

content analysis research is documented as the interpretation of the researcher. 

4.3. The Selected Key Events 

The key events selected by the researcher, were ten dates that were selected based on the 

importance they had in influencing the presidential race and how much press coverage they 

would attract. The goal of the researcher was to establish a level of detectable bias by looking at 

tone of voice, guest invited to the program, clips used, supporting graphics and talking 

highlights. The key events encompass only three months of the race, but within the months 

encompassed by the study the concentration of important selection and discussion dates took 

place. All of the key events received maximum coverage from the three major cable news 

networks securing an opportunity for comparable content analysis of the detectable bias when 

discussing the 2012 Presidential Election. 

The selected key dates presented in the list below encompass important dates for both campaigns 

on an individual basis and important dates where both campaigns had a stake in the same events. 

The events attracted the attention of country, the bases of the parties and the cable news 

network’s, who spent hours of programming covering and discussing the events.  

The Key Events Covered Are: 

 The Selection of Congressman Paul Ryan to run for Vice President on the 

Republican Party Ticket. 

 The End of the Republican National Convention – respectively after Mitt Romney 

had given his speech and the convention had ended. 
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 The End of the Democratic National Convention – respectively after President 

Barack Obama had given his speech and the convention had ended. 

 The Attack on the American Consulate in Benghazi, Libya – respectively an 

unforeseen event during the campaign season that was brought up many times 

during the race. 

 The First Presidential Debate. 

 The Vice Presidential Debate. 

 The Second Presidential Debate. 

 The Third Presidential Debate. 

 The Day Before the Presidential Election. 

 The Day After the Presidential Election. 

Some of the key events took place on different days or at different times so that the selected 

programs did not have a program discussing the event for two days or in the case of the Sunday 

programs up to five days could have passed before the topic was covered. All key events, except 

for the day before and the day after the election, resulted in news programs not discussing the 

events until the following day. The first event, the selection of Congressman Paul Ryan as 

Romney’s running mate was a Saturday morning surprise, which could not be covered for 24-48 

hours by the selected programs. The conventions had week long coverage, but the day after the 

convention gave the programs a chance to encompass the conventions into a program where 

reactions to the key note speakers could be discussed and debated. The attack on the consulate in 

Libya was breaking news in a country in a different time zone, so although information was 

know the day of, the time difference was too great to be able to get adequate coverage the day of, 

thus the day after the attacks was a better date to get a full discussion with confirmed reports 

about casualties. The four debates received full network coverage that replaced several of the 

selected programs air time and received reactionary coverage after the debate, but the day after 

provided the programs full airtime to discuss the debates in their own particular style and format. 

The timing of the key events and the dates and times of the selected cable news programs 

clashed, resulting in analysis of programs in the following days of the events. The key events, 
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while influential on the election were not the primary focus of the study, but merely the topics of 

discussion on the selected cable news programs. 

These events were not selected, because of what might have been said during any particular news 

cast, which would result in predetermined analysis of a particular program. The selected events 

were chosen because of the fact that all major news networks would be focused on the same 

event, thus each of the nine selected cable news programs would spend a significant amount of 

their programs discussing the same topic. All networks discussing the same topic would result in 

days where the news discussed the same thing providing hours of programming from which 

content analysis could be done. The key events were selected because of their importance to the 

race and the amount of news coverage and commentary they would receive. As the election grew 

closer the selected programs would have been discussing the presidential race more and more, 

but there was no guarantee that all of the programs would discuss the same thing. Thus, the 

selection of these dates was a strategic decision by the author to guarantee similar discussions 

that would be comparable in content so that the differences in coverage could be closely 

scrutinized. There were other key events that took place between the first key event and the last. 

However, those were considered smaller or less consequential than the rest, plus were brought up 

in following programs and in the course of the four debates. 

The selection of ten key events made it so that only the most consequential events in the 

campaigns could be selected. Thus, after consideration, narrowing down the field from all of the 

different events to the final ten gave a good overview of the major events that took place in the 

last three and most consequential months of the campaigns. The selection was based on a rational 

breakdown on the events and how they were covered by the nine selected programs. These 

events were thought to be the most important single events, which had the biggest impact on the 

election. The decision to include all four of the debates was because of how critical every debate 

became to the election and how important the individual debates were in the discussion of the 

election as a whole.  
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5. The Analysis of the Selected Key Events 
 

 

5.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation & Initial Reactions to Key Events 

In this section the ten selected key events will be discussed with a further discussion of the initial 

media responses before any analysis of bias, which will be broken down in the following section. 

 

5.1.1. Event 1 – The Selection of Congressman Paul Ryan as the Republican Vice 

Presidential Nominee 

 
(Hamby et al. 2012). 
 

5.1.1.1. Pre-framing Interpretation 

On the morning of August 11, 2012 the presumptive Republican Presidential Nominee, Mitt 

Romney, made one of the most important announcements of his candidacy, his selection for who 

would run on the Republican ticket for Vice President. Romney chose Seven Term Congressman 

Paul Ryan from Wisconsin. Congressman Ryan had been in the House of Representatives for 

thirteen years and was known as a rising star and the party's leader on fiscal and budget issues.
203

 

There had been speculation as to who would be chosen as the “number two” position on the 

ticket, but the Romney campaign had stayed silent and announced the pick much earlier than 
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previous years. Since 1992 only John Kerry’s pick of John Edwards in 2004 was as early in a 

campaign season as Romney’s pick of Congressman Ryan.
204

 Vice Presidential nominees are 

usually announced very close to the beginning of the national conventions. Romney made his 

announcement in Norfolk, Virginia in front of the USS Wisconsin, surrounded by a large crowd 

of Republican supporters.  

 

This announcement had been intended to be a surprise, because Congressman Ryan’s home had 

been staked out in Wisconsin, but he had been smuggled to Virginia during a media blackout and 

the announcement was to be made on a Saturday morning. However, the news was broken just 

after midnights on Saturday, by Chief White House Correspondent Chuck Todd live on 

MSNBC.
205

 Chuck Todd had had the pick confirmed by inside sources, so the Romney campaign 

had to make the announcement via Twitter earlier than anticipated, tweeting: “I am proud to 

announce @PaulRyanVP as my VP. Stand with us today. http://mi.tt/Romney-

Ryan #RomneyRyan2012,”
206

 confirmed by a tweet from Paul Ryan twenty minutes later, “I'm 

honored to join @MittRomney on America's Comeback Team. http://mi.tt/Romney-

Ryan #RomneyRyan2012.”
207

  

 

The commentary from the different news organizations began almost immediately, along with 

praise from the Republicans for such a bold choice and attacks from the Democrats, who began 

immediately pointing out Congressman Ryan’s record and giving their take on what his plan, 

(that Romney tried to distance himself from,) would do to Medicare.
208

 Talking Points were 

issued by the Romney campaign even before Congressman Ryan was publicly unveiled as the 

Vice Presidential choice. A copy was obtained by CNN and published, giving access to choice 

talking points such as: 

 

“Gov. Romney applauds Paul Ryan for going in the right direction with his 

budget, and as president he will be putting together his own plan for cutting the 

deficit and putting the budget on a path to balance.”
209
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The pick of Congressman Ryan was hoped to help bring some much needed life back into 

Romney’s lagging campaign. He was chosen to appeal to middle class, young voters and appeal 

to different religious sects because of his Catholic background. Congressman Ryan had a non-

apologetic stance on his record of his votes, pro-life record and his proposals for a new budget 

and reform of Medicare.
210

 Yet, the record that Congressman Ryan was so proud of, was the 

lightning rod needed by the opposing side, to increase their attacks on Romney, putting the 

Republican Party on defense on again. The pick of Congressman Ryan was the main topic of 

conversation on the first wave of political talk shows to come after the announcement starting 

with State of the Union on Sunday morning and then continuing into the next week’s news cycle, 

where the daily cable news programs had had two days to prepare their coverage of the choice of 

Congressman Ryan. 

 

5.1.1.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The first programs to cover the selection of Congressman Ryan that were surveyed for this study 

were the Sunday morning programs, State of the Union, Fox News Sunday and Meet the Press. 

Congressman Ryan had been in the news for about twenty-four hours by this point and had 

previously been a guest on all three of these programs at different points in the past couple 

months discussing economic policy. The discussion centered on Congressman Ryan’s record and 

personal life and how this selection could affect the race.  As the Sunday morning programs are 

mainly interview and panel discussions, guests with personal views and relationships with 

Congressman Ryan were tapped to give interviews about how they felt Congressman Ryan, his 

selection and how his record would influence the race. All three programs had moderators that 

lead the discussion, but the views of the guests and panelists dominated the program. 

 

The second section to cover the selection of Congressman Ryan was the early morning news 

programs, Starting Point, Fox & Friends and Morning Joe. Although it had been two full days 

since the announcement of Congressman Ryan, this was the first weekday on a normal news 

cycle that had a chance to cover the Ryan pick, and as the cable news networks personality 

programs are on weekdays, this was when the personal views could first be seen as the news 
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personalities discussed the news of the weekend. All three morning programs were dominated by 

the selection of Congressman Ryan. They covered the same topics of: who is Congressman 

Ryan, what does his plan mean and what this will do to the race. The discussion was the same as 

the Sunday morning programs, with a few bits of personal insights but less in-depth discussion. 

 

The final section was that of the personality evening news, Erin Burnett OutFront, The O’Reilly 

Factor and The Rachel Maddow Show, which had had the most time to consider and prepare 

their discussion of the pick of Congressman Ryan. All three programs broke down elements of 

the Ryan plan and his record and zeroed in on specific details about the candidate, that had not 

been discussed in the general conversations of the previous programs analyzed for this study. 

Rachel Maddow spent almost the entire program discussing Congressman Ryan and his record, 

Bill O’Reilly mainly discussed the election, but discussed different small aspects of the election 

and social issues. Yet, when Erin Burnett OutFront discussed the pick, it was much less than the 

other programs and much more detached than the other two personalities, who argued their 

points more energetically.  

 

All of the programs played the same clips of Congressman Ryan at his debut and the images of 

him and Romney together. The programs from the Monday after had more clips that included his 

homecoming in Wisconsin and the speech he gave there and the campaign events that he had had 

up to that point. There were a few clips of Ryan in Congress, but other than a small minority of 

the clips shown the rest of the video seemed to be on a loop as the same images came across the 

screen time and time again. 

 

It needs to be noted that since this date is in the middle of the summer that three of the programs 

had guest hosts.  
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5.1.2. Event 2 – The Conclusion of the Republican National Convention in Tampa, 

Florida

 
(Reese 2012). 

 

5.1.2.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

The first of the two national conventions to take place during the 2012 campaign season was that 

of the Republican Party. The venue was set in Tampa, Florida in the Tampa Bay Times Forum. 

The campaign had originally been scheduled to be a four daylong event. However, the approach 

of Hurricane Isaac caused the convention to be shortened by one day. Instead of having events 

and addresses on Monday, August 27, the only events that took place in the nearly empty 

convention hall were performed by Chairman of the Republican National Convention (RNC) 

Reince Priebus. He called the convention to order, started a debt clock and then immediately 

called the convention to recess until the following day. The rest of the convention stuck to the 

tightly packed schedule, starting earlier every day to include all speakers and events.
211
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The second day of the convention went as scheduled where the party platform was agreed upon 

by more than 2,200 delegates. Before declaring a recess the delegates that had been elected 

during the Republican primary season cast their votes for their chosen Republican candidate. 

Mitt Romney needed 1,400 votes to gain the nomination and attained that easily, having the 

delegates from New Jersey officially pushed him over the edge.
212

 The morning events and 

addresses were not televised, so the main speeches were saved until the evening prime time news 

coverage. The prime time slots were slated to go to the key note speakers addresses during the 

three nights. The second evening concluded with key addresses by Ann Romney and Governor 

of New Jersey, Chris Christie.
213

 The third day of the convention included remarks from Senator 

John McCain and former Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and finished with Congressman 

Ryan’s address. The final address on the last evening of the convention was that of Mitt 

Romney’s whose speech took roughly forty-five minutes to complete. The speech was the 

conclusion of the convention, which was then declared closed by Speaker of the House John 

Boehner after the wild applause and celebration complete with thousands of balloons falling 

from above.
214

 The convention is supposed to be the first real look at a candidate as he is 

nominated by his party to take on the opposing side in the national election.  

 

5.1.2.2. Initial Reaction by Cable News 

As political conventions take up a week’s worth of news programs, by the time the convention 

coverage program was analyzed for the second key event, the program had been discussing the 

same topic for a week, and as the morning programs are all two to three hours long the end of the 

convention was covered as a wrap up and coverage of the best and the worst of the week. All 

three programs focused on the main event which was the speech given by Romney and followed 

by the balloon drop. The whole week was summed up, but the biggest new discussion point was 

Clint Eastwood’s speech and his ad-lib conversation with a chair. It was brought up by all of the 

programs at least once in a context that that was the most surprising thing at the convention and 

how it dominated the news instead of the speech given by Romney. 
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The evening programs had different takes on how to cover the convention. Erin Burnett stayed 

away from discussing the conventions and politics all together and focused on world affairs and 

financial effects on the economy, while Rachel Maddow focused on the country as whole and 

different policies around the country and discussed the convention only at the end of the 

program. Bill O’Reilly was the most focused on the RNC and how it would affect the race in the 

long run and the different aspects of the event that could influence demographics. 

 

The Sunday programs in their discussion formats were able to discuss both conventions as this 

key event’s conclusion was only a matter of days before the beginning of the Democratic 

National Convention, (DNC). This caused this set of Sunday programs to take place during the 

DNC. The focus was on how the RNC might have changed the race and what was said and what 

was not said in the speeches over the last week. Portions of all three programs were discussing 

the DNC in a manner of expectation and comparison with the 2008 convention with commentary 

of what they have already seen so far. 

 

This was the key event that really began to have the news programs begin to define the election 

as a choice.  
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5.1.3. Event 3 – The Conclusion of the Democratic National Convention in Charlotte, 

North Carolina 

 
(Halperin 2012). 

 

5.1.3.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

The DNC of 2012 was the first to be held in the south since 1988.
215

 The convention began only 

three days after the RNC had concluded, and also had to change plans due to weather, which 

changed the final day of the convention, forcing the final day of the convention to be moved 

inside from the Bank of America Stadium to the Time Warner Cable Arena to avoid torrential 

rain that would have soaked thousands of convention visitors.
216

 North Carolina had been a 

controversial choice for the Democratic Party. The state laws were different than the party 

platform, including right to work anti-union laws, a state ban on gay marriage, higher than the 

national average on unemployment and a pro-life stance on abortion.
217

 Obama had won North 
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Carolina in the 2008 campaign, and the choosing of Charlotte for the 2012 convention may have 

been an attempt to keep hold of the traditionally red state. 

 

The first day saw a long slate of key note addresses from different Democratic politicians, from 

different levels of government, from all over the country. The final speakers of the day were 

Mayor of San Antonio, Texas Julián Castro, who would appeal to Latino voters that the 

Democrats had been courting heavily and First Lady Michelle Obama whose speech was seen as 

a counter to the one given by Anne Romney at the RNC.
218

 

 

The second day of the convention saw the official nomination of President Obama for the 2012 

election. The nomination came from former President Bill Clinton in an impassioned speech in 

which he claimed that not even he could have done with the economy what President Obama had 

done in the last four years.
219

 President Obama joined President Clinton on stage after his 

address. The roll call vote was then taken by the delegates of the states to tally the official vote 

for President Obama. The nomination concluded the second day.
220

 The third and final day of the 

convention saw a special appearance by former Congresswoman Gabrielle Giffords who started 

the day by delivering the Pledge of Allegiance. Speeches by both Vice President Biden and 

President Obama were the final events of the day.
221

 President Obama’s speech was heavy on 

policy including both foreign and domestic issues where he laid out that a tested administration 

is better than one with little experience. The end of President Obama’s speech signaled the end 

of the convention and the beginning of the traditional fall campaign.
222

 

 

5.1.3.2.  Initial Reaction by Cable News 

The end of the DNC corresponded with release of the August jobs report. This was the event that 

was predicted to overshadow anything good that came out of the DNC by Republican pundits. 

The morning programs were early enough to be able to discuss the coming jobs numbers, yet to 

be released and the numbers after they came out. These were significant in the campaign 

discussion and helped in the comparison that ensued after both conventions had concluded and 
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the best and worst of the conventions could be compared and the discussion of the choice could 

be continued. Both parties had made their pitch at their conventions. 

 

The evening programs had a different take and focused mainly on the jobs numbers as opposed 

to other aspects of the DNC and all of the programs hardly mentioned the end of the convention 

at all, except to discuss if the speech that President Obama gave was a credible indication of the 

next four years. It seems that now that both conventions were concluded and that there was a 

need to move past the convention and discuss other aspects of the country and the election that 

the evening personality programs were not wasting any time moving on and wanted to give their 

personal spin to their programs and discuss the types of stories that their core viewers expect to 

see on a normal news day. 

 

By the time the Sunday morning programs came on the air the two conventions were old news 

and the programs only touched on them when discussing the comparison between the two 

different plans for the future. All three of the programs broke down the two economic plans to an 

extent, while all saying that more details were needed for both plans. Economics, taxes and jobs 

numbers were discussed by all of the programs with Meet the Press getting an exclusive 

interview with Romney. By moving away from discussing the conventions and wanting to get 

more details on plans made the discussions become very technical, since the race was shaping up 

to becoming a race that was strictly about the state of the economy and jobs numbers and foreign 

policy and even the wars were being left out of most discussions concerning the election.  
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5.1.4. Event 4 – The Attack on the Counsel in Benghazi, Libya 

 
(Bengali et al. 2012). 

 

5.1.4.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

September 11, 2012, already a date that is poignant in the United States saw an added unforeseen 

tragedy to remember this date by. Around ten in the evening in Benghazi, Libya the American 

consulate came under siege by a coordinated attack that lasted several hours and resulted in the 

deaths of four American; Sean Smith an information management officer, Glen Doherty and 

Tyrone Woods contract security officers and the Ambassador to Libya, Chris Stevens.
223

  

 

The intense fire fight prevented American security forces from regaining control for an hour and 

a half. Shortly after another wave of attacks began that was not quelled until close to five hours 

after the first attack began, when Libyan security forces helped to put down the attack.
224

 This 

had not been the first event of the day; a protest in Cairo, Egypt was blamed for sparking the 

rioters. Days of protest across the Middle East followed, initially blamed on an anti-Islamic 

video on YouTube. The Cairo Embassy put out a sympathetic statement in a preemptive move to 
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try to prevent any protests apologizing for the video and saying that they did not agree with the 

contents, a statement that was quickly disavowed by the Obama administration.
225

 The release of 

the statement from the Cairo Embassy was prior to the attacks in Libya. The effect on the 

Presidential Campaign was immediate. September 11th, had been deemed a non-political day so 

that neither side could take advantage of the day. However, Romney released a statement within 

hours of the attack: 

 

“I’m outraged by the attacks on American diplomatic missions in Libya and Egypt 

and by the death of an American consulate worker in Benghazi. It’s disgraceful 

that the Obama Administration’s first response was not to condemn attacks on out 

diplomatic missions, but to sympathize with those who waged the attacks”
226

 

 

The statement by Romney was attacked by the Obama administration as being ill timed and 

thoughtless, especially as it became clear that four Americans had lost their lives in the attacks. 

Some Republicans were also stating that the statement had been premature and that it had done 

real damage to Romney’s campaign.
227

 The issue of foreign affairs and diplomacy that had not 

been issues in the campaign up to this point; however, after the events starting in Cairo and 

reaching across the Middle East and Southeast Asia resulted in President Obama being seen as a 

better candidate when it came to foreign policy. Romney did not back down from his initial 

statement and doubled down on the statement in following days.  

 

Yet, the first statements made about the cause of the riots being the video were discovered to be 

false, and the Obama administration came under fire for their initial stance on the aftermath of 

the attacks, being called out for “misleading” the country.
228

 The question of Libya became a 

talking point for the Romney campaign and the Republican Party on different talk shows, 

interviews, the Presidential Debates up until the Election Day. Libya was brought up by 

Romney’s political surrogates in an attempt to keep the focus on the attacks and draw attention to 

President Obama’s policies in the Middle East. 
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5.1.4.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The time difference between Libya and the East Coast of the United States meant that very little 

was known about the attacks and protests that had occurred over night by the time that the three 

morning programs went on air on September 12th.  Confirming information came out while the 

programs were being broadcast about the first verifiable details. Much of the focus was put onto 

the policies in the Middle East and foreign policy abroad and the record of President Obama 

abroad.  A lot of speculation and discussion of related subjects ensued because there was so little 

known at this point. The statement issued by Romney was mentioned and discussed in detail as 

that was the one confirmable detail available thus far. There was in-depth discussion as far as 

there could be and a slight discussion of the video that was said to have caused the riots, but as 

this is the only example of breaking news coverage in this study this was a demonstration of a 

repetition of possible facts and incoming news. 

 

By that evening there was further knowledge and more confirmed details with a more established 

time line available, so the three personalities could give a better report of what had happened the 

night before in the Middle East. All three reported the details in their own fashion and spoke for 

or against foreign policy and the reactions by both sides. Erin Burnett was the only personality to 

discuss anything different, but that was a much smaller segment of her program than usual. The 

biggest and most pressing story was that of what was going on, so the same facts were lined out 

on every program as far as they were known by this date and then personal commentary was 

given with lead-ins and relations to other past stories. 

 

By Sunday there was additional knowledge about what had happened in Libya. All three 

programs discussed the foreign policy regarding the Middle East, but on a very broad range of 

topics. The attacks were highlighted, but then the Arab Spring, Iran relations, security and 

relation to the video was all discussed. These programs were the first analyzed for this study that 

discussed how the attacks would influence the November election and how both candidates 

should have responded to the attacks and what will happen now and how will the race be 

affected since the conventions did little to change the standing of the two candidates for better or 

for worse in the polls.  
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5.1.5. Event 5 – The First Presidential Debate 

 
(CTVNews.ca Staff 2012). 

 

5.1.5.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

On October 3, 2012 the first of three debates that President Obama had with Republican 

candidate Mitt Romney took place at Magness Arena, University of Denver, Denver, Colorado, 

moderated by Jim Lehrer host of News Hour on PBS.
229

  

 

The debate was one and a half hours long and focused on Domestic Policy divided into six 

different segments. Each candidate was given a set amount of time to respond and then counter 

the other candidate. Neither candidate stuck to the time constraints and talked over the moderator 

and each other before being forced to allow the other candidate to respond.
230

 By overall 

consensus Romney was considered the winner of the debate and President Obama was given 

much criticism for his seemingly unattached performance although his overall speaking time was 

four minutes longer than Romney’s.
231

 President Obama left out some key arguments, including 

a comment caught on tape of Romney saying that forty-seven percent of Americans saw 

themselves as victims. Democratic pundits admitted that Romney was the clear victor, but stated 
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that it was not a complete loss. Romney’s campaign was given a boost, but the Obama approval 

numbers were not hurt badly by the performance and remained above Romney’s approval 

ratings.
232

 

 

The debate focused mainly on the middle class and the differences in the plans by both 

candidates on Medicare.
233

 When the facts of the debate were dismantled by fact checkers it 

showed that Romney over stepped the numbers of unemployed people while President Obama 

stated that fewer jobs had been created than actually were. When it came to the cost of living, 

health care and taxes, both candidates misrepresented the numbers to better suit their 

campaigns.
234

 The victory for Romney gave a fresh wind to his campaign and was a point for the 

Republican Party to rally around during the last month and before the second debate.  

 

5.1.5.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The reaction by the news was all pretty comparable with the same talking points. The morning 

programs all discussed the absence of President Obama, while wondering if this could be a game 

changer for Romney. Some commentators went as far as to say that Romney was going to win 

based on this debate. Yet, the others were able to point out that it is hard to win the first debate 

when you are the incumbent pointing out that President George W. Bush had had a terrible 

performance at his first reelection debate, but had still won the election. The fact checkers had 

been working, so each program picked the facts they were most interested in and discussed them, 

but each program wondered why the infamous 47% comment had been left out of the debate. 

 

The evening personality programs continued the discussion of the same talking points and same 

arguments. The styles of each program were maintained, discussing the previous evening in a 

manner to try and explain what had happened, but also putting their personal argument into the 

mix of the explanation including much harsher language in the argument in a display of one of 

the most partisan nights of media coverage as both sides made their arguments known. 
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The Sunday news programs were four days after the debate and also had the latest jobs numbers 

to discuss, which in this election season always made the talking points of the selected programs. 

This Sunday additionally had the discussion points of how the Vice Presidential race would 

influence the race and what now was at stake. The Sunday discussion was more moderated and 

not as passionate when discussing the debate and more openly wondered what was going on in 

the race and the truth behind both sides of the election. 
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5.1.6. Event 6 – The Vice Presidential Debate 

 
(Abdullah 2012). 

 

5.1.6.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

October 11, 2012, eight days after the first Presidential Debate, the Vice Presidential candidates 

met in Danville, Kentucky at Center College to have a one and a half hour debate on foreign and 

domestic issues, moderated by ABC News Chief Foreign Correspondent Martha Raddatz.
235

 

Vice President Joe Biden and Congressman Paul Ryan would only meet this one time in debate. 

This was a very important debate for both sides because of the performances of both Presidential 

Candidates at the first debate. Vice President Biden needed to give a good performance to give 

confidence to the Democratic campaign, while Congressman Ryan had to keep the momentum 

going after Romney had won the first debate, but failed to overtake President Obama in the 

polling.  

 

The pressure was on both candidates, but the major consensus for the debate was that it would 

have little to no effect on the campaign, except to give the country a better idea of who 

Congressman Ryan was.
236

 The debate was heated as both candidates stuck to their version of the 
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facts and called out each other’s records with a vengeance not seen in the Presidential Debate. 

Perhaps the key moment in the debate was when Congressman Ryan discussed the bad policy of 

the economic stimulus, green pork, which the Obama administration had approved and that had 

been overseen by Vice President Biden. This attack was countered by Vice President Biden 

when he told viewers to go to his website and see the two letters that Congressman Ryan had 

sent to him, asking for a portion of the stimulus for his district in Wisconsin.  

 

There was a great deal of discussion over the outcome of the Vice Presidential debate on who 

won the night. Vice President Biden seemed to be the winner, but on a narrow margin 

Congressman Ryan gave a very good performance, but was unable to keep up with the attacks 

thrown by Vice President Biden.
237

 Both candidates were well prepared and made their 

arguments well leaving it to the numbers to see if the debate had any real effect on the 

Presidential race. This was made clear when the most discussed aspect of the debate was how 

much Vice President Joe Biden smiled and laughed during the debate. 

 

5.1.6.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The main focus of the discussion of the Vice Presidential debate was to zero in on the facts 

surrounding what happened in Libya. The Congressional Hearings, which discussed what had 

happened in Libya, had begun just ahead of the debate, so that was a key point to go over 

between the two candidates. This part of the debate dialogue is what the morning programs 

focused on more than any other topic during their programs. The next focus was on the facts 

surrounding the budget and Medicare.  

 

The evening programs dug deeper into the background of the debate by picking a side making 

the case for them and how one side dominated the other. Although Vice President Biden was 

considered the winner of the debate, contradiction could be heard on the different programs, 

which might favor the right over the left. Erin Burnett OutFront decided to steer away from the 

debate and discuss other issues, that did not directly tie into that conversation but had some 

political relations.  
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The Sunday morning programs were all over the board, when discussing the politics after the 

Vice Presidential debate. They all focused on different aspects of the political realm. State of the 

Union focused on how the race was heating up and then discussed the first debate and how the 

second debate would be, this was more than likely, because Candy Crowley, the host of the 

program was going to be the moderator of the second debate, so a stronger focus on the 

Presidential candidates was warranted instead of rehashing the Vice Presidential Debate. Meet 

the Press focused on the economy and tax plans and barely touched on the debates at all. Fox 

News Sunday focused on the upcoming debate, but spent more time discussing the attacks in 

Libya than any other program so far. 

 

All of the programs ran a constant reel of Vice President Biden smiling, laughing or interrupting 

at the debate. 
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5.1.7. Event 7 – The Second Presidential Debate 

 
("Second presidential debate: Libya" 2013). 
 

5.1.7.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

The second encounter between President Obama and Mitt Romney came on October 16, 2012 at 

Hofstra University in Hempstead, New York. This was a one and a half hour town hall style 

debate moderated by CNN Chief Political Correspondent and host of State of the Union, Candy 

Crowley.
238

 The modern town hall style debate began in the 1990’s when the debates were taken 

from the control of the independent League of Women Voters and taken over by the Commission 

on Presidential Debates, which was created by the leading two parties. The town hall is now very 

regulated and regimented resulting in pre-selected questions that come from specific individuals 

whose microphones are cut off immediately after they have spoken their questions. No follow up 

questions were allowed and no spontaneity was tolerated.
239

  

 

Questions came from undecided voters who had submitted their questions ahead of time to the 

moderator who would then call on them in turn. Different issues were discussed including both 

domestic and foreign policy. The third debate would focus on foreign policy, so this debate was 
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the last chance for the two candidates to attack each other on the economy and their policies for 

the next four years. The debate was very hostile from the beginning when the first question was 

asked about student loans and jobs. President Obama was more prepared for this debate and put 

Romney on the defense from the beginning causing Romney to do damage to his campaign by 

discussing bankruptcy and women in a fashion that made him sound out of touch.
240

 It became 

obvious that the two candidates were not impressed by each other and though in very close 

proximity to each other, they openly challenged each other in a hostile manner. Romney openly 

attacked President Obama, who in response turned his back on Romney and addressed the 

audience instead.  

 

The most controversial moment came when the topic of Libya was brought up and Romney 

responding to President Obama, who had had the first response to the question, said that 

President Obama had not called the attacks an act of terror for two weeks. President Obama 

countered that he had and the moderator Candy Crowley injected into the debate that he had and 

then clarified that it had taken two weeks to get some of the facts straight. That interjection 

forced Candy Crowley to have to defend her actions after the debate and had Republican 

organizers said it was a mistake to choose her.
241

 

 

5.1.7.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

This set of morning programs, was perhaps the most varied so far. All three programs focused on 

something different. Starting Point, being from the same network as Candy Crowley, was able to 

interview her specifically about the interjection that received so much attention on other 

programs. Fox & Friends openly attacked the moderator for her interruption while Morning Joe 

said that Romney had been rude to her. The interjection coming at the point in the debate where 

the case of Libya was under scrutiny, thus that topic and the timeline of the hours after the 

attacks in Libya was discussed by all of the programs with debate and dialogue.  

 

The evening programs instead of focusing on one issue focused on their favorite issues brought 

up at the debate. Women’s issues were focused on by the two female personalities, while gas 

prices were focused on by Bill O’Reilly, and all three discussed Libya in one form or another. 
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The economics of the past and next four years were under discussion as they compared with 

reference to how the economic plans were questioned the night before. 

 

All three of the Sunday programs discussed the fact that the election is only a short time away 

and that soon the election will be over and a choice will have to be made by the American people 

about the next four years. The second debate was not discussed very much, if at all, except for 

the consistent topic of Libya. Instead, economics, the final debate and polls were focused on by 

the different programs. Polls are being discussed with an ever increasing fervor on the different 

programs, while always adding in that the polls could be wrong.  
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5.1.8. Event 8 - The Third Presidential Debate 

 
(de Moraes 2012). 

 

5.1.8.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

The final debate of the 2012 Presidential Election took place on October 22, 2012 at Lynn 

University in Boca Raton, Florida. The debate was strictly on Foreign Policy and was moderated 

by Bob Schieffer, Host of Face the Nation on CBS.
242

 This was only four days after the two 

candidates met at the Alfred E. Smith Memorial Foundation Dinner, a charity gala organized by 

the Archdiocese of New York.
243

 They traded insults guised as jokes while still touting some 

political achievements. The gala dinner was brought up at the beginning of the debate, but then 

the debate got down to task and the debate of the foreign policy began.  

 

At the beginning of the final debate both candidates had won one debate, so it was imperative for 

both sides to take home the win. Unfortunately for Romney, he did not have as much foreign 

policy experience as President Obama and had recently had several gaffs on the stage of foreign 

policy that President Obama could use as examples of his inexperience. President Obama could 
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call on his achievements in his first term as examples of what he could do in the second term.
244

 

The record became a problem when Mitt Romney could not stop agreeing that the decisions 

made were good choices and saying that President Obama had done a good job in handling 

different international matters. President Obama had the upper hand in the debate, but Romney 

held his own. In the end the victory was not a knock-out victory like the two previous debates 

had been. However, President Obama’s record helped him to come out the clear winner in the 

final debate.
245

 The third debate was the least viewed of the three debates. Fifty-nine million 

viewers watched the third debate on eleven different stations, which was higher than the third 

debate of 2008, but the debate was competing with both Monday Night Football and the World 

Series.
246

 This was the final event where both candidates would be in the same place at the same 

time and the last chance for the country to see the differences clearly laid out. Election Day was 

two weeks after this debate.  

 

5.1.8.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

Since the third debate had focused on foreign policy, the discussions the next morning mainly on 

the record of President Obama and the military. Romney’s lack of experience in the sphere of 

foreign policy focused most of the discussion on what President Obama had said, compared with 

his record. Yet, the fact that Romney had agreed so blatantly with President Obama’s record was 

brought up by two of the programs in a discussion on if even this late in the election season the 

public knew who Romney was and what he would do considering foreign policy. Only one of the 

programs took a side, while the other two discussed both points of view. 

 

The evening programs looked at the substance and the style of the debate in a different manner. 

The debate was called boring and tedious by one program, while the other two programs 

discussed the underlying facts to the claims made by both candidates. Two of the programs went 

as far as they could to support a candidate without actually saying so, while the third program 

discussed the debate and then moved on. This had been the fourth debate in a long election cycle 

and this personality was signaling that it was time to move on and discuss world affairs and other 

topics. 
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The Sunday programs were going on air just as Super Storm Sandy was hitting the eastern 

seaboard, so the leading story was the storm, but also a discussion of how the impending storm 

would change the dynamics of the race with just over a week to go in the election. After the 

initial coverage of the storm was finished the discussion by each program turned to discussing 

the final week of the election and how the debates, now over, could change the race and what the 

polls were showing us. Discussion of battle states, gender politics and minority voters were 

brought up on every program.  
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5.1.9. Event 9 – The Days before the Election 

 
(Griffee 2012).  

 

5.1.9.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

Between the final debate of the Presidential Election and Election Day on November 6, 2012 

there were two weeks in which both candidates had to try to convince the last voters that either 

President Obama deserved a second term, or that Romney was the better choice for the future. 

Both candidates crisscrossed the country hitting the battleground states that the different 

campaigns thought were still winnable. President Obama made history by stopping in Chicago 

and becoming the first President to vote early.
247

 His stop was to promote early voting, which 

traditionally is a tactic that favors Democrats.  

 

Attack ads, rallies and campaign events increased, but then had to take a sudden and extended 

pause when Super Storm Sandy hit the East Coast on October 25 and did not settle until October 

29. The storm ravaged coastal cities in New England, Causing 71.4 billion dollars in damage and 

left 159 people dead from direct and indirect causes.
248

 The magnitude of the storm created a 

media blackout for the final week of the campaign. Political ads were pulled from the air waves 

and all news coverage focused on the storm, aftermath and human tragedy of the entire Eastern 

Seaboard. As President Obama was already commander and chief, his duties included surveying 
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the damage. This gave exclusive air time to President Obama’s visit to New Jersey where he met 

with and was praised by previously outspoken critic Governor Chris Christie of New Jersey. 

Romney held relief drives, but was forced from the air waves by the storm coverage. The storm 

ended up being the October Surprise that had not been foreseen.
249

 

 

Campaigning did resume by the end of October, leaving a week to the end of the campaign. The 

Republican Party surrogates pressed harder on the issue of Libya,
250

 while the Obama campaign 

called out Romney for making up false claims about Jeep shutting down a factory and moving 

production to China, which hurt Romney in Ohio, a key swing state.
251

 Final polls were taken 

and political pundits from both sides touted their party’s line. In the end the decision was up to 

the voters and the results came in pretty quickly in the evening of Election Day.  

 

5.1.9.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The Sunday Morning news programs were the first to be looked at for this date because of their 

time in the week. At this point the election was two days away. In the last forty-eight hours the 

news host/s seemed relieved that the election was coming to a close. They discuss just how 

expensive this election was. The discussions range from the ever present Libya controversy, to 

final sprints across the country by the different candidates and which states are being visited. The 

discussion of which areas are visited showed what states were thought by candidates to be the 

most important for them to win; all of them were in Ohio. The Jeep lie was brought up by two of 

the programs, while all discussed the storm and where the race was two days out.  

 

The morning programs analyzed were broadcast less than 24 hours before Election Day officially 

began. The anticipation was very palpable on all of the programs, partly because of the 

uncertainty, and partly because the race has stretched on for a very long time and the conclusion 

would soon be known. There was only speculation at this point; guests appeared representing 

both candidates stating that their candidate was going to win with equal fervor and confidence. 

The pace of these morning programs touched on such a vast array of issues, that all of the 
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programs were trying to cover as much ground of the election before the final call would be 

made.  

 

The evening programs were the last to be viewed before the election was decided. These 

programs maintained the vehemence that had been seen in the morning programs as the 

programs went just as fast and discussed just as many issues. The evening news programs 

studied, were trying to make closing arguments for the election and partially for supported 

candidates. They discussed different outcomes and the records of the candidates. Gaffs were 

remembered and the storm was discussed. Libya was only mentioned by one of the programs.  
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5.1.10. Event 10 – The Days after the Election 

 
(Rutenberg et al. 2012). 

 

5.1.10.1. Pre-Framing Interpretation 

Despite political pundits saying that the Presidential Election was going to be close and the 

country may not know who the victor was until the next day, the Election was called in favor for 

President Obama to have a second term shortly after Ohio’s results were called, which put Ohio 

in favor of President Obama and put him well over the 270 Electoral College votes needed to 

win the election.  

 

President Obama finished the night with 303 elector votes and Mitt Romney 206 electoral votes. 

The results from Ohio were contested with political surrogates saying that not enough of the 

votes from Ohio had been returned to get an accurate picture of who was the clear victor. 

However, after 90 minutes Romney called President Obama to concede the race. President 

Obama claimed victory at a rally in Chicago with his family and Vice President Biden. The next 

day President Obama returned to Washington D.C. and got back to work.
252

 The results of 

Florida had yet to be called, but as Obama had already won, the electoral votes would not change 
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the outcome. It took four days for the results from Florida to be announced in favor of President 

Obama, giving him a total of 332 electoral votes.
253

 

 

However, the post election victory revelry was short lived. Just days after the election a scandal 

involving the Director of the CIA General David Petraeus erupted, resulting in his resignation, 

when an extramarital affair he had had with his biographer came out.
254

 This grabbed the 

attention of the press, along with the now looming financial crisis of the ‘Fiscal Cliff,’ that would 

need to be addressed by the end of the year. The Republican Party also had to begin looking at 

what they did wrong to have the results that they had. While the Republicans held onto the 

House of Representatives they lost control of the Senate and did not win the Presidency, 

although they gained in numbers of governors.
255

 The country decided to hold onto the divided 

government model that had not been working for the past two years.
256

 The conversation turned 

to the demographics that became ever more important as each election was tallied. The 

candidates and discussion for the 2014 and 2016 elections were discussed on news programs 

within days of the election results as the country expressed a great sigh of relief that the long 

ordeal of the election was finally over.  

 

5.1.10.1.2. Initial Reaction by Selected Programs 

The morning programs went on the air only a few hours after the election had been called and it 

was clear that some of the hosts had been up all night. The morning programs began the theme of 

discussing what went wrong for the Republican Party and what last night meant for the country. 

The race had been predicted to be a close call, but when it was easy to call the results before the 

day was over, then the discussion became how President Obama won such a wide victory, when 

the polls had said otherwise. 

The evening programs were much more analytical, having had more time to prepare and get 

more data from the exit polling. More emphasis was put on specific subcategories of the election 

and while one of the programs spent most of the programs discussing how Romney lost, another 

spent the program discussing everything that the Democratic Party had won. Much of what was 
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discussed brought in discussion of polls and how they had been inaccurate. Segments of each 

program focused on the math behind the election and that the results were that President Obama 

had won a second term. 

The Sunday morning programs were almost a week after the election and had large post election 

stories to cover. General Petraeus stepping down was the leading story of all three programs. 

However, as this was the end of the election the main portion of the program was dedicated to 

wrapping up the election coverage and looking ahead to the fiscal cliff and if the two parties 

would work together since the status quo in Washington D.C. had been maintained. The Florida 

electoral votes had been awarded by this time and the polling data was even more concrete, so 

the conversation of what went wrong for the Republican Party continued. Economics played a 

large part in the discussion of the future of American politics and there was one small mention of 

who would run in 2016.  
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5.2. Interpretation of News Coverage 

Each of the ten key events selected for this study dominated the news in the days following each 

event. By looking at the days following the key events makes it possible to see more clearly the 

frames of a story that one network or program may use to portray an event as opposed to another 

network and program. Breaking news is dominated by a basic discussion of known facts and 

confirming of other facts as a news team scrambles to find relevant information. By analyzing 

the events and the coverage at least one news cycle after the event occurred, gave the researcher 

a better idea of the framing used by the news programs and also guaranteed that the all of the 

programs would be discussing the same topic making a comparison possible. However, each of 

the episodes were rated individually and then the program was given an overall rating based on 

how often bias was detected. The breakdown of standard bias through William’s criteria and the 

six subcategories of bias helped in the rating and the resulting perception of the nine individual 

programs.
257

 

5.2.1. CNN 

CNN was the only network, where all three of the programs studied had female hosts, although 

many male guests came onto all three programs. All three programs received a neutral rating, 

which resulted in CNN receiving a neutral rating itself.  

5.2.1.1. Starting Point 

Starting Point with Soledad O’Brien received a neutral rating from the study, as there were only 

two episodes that were ranked slightly biased in favor of the left. As Starting Point was a 

morning program, it was very repetitive, so the same issues were discussed several times. 

However, it was clear that O’Brien focused mainly on framing politics through a social issue 

lens. She discussed women’s issues during the episodes after the RNC, and how women will 

have a major impact on the economy. To discuss the topic further Ann Romney was interviewed, 

along with supporters of both parties. Her approach was very personable to show how the 

smaller issues affected the larger picture and framed most of the discussions around how the 

average family would be affected by different political policies. It was clear that she had a slight 
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bias to one side of the political spectrum, but made a real effort to get personal political opinions 

out of the discussion that had pundits from both sides of the aisle, but would press if something 

seemed vague or out of place. 

5.2.1.2. Erin Burnett OutFront 

Erin Burnett OutFront received a neutral rating from the study. Three episodes were ranked as 

slightly biased in favor of the left; all took place by the fourth key event.  The program focused 

on economic issues and world issues more than any of the other programs. The lead stories were 

usually political related, but a frame of fiscal effects were the main discussion points. Burnett 

was passive with interviews and did not show emotions unless she was really against something. 

Hostility was shown against Romney when he made his statements after the attacks in Libya. 

The focus of the program stayed on factual evidence and pundits from both sides came on the 

program to discuss the issues, resulting in a fairly well rounded program that had a broader 

outlook than the other programs. 

5.2.1.3. State of the Union 

State of the Union with Candy Crowley received a neutral rating because it never received a rank 

other than neutral. Crowley was very direct in her questions for both parties and did not allow the 

talking points to make up the substance of interviews. She was very realistic in her questions and 

broke down explanations of what was said on the program with direct rapid follow up questions 

that helped clarify explanations. The discussion panel that was on the program weekly was 

usually neutral and did not press points, but only discussed the facts and what was proven and 

known. If there was no concrete data to back up a claim, then little time was given to it on the 

program. The very direct, substantive and civil discussions made this program one of the most 

neutral programs in the study.  
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5.2.2. Fox News 

Fox News had mainly male hosts, with only Fox & Friends having one female co-host, although 

the mixture of guests on all three shows was very mixed. All three shows received rankings in 

the bias in favor of the right, two of which were ranked very biased. This resulted in Fox News 

receiving a rank of very biased in favor of the right. 

5.2.2.1. Fox & Friends 

Fox & Friends received a rank of very biased in favor of the right, with seven of the episodes 

receiving a very biased rating and the other three receiving a slightly biased rating. Fox & 

Friends was repetitive in the manner of the other morning news programs, but it was by far the 

most biased, with the least diversity of guests on the program. The few guests that self identified 

as leaning Democratic were interviewed using leading questions and then discounted by a legal 

analyst, Peter Johnson Jr., who used partisan discourse to discuss different events during the 

campaign. The program gave the impression that they enjoyed the rhetoric style being used and 

did not miss a chance to differentiate between the two candidates and parties, and pointing out 

the flaws and superiorities of two. The only day that the tone of the program was different, was 

the day after the election, where the usual tone of the show deflated and the usual level of 

missing. 

5.2.2.2.  The O’Reilly Factor 

The O’Reilly Factor hosted by Bill O’Reilly received a rank of very biased in favor of the right, 

with seven of the episodes receiving a very biased rating and the other three receiving slightly 

biased ratings. The O’Reilly Factor is possibly the most viewed program in this study, thus could 

be considered the most influential. The bias of the O’Reilly Factor was obvious from the 

beginning of each program as the talking points for the day were spelled out using succinct bullet 

points. However, the tone of cool explanation is very effective and gives an aura of bi-partisan 

discussion. This is not the case with the guests invited on the program, who have no qualms 

about seeming to be openly biased and openly attack the other side. O’Reilly would attempt to 

see the discussion from both sides, but talked over his left leaning guests more than those from 
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the right. O’Reilly liked to be agreed with, so it seemed more provocative guests would be 

invited on to say the things the host agreed with so that he could seem fair. 

5.2.2.3.  Fox News Sunday 

Fox News Sunday hosted by Chris Wallace received a rank of slightly biased in favor of the 

right. Seven of the episodes received a slightly biased rank; two received a very biased rank, 

while the final episode received a neutral rating. Wallace tried to keep an even discussion on his 

program, but took a particular interest in discussing the attacks in Libya and made a point of 

bringing them up and going over the timeline on every program. The framing used to discuss the 

outcome was outlining a cover up and a scandal. While there was an attempt to present both 

sides of the argument with a bi-partisan façade, Wallace and a panel of a majority of right 

leaning analysts would use leading rhetoric and talk over any guests with whom he did not 

agreed. For most of the programs, Wallace made a valiant attempt to be bi-partisan, but always 

missed and let personal bias cloud the program. 

5.2.3. MSNBC 

MSNBC had equal numbers of male and female hosts. One show received a very biased rating, 

while the other two received neutral, although Morning Joe was an outlier in the study. This 

resulted in MSNBC receiving a rank of slightly biased in favor of the left. The very biased 

rating, combined with two programs rated neutral were the reasoning behind this rating. 

5.2.3.1.  Morning Joe 

Morning Joe, hosted by Joe Scarborough and Mika Brzezinski was possibly the hardest program 

to categorize. The program received six neutral ratings, three slightly biased in favor of the right 

and one slightly biased in favor of the left rank. As the majority of the rankings were neutral the 

program will be classified as neutral, but it was all over the board, because of the distinct 

personalities of the two main hosts. Scarborough was the only host to openly call himself a 

Republican and Brzezinski openly supported President Obama and her ties to the Democratic 

Party. Scarborough was proud of being a Republican and never missed a chance to mention 

former President Reagan, but he had no reservations for speaking out against different practices 
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of the current party. The bi-partisan panel with numerous guests invited on the program to 

discuss the news at hand gave very through discussions, and although the panel did not always 

agree with each other, they appeared open minded to new arguments. They asked good questions 

and pressed for answers, but did not always get the answers that they were looking for.  

5.2.3.2.  The Rachel Maddow Show 

The Rachel Maddow Show was ranked very biased in favor of the left, and consistently received 

that rank for all of the ten episodes surveyed, thus making this program the most biased in the 

survey. She never had a guest from the other side of the political spectrum, except for Steve 

Schmidt, who is an official MSNBC contributor. The interesting thing was that Maddow hardly 

ever mentioned the Democratic Party. The majority of time was spent attacking the right and 

dismissing policies and statements from the Republican Party. Her discussions were framed in 

sarcastic narratives, in which she used many different sources to backup her claims against the 

right. Nothing negative was ever said in regards to the Democratic Party and special focus was 

paid to minute details of the Republican Party. Her discussions were full of information, but few 

outside insights and the viewer only had Maddow’s word on whether what was being said was 

true. 

5.2.3.3.  Meet the Press 

Meet the Press hosted by David Gregory received a neutral rating, as all episodes were ranked 

neutral. Meet the Press had a good reputation, thus always had a diverse mix of both sides of the 

current political debate. Gregory was not always able to get answers from the guests who 

reverted to talking points. However, he would press for straight forward answers and 

clarification. Gregory would stay out of much of the debate and not put forward his opinion but 

tried to get those on the program to give their opinions. The program always encompassed a 

reasonable review of the important trending topics in politics, even smaller issues that may not 

have been addressed or were omitted from other programs. The panel had a consistent mix of 

scrutiny from both sides giving a bi-partisan round table mix of academics, politicians and 

analysts with facts and anecdotes to go along with a usually heated, but civil discussion.  
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6.  Interpretation of Research Results 

This study consisted of ninety hours worth of content analysis where the researcher analyzed 

nine different programs from the three main cable news networks: CNN, Fox News and MSNBC 

and how these networks covered ten key events in the United States Presidential Election in the 

summer and fall of 2012 between incumbent President Barack Obama and challenger Mitt 

Romney. Three different categories of programs were analyzed and given a rating of bias. Some 

of the results found were slightly predictable, yet others were interesting and prompted questions 

to be asked of future research on the same topic, which are addressed in the next section. The 

following section discusses the conclusions formed about the content analysis and how the 

research questions have been answered by the results. 

6.1. The Characteristics of Bias in Cable News Coverage of the 2012 Election 

The results found that the different programs had distinct characteristics, but that the main 

conclusion formed from the results was that the programs, through all of the hours of analysis, 

stayed very consistent with their format and their level of detectable bias. There was not perfect 

consistency with every instance, but the bias or neutrality levels stayed the same for all of the 

programs, the number of guests and the level of support material and discussion points were 

consistent with their numbers. This level of consistency made the analysis and conclusions about 

how the topics of discussion were spoken about much more straightforward. 

To present the conclusions in a coherent method the researcher categorized the results by 

answering the questions presented in section one, two main questions and two sub questions. 

 What were the differences between the three cable news network’s coverage of 

the 2012 Presidential Campaign?  

 

Every program surveyed had one to three main hosts, who would discuss the topics of the day 

and then bring in guests to discuss the same or similar topics. The morning programs had more 

variety, as they discussed not only politics, but weather, human interest and sports; however the 

politics was the only part of the programs being analyzed. When it came to guests, the most 

consistently biased programs, The Rachel Maddow Show, The O’Reilly Factor and Fox & 
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Friends had the fewest number of guests that came onto the program to discuss the issues of the 

day. The format of The Rachel Maddow Show only ever had two guests present while the 

averages on the other two programs were seven and six respectively. However, it has to be noted 

that the interviews on the two Fox News programs were significantly shorter than those on The 

Rachel Maddow Show. These three programs were more consistently rated very biased, while 

the programs that received slightly biased and neutral ratings had more guests come onto those 

programs to discuss the key event being talked about and debated.  The other programs had 

higher averages of guests appearing on the program and hade more discussions moderated by the 

host of the program, differing from the other three where the views of the host/s, when they were 

the main prompters of discussion. The hosts used special arguments with the characteristics 

outlined by argumentation theory. The strongest arguments all circled around a key issue laid out 

at the beginning of the show and the hosts’ ranked very biased used the rest of the program to 

address the argument in a seemingly well rounded way filling up any holes that could potentially 

defeat what was said.
258

 On The Rachel Maddow Show for instance, just after Congressman 

Ryan was announced as the running mate, Maddow spent the entire show discussing his record 

and how he may not have been the best choice: 

“See, in Republicanville, Paul Ryan may be some combination of a reincarnated 

Ronald Reagan and a rock star. But in normal-ville, outside of the bubble, he`s 

the kill Medicare guy. And again, I think this may be a shock to them. Republicans 

have their own echo chamber, if you listen to conservatives, just echoing each 

other, just talking to each other about Paul Ryan, you would think that selecting 

him was not only noncontroversial, you would think that it was being greeted with 

universal acclaim.”
259

 

Maddow backed up her arguments with guests, video clips from several different networks and 

press events, and by the end of the program had laid out a convincing argument that 

Congressman Ryan was not a good choice for Vice President of the United States. This pattern 
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of argumentation was evident in all of the daily programs. The Sunday programs, being a more 

panel lead discussion did not make arguments, but prompted them from their guests. 

While analyzing the different programs, six of the nine programs had guest hosts come on to 

replace them, The O’Reilly Factor had a guest host twice. The seven episodes all occurred just 

around the end of summer and no guests appeared after September twelfth. While, having guest 

hosts come on a program so that the normal hosts can take some personal time, it was interesting 

to see how the guest hosts brought their own personalities to the programs and slightly altered 

the tone of the program, and the method of argument. The guest hosts were more prone to let 

bias out in a much more blatant way, instead of maintaining an aura of neutrality. For example 

Laura Ingraham, the official guest host for The O’Reilly Factor, openly mocked the Democratic 

Party after the end of their convention. She made the case that President Obama was a nice guy, 

but everything about his political stance and party platform was wrong: 

“We learned today that our labor force participation rate is the lowest in thirty 

years, so when the President cites the August growth of 96,000 jobs it's a joke. 

The Democrats are playing purely a 'get out the base' strategy here. So it's 

abortion, gay marriage, raising taxes on the wealthy, and immigration 

amnesty…Nothing in the President's speech last night demonstrated that he's 

prepared to make changes in his policy or his governing style, which is disturbing 

and deeply disappointing?...You can get elected on hope, but you can't get re-

elected on it."
260

 

On a program that received a neutral rating the discussion was not more critical, but when John 

Butler substituting on Erin O’Brien OutFront, he was much harsher with his questioning of 

Republican guests. The bias level of the programs was not changed, but the openness of bias was 

different, with changes in tone and levels of sarcasm. 

No matter who was hosting the program the bias level would go up on a particular program if 

they were attempting to defend one political party’s point of view over another. The arguments 

grew stronger, and the explanations were more drawn out, so that the host could answer every 
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outstanding question’s, as they attempted to defend what happened. Programs that were 

consistently neutral, were not considered in this part of the conclusion, nor is Morning Joe, since 

the ratings for the program were all over the spectrum. The most obvious examples of defensive 

posturing through argument can be found after the debates because of the need to declare a 

winner. After the first Presidential debate, when President Obama was the clear looser, the 

programs with a bias to the left, were on the defense, as opposed to the Vice Presidential Debate 

when the programs bias to the right were on the defense. Rachel Maddow spent a large segment 

of time of her program, the day after the first debate discussing in a historical context how that, 

although President Obama had lost, that he was simply following the historical pattern of 

incumbent presidents on televised debates: 

“What happened last night is the historical norm. Had Mr. Romney lost, given the 

fact he is behind the polls and given the fact that challengers basically always win 

the first debate against an incumbent president, it would have been historically 

notable and probably would have been fatal for the Romney campaign. But the fact 

it was the president who lost instead says what exactly about the rest of the race? 

Exactly. This modern history right here, the complete record of the precedent for 

this sort of thing in American politics predicts exactly nothing about the outcome of 

an election after what just happened at the debate last night. Again, in terms of who 

won the first debate, the record for sitting presidents is 1-6 now after last night.”
261

 

 

 The argument made was rational and in a moderate frame, but the point that she was trying to 

get across was that although President Obama lost, he still should be re-elected. When Vice 

President Biden was considered the winner of the Vice Presidential debate, the right leaning 

programs focused on discrediting Vice President Biden for being disrespectful instead of 

focusing on the substance of the debate: 

 

“Joe Biden showed up last night in Kentucky with twin goals: blunt Mitt Romney's 

post-debate momentum and give a boost to a Democratic base that had become 

quite anxious after the President's terrible debate performance. I'll give Biden this 

much - last night he went from being a 'gaffe-o-matic' to being a 'laugh-o-matic.' 
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Even left-of-center guys such as Tom Brokaw found the Vice President's smirking, 

smiling, and constant interrupting off-putting…”
262

 

 

Going on defensive would make the arguments for one side louder and more vehement trying to 

a distraction angle to outline the argument the event not being a defeat; while on the opposite 

side when the programs were on offense the bias was slightly lower. The outlier in the ten key 

dates was the programs after the election. Bias levels dropped significantly and a more rounded 

discussion of the results ensued discussing why Romney lost.  

 

A majority of the programs, six of the nine, surveyed in this study resulted in neutral ratings or 

only slightly biased ratings. It was in these programs that the tougher questions were asked of 

both campaigns, mainly that of a request for details about economic plans. The programs ranked 

very bias focused on either praising the side that they supported or lambasting the other side, and 

the support material and guests brought on to discuss these issues would be strategically chosen 

to not contradict the thread of the program. However, on the neutral programs both sides were 

brought on to discuss topics regarding both sides of the political spectrum with the host, and 

many times with other guests who may have opposing personal views. The neutral programs 

usually presented both sides of the argument at hand, had guests from both sides and asked tough 

questions of both sides to get answers. The arguments only grew strong if the host felt passionate 

about one issue in particular. The guests that came on, many times, were political surrogates 

spouting talking points for the different candidates. The talking points were well designed to 

sidestep tough questions, so even though hosts such as Soledad O'Brien, Chris Wallace or David 

Gregory, who asked very tough questions that had to be repeated many times, if the surrogates 

got stuck they would change the subject or revert to talking points until the time was up. When 

Ohio Governor, Republican John Kasich came onto Meet the Press David Gregory pressed him 

on the economic recovery in Ohio, pressing that it was getting better, while Romney and Kasich 

were claiming that it was getting worse: 

 

“Let me ask you about unemployment because as you know whoever is responsible 

for the success in Ohio, Governor Romney doesn’t seem very impressed…What 
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should we expect under a President Romney, if it comes to that?” After response: 

“But Governor (cross talk) what unemployment rates nationally do you expect of 

President Romney?” After response: “But Romney’s frequent changes raise 

question about his core principles and make his lack of policy details all the more 

troubling. They make you wonder if he would stand up to the more extreme 

elements in his own party, especially to House Republicans who undercut Iowan-- 

Ohioan John Boehner’s attempts to negotiate a deficit and debt deal. How do you 

respond to that governor?”
263

 

 

The main point to be pressed was the economic plans, which were vague on both sides and a 

continual point of discussion, especially on the panel shows, where many neutral guests would 

discuss the proposed plans and what was yet to be known. 

 

No host/s came out and blatantly said that their viewers should vote for one particular candidate, 

during the programs reviewed for this study. Emphasis was put on the two candidates depending 

on the leanings of the program. The only program to openly endorse a candidate, which occurred 

the day before the election was that of the hosts of Fox & Friends. Different hosts made cases for 

one candidate over another, but refrained from endorsing a candidate outright.  

 

 What nature of bias was detectable in the political news coverage? 

 

The selectivity of bias incorporates how Entman discussed framing, as calling attention to certain 

aspects while obscuring others that could cause an audience to have different reactions. As it 

became clear through observation that all of the shows had different levels of bias and neutrality 

all of the programs utilized what was discussed in the sections where framing was discussed by 

framing their arguments in a bias manner to support one political side over the other. 

 

There were only two programs in this study that never received a rating of bias for one of their 

episodes, and those were: Meet the Press with David Gregory and State of the Union with Candy 

Crowley. The other programs considered neutral or only slightly bias received at least two 
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ratings of slightly bias. The programs earned the rankings because one of the forms of bias was 

detected in the individuals programs.  

 

6.1.1. Bias by Omission 

When it came to bias by omission, the attacks that occurred on September 11, 2012 in Benghazi, 

Libya at the American consulate were the biggest indicator of a program that might be leaning 

towards the left. The attacks in Libya were very contentious and became a Republican talking 

point all the way up to the election. On The Rachel Maddow Show, in the seven days surveyed 

after the attacks, the attacks only came up once after the initial reporting of it and that was in the 

context of the disputed timeline in the second debate and Rachel Maddow criticizing Romney for 

following what right wing bloggers said about President Obama’s statements. This can be 

contradicted with The O’Reilly Factor who discussed the attacks six times and Erin Burnett 

OutFront that discussed the attacks four times, but framed the discussion of Libya as a question 

yet to be answered, and openly wondering what happened and if there was a cover up. The day 

after the election Bill O’Reilly even blamed the lack of attention the attacks received, as one of 

the reasons that President Obama was re-elected. 

 

Possibly the best example of bias by omission was the broadcast of Fox & Friends the day after 

the end of the DNC and the fact that they were on location and hardly mentioned the convention. 

The format of this episode was very similar to the wrap up of the RNC just one week earlier. At 

the end of that broadcast, they had shown a reel of favorite moments of the convention, which 

included many speeches and much political fanfare; as opposed to the reel from the DNC, which 

only included clips of the hosts doing funny things for a week on location. There was a small 

discussion of President Obama’s speech and loud expressions of relief that the weeklong 

infomercial for the Democratic Party was now over, as opposed to being sad, when the RNC had 

concluded. 

 

6.1.2. Bias by Selection of Sources 

Bias by selection of sources was present in two distinctly different manners. This section also 

helps answer the second sub-question below. The first was that the programs that openly 

supported the Republican Party used fewer sources and materials to back up their claims.  The 



 

107 | Rosell 

 

Rachel Maddow Show used an average of 56 video clips and 27 graphics to support her 

discussion. Erin Burnett OutFront had 72 video clips and 30 graphics, while The O’Reilly Factor 

only had an average of 33 video clips and nine graphics. This trend was also seen in the morning 

programs. Fox & Friends who had 43 video clips and 12 graphics, Starting Point that had 36 and 

20 and Morning Joe had 42 and 47 respectively. Rachel Maddow Show was ranked one of the 

most biased programs in this study, so the number of support materials does not discount bias. 

However, it seems that those leaning to the right did not have material to support their claims, 

nor did not feel the need to use the material. 

 

The amount of information did not change the level of bias, as seen in the Sunday programs, 

which had fewer materials, but far more discussion, which could still be seen as bias. Material 

used to support a point of discussion in the program, was more often than not a video or a 

photograph. However, video clips can be selected to support any political argument, because of 

the public nature of politics and the fact that both presidential and vice presidential candidates 

had been on the public’s radar for decades, thus providing years of material for use by both sides 

to either praise or condemn them, and used as supportive material as the host/s framed arguments 

about the different candidates. In a digital age material can be edited in a manner to show what 

the programs wanted to show, supported with the poll numbers that they were choosing to show 

as fact on their programs.  

 

Bias by omission and bias by selection combined in the discussion of poll numbers. Each 

program reported on different forms of polling done, such as swing states, national and 

reactionary to the debates. Polls after the election and the debates were reported on in a similar 

manner. However, the polls taken of swing state voters, before the election and predictions all 

said that the race was in a dead tie and the hosts were discussing a possibility of a repeat of the 

2000 election results. Different polls were cited and different pundits were brought in to discuss 

the polling data. However, independent polling was ignored. Independent polling showed poll 

results that predicted the race results as they actually turned out. 

 

The day after the election the discussion on Fox & Friends raged around how the polls had used 

a 2004 model and not the more relevant 2008 model and that is why the polls had believed that 
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the enthusiasm was not there. On the O’Reilly Factor it was pointed out the day before the 

election that none of the polls show Romney winning. The polls were discussed so extensively 

that it was interesting when so many of them were proven wrong with the results. This became a 

talking point after the election.  

 

6.1.3. Bias Story Selection 

Bias by story selection becomes assimilated into several of the other categories of bias. It is in 

this section where gatekeeping theory should be considered. While the study cannot discuss 

exactly what went on in the newsroom before broadcasts, (unless a host mentions something) the 

differences in the arguments, programs and support material demonstrate that gatekeeping was a 

very powerful force in the different newsrooms. The different levels of bias, coupled with 

differences in sources and the fact that all of the reporting was so different on the daily programs 

demonstrated the strong force the gatekeeping is behind the scenes. 

 

It needs to be noted, that the key events were selected because of they dominated of the political 

news coverage that day. Though the selection of stories was very similar, it was the differences 

in the way the same story that was being analyzed. There were differences in which aspects of 

the different conventions were covered, and the lack of coverage by Fox & Friends. Perhaps the 

most blatant bias in story selection was the fact that Candy Crowley did not mention the second 

debate on her program, either before, or especially not after the event. That could possibly have 

been because of a legal agreement, but on her program the topic of the second debate was 

avoided completely.  

 

The day before the election was probably the day when the news was not synchronized because 

the election was so close. The partisan programs made cases for their candidates. Rachel 

Maddow did possibly a better job explaining President Obama’s record than he did himself.  She 

also kept up a theme on her program, of covering changes in voting rights laws and framing them 

as voter suppression. While Bill O’Reilly made comparisons and framed voting for Romney as 

the only chance the United States had. The other programs had a vast mixture of what could 

happen, scenarios and a recap of the past few months. While bias of selection may in fact exist, 
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on many of the programs analyzed for this study, the fact that specific days were looked at for a 

reason, might have eliminated any analysis of this topic. 

 

6.1.4. Bias by Placement 

In programs that center on one or more individual personalities the program will discuss what the 

host/s want to do, thus bias by placement was not present in this media format. However, in a 

televised format, bias by placement can be combined with the bias of omission, gatekeeping and 

agenda-setting. If covered for a specific story was not desired it was a story that was not desired 

to be discussed it was simply not included in the program. For example, Rachel Maddow, ranked 

very biased in favor of the left, received her rank because she hardly ever mentioned the left. 

What came across as the agenda of the program was because the stories all centered on painting 

the Republican Part as the party to vote against. The agendas of the programs did not have to be 

spelled out on air; they demonstrated their agendas by selecting specific stories and placing them 

in the program for their audiences to see. When there is only an hour to get a message across, the 

agenda of a program, is more than likely going to take first priority in framing the argument of 

the daily broadcast. 

 

6.1.5. Bias by Labeling 

Bias by labeling was not a prominently used tool by any of the programs, and if any particular 

label was used, it was in the introduction of a topic, such as when left leaning programs painted 

Congressman Ryan as being the “kill Medicare guy.” The hosts’ of the programs were generally 

respectful of the offices held by politicians, possibly because each of the host/s hoped for the 

candidates to come onto their program for an interview. There were two examples of labels, 

when it came to the words communist and socialist, but targeted at the Democratic Party. 

Soledad O’Brian accused one of her Republican guests of calling President Obama a communist 

and held the guest to what she had said, even when the guest denied it.  

 

“So, you're saying that the Republicans represent capitalism, and the Democrats 

represent collectivism or communism? After response: So, Congressman Chaffetz, 

she’s describing the Democrats as communists. You're saying collectivism. That's 

communism. And you're saying - do you believe that's true?”After response: So, 
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when you talk about nationalizing something, and you're really taking sort of the 

words that they use in Cuba, frankly, communism. I mean, really.
264

 

 

The other instance was when Bill O’Reilly was discussing the idea of jobs for all and welfare, 

saying that these were communist ideas. Bill O’Reilly did say later on that President Obama was 

not a socialist. 

 

Bias by labeling also came about in the discussion of the attacks in Libya, which has been 

previously discussed. The right leaning daily programs followed the argument that Romney had 

used in the second debate, while the left leaning programs followed the argument that President 

Obama had used and the neutral programs looked at the details in depth with results of the same 

conclusion as the moderator of the second debate Candy Crowley. The initial day of reporting, as 

well as the reporting after the second debate, the discussion when to label the Benghazi attacks 

as terrorist. All of the daily programs demonstrating their agenda’s by using bias of source 

selection, to frame the timeline of events as to whether President Obama did call the attacks in 

Libya an act of terror, or waited two weeks to call them an act of terror. The day after the second 

debate Erin Burnett discussed the timeline with Democratic Senator from Rhode Island, Jack 

Reed, asking him:  

 

 “While the president did make a reference to general acts of terror, he didn't 

specifically call the Libya attack a terrorist attack, nor does he refer to the 

suspected killers as terrorists in that speech. So, what did the president really 

mean when he said an act of terror on September 12th? After response: Do you 

buy what the president is saying when he said -- was referring to the attack in 

Libya, when he used the words acts of terror on September 12th? And I just want 

to add that his press spokesman, Jay Carney, today when he was asked this 

question repeatedly by reporters said, "Anytime an embassy is attacked by force 

with weapons and Americans are killed, that is an act of terror under the 

definition of terrorism" -- as in, of course, people should have known.”
265
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There is also a general bias of labeling that needs to be pointed out, and those are the examples 

of the slogans. While the researcher had to look up two of the three slogans, the slogan of Fox 

News, “fair and balanced,” was repeated over and over again by the different programs. This 

along with Bill O’Reilly introducing his program as “the no spin zone” is an example of bias by 

labeling, by using subliminal messaging to state that they are fair, instead of proving it through 

their reporting.  

 

6.1.6. Bias by Spin 

The evening programs, compiled by the personalities or agenda-setters on the screen, typically 

spent a good chunk of the lead -in of the program in which they framed their selected stories and 

arguments and discussed the facts as they saw them. The Rachel Maddow Show used graphs and 

video clips to put the viewer in a context of the background of the story. Bill O’Reilly used 

shortened bullet points on the side of the screen. Erin Burnett used a list of topics over her right 

shoulder that showed the audience what would be discussed. Both O’Reilly and Burnett also had 

a routine at the end to discuss something based on a small piece of information, O’Reilly used 

his word of the day in a condescending manner to teach his viewers vocabulary and use it to 

discuss politics, while Burnett would use a number of the day to discuss the economy and always 

pointed out how many days it has been since the United States credit rating was downgraded 

from AAA to AA+ by credit rating agency Standard & Poor’s (S&P) in 2011. The breakdown on 

the story into smaller chunks with a long explanation was how the hosts kept the attention on one 

topic and their personal views of the subject mixed with background material and guest 

commentary. The morning programs and Sunday programs did not use spin to the same degree, 

because the host/s brought on a guest almost immediately after a very short introduction of the 

topics to be discussed. Bias by spin, which was only detectable in small increments on the 

programs surveyed, was broadcast in a form of argument. The argument being broadcast, 

disseminating the spin had to be combined with bias by selection, omission and labeling in order 

for the spin to be clear to the media consumers. 
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6.2. Sub Questions 

This study will now address the sub questions, which small details aided in the detection of bias. 

 

 What were the noticeable differences in how the different aspects of the election 

were framed? 

 

The main form of framing that was deduced from the political coverage analyzed was that the 

programs ranked very biased would frame the election as good against evil, while the programs 

ranked slightly bias would frame the election as a choice with one candidate being better than the 

other. The neutral programs outlined the facts and framed the election as a contentious election 

which had many different aspects that needed more answers and more scrutiny, leaving the 

decision up to the viewer. 

The three programs from CNN, Meet the Press and Morning Joe earned a neutral rating through 

the survey of the ten key dates. All of the programs focused mainly on politics, but questioned 

the election in a far more open way than other programs, pressing both sides for more answers 

regarding the economy, Libya and plans for the future. The hosts of these programs were more 

likely to have guests from both sides and to press both sides for more answers. When discussing 

polls, the programs discussed possible outcomes for both sides and used multiple sources for 

their polling data. Possibly the key issue was the fact that they maintained the discussion on one 

point on which other sides only partially focused. They called attention to the fact that neither 

party offered up a concrete plan for the next four years and. All four of these news programs 

made a point of asking crucial guests about economic plans. 

Fox News Sunday earned a slightly biased rating. This was the program that framed the election 

in a context of a choice for two different paths for the next four years. For example, when 

Congressman Ryan was announced as the running mate of Romney, the guest host emphasized 

the choice that has now been created and how with the economics so crucial in this race that 

having a member of the house budget committee on the Republican ticket, would change the 

debate of the race by saying at the close of the program: 
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“Congressman Ryan will be part of offering that different path.”
266

 

The different debates were framed in a manner of choice through what was seen and not seen 

and missed in the debates. The program personalities would use the victories of both candidates 

and outline the choice available. This method was much more prevalent in the discussion the 

days before where the differences were outlined, possibly some emphasis was put on one side 

over the other, but with an air of neutrality. Fox News Sunday earned a neutral rating for their 

coverage the days after the election, showing that the choice was no longer there. 

The programs that were ranked very biased, The O’Reilly Factor, Fox & Friends and The Rachel 

Maddow Show, framed the election as good against evil with the country’s future at stake. 

Rachel Maddow spent the beginning of her program the day after the election outlining what 

would not happen thanks to the fact that President Obama was re-elected: 

 

“That happened! That really happened. We are not going to have a Supreme 

Court that will overturn Roe versus Wade. There will be no more Antonin Scalia’s 

and Samuel Alito’s added to this court…Nobody is going to kill Medicare and 

make old people in this generation or any other generation fight it out on the open 

market to try to get themselves health insurance. We are not going to do that. We 

are not going to give a 20 percent tax cut to millionaires and billionaires and 

expect programs like food stamps and kid`s insurance to cover the cost of that tax 

cut. We`re not make you clear it with your boss if you want to get birth control 

under the insurance plan that you`re on. We are not going to redefine rape. We 

are not going to amend the United States Constitution to stop gay people from 

getting married…We are not going to spend $2 trillion on the military that the 

military does not want. We are not scaling back on student loans, because the 

country`s new plan is that you should borrow money from your parents…”
267

 

 

 

 The argument she gave was that the end of the world had been evaded and good had vanquished 

evil. If you compare that to how the two programs from Fox News and how they painted the 
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differences the day before Election Day, the frame put onto the election, was that freedom could 

be lost and that voting for Romney was voting for hope and stability in the next four years: 

 

“Voting for President Obama is risky; he does not seem to be concerned about 

the $16 trillion debt and does not seem likely to cut spending very much. Maybe if 

the President gets a mandate, things will improve but, just like in 2008, if you vote 

for President Obama you are voting on 'hope.' Likewise with Governor Romney. 

That is also a 'hope' vote, but his philosophy of robust capitalism seems to make a 

bit more sense than to continue massive government spending.”
268

 

 

In the time of this study three separate jobs reports came about regarding the numbers of new 

jobs in the preceding month. The way they were discussed when in anticipation by Fox & 

Friends was with despair and contempt that the country would never improve. When the 

numbers came out and were better than expected the hosts of Fox & Friends went out of their 

way to discuss what was wrong with the numbers and that the economy was not actually getting 

better. Steve Doocy discussed the jobs numbers just before they were released by saying: 

 

“They are estimating that 130,000 jobs created in the last month after 180,000 

the month before. It is probably going to keep unemployment above 8% another 

month…Less than 12 hours after President Obama gives his best pitch for another 

four years Mitt Romney is going to be able to hit him with this number, whatever 

it is, and it probably not going to be very good.”
269

 

 

The strikes against the opposite side were much more brutal, as if the hosts of the different 

programs saw the other side as a curse on humanity and it was their duty to inform their viewers 

of the horror of the next four years, if the other candidate was elected.  

 

Rational framing was used to encapsulate the negative argument, but the tone was clear and to 

the point. One attention-grabbing similarity was when Chris Wallace, Bill O’Reilly and Rachel 

Maddow all reported on the fact that Congressman Ryan disappeared off of the radar ahead of 
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the election. Maddow had a long explanation that Congressman Ryan said controversial things 

and was sent to campaign in places, where the public agreed with him. The very biased programs 

were usually the most compelling to watch because of the passionate arguments by both sides; 

this could be why the programs are so popular. The arguments are so attractive, that it is hard to 

disagree and to look past the arguments and find the facts to support their claims.  

 

 How were political actors used to support the claims in the coverage? 

 

Before discussing political surrogates used, the researcher must point out a glaring source of 

material that was missing from the different programs, which was the candidates themselves. Of 

the three major cable news networks, with some of the most popular political programs on 

television, the candidates were noticeably absent. Romney did a pre-recorded interview with 

Meet the Press after the RNC, but David Gregory was unable to get much substance from the 

interview and it resulted in a light hearted conversation. The other programs were unable to 

secure interviews with any of the candidates. However, Ann Romney appeared on two separate 

morning programs after the convention and gave interviews discussing how she felt the 

convention had gone and what she was looking forward to with the rest of the campaign. Ann 

Romney did not resort to talking points, but was very natural. However, being a very biased 

source of information, nothing new was gleaned concerning the Republican ticket’s policy plans. 

Her interviews focused on her infamous five sons and grandchildren resulting in a human interest 

interview. 

While, it is not known how many of the programs reached out to the individual candidates, Bill 

O’Reilly made a point of stating several times that both candidates were welcome to come on his 

program to discuss the issues further, and after the election pointed out that neither had come 

onto his program. Rachel Maddow was very focused on getting Republican candidates to come 

onto her program, but she frames those requests in contexts of jokes, as all Republicans seem to 

refuse to come onto her program. 

Political surrogates act just as biased personalities do and utilize argumentation theory outlined 

by Walton
270

, by using convincing language to favor their own political view. The surrogates 
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attempt to entice viewers to follow their and their party’s method of thinking. They do it in a 

manner to try to get the viewers to support their candidate and their party’s platform, if they do 

not already support that line of thinking. While the candidates were missing, there were political 

surrogates who were more than happy to come on programs and discuss the matter at hand. One 

of the most common Republican surrogates to come onto programs was Arizona Senator John 

McCain who appeared eight different times during the content analysis. He was brought on 

because of his different areas of expertise including, debating, running against and losing to 

President Obama, running a presidential campaign, military experience, as well as his years of 

experience in the Senate. While Senator McCain was very complimentary of President Obama as 

an opponent, his commentary was less than flattering when it came to President Obama’s record, 

calling him partisan. When it came to discussing the attacks in Libya, Senator McCain was very 

adamant in his attacks, saying that President Obama could not be trusted and that veterans were 

very angry. Senator McCain, while appearing on all three Fox News programs only appeared on 

one MSNBC and one CNN program, both morning programs. He chose to come onto programs 

that were most often rated to favor his party over the other side, or were rated as being neutral. 

The talking points he gave were the same given by others, mainly on the Fox New programs 

discussing everything that should have been done before the attacks in Libya and how there was 

a cover up, and that the United States needs to support the uprising in Syria. When Senator 

appeared on Fox News Sunday in August he said: 

“This president has not led, right today, there are people being massacred in the 

streets of Syria, of Damascus, Aleppo and they are dying by the thousands, about 

20,000 so far. Has the president spoken up once -- once -- in their behalf? Do you 

think Ronald Reagan would be sitting back saying nothing? Don't you think we 

should be helping these people where they are being massacred in an unfair fight, 

where the arms and the equipment and training is coming in from Russia and Iran 

and people are being butchered?..That is all comes back to this president does not 
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believe in American exceptionalism and doesn't believe that America should 

lead.”
271

 

However, the programs after the election did not frame Libya or Syria as a political issue. 

O’Reilly discussed Libya the day after the election as an issue that Romney missed an 

opportunity on. However, no other mention of Libya was made until Sunday when the panels 

discussed Libya is a bi-partisan manner of getting down to what happened through congressional 

hearings. Within a few days after the election, the attacks in Libya went from a very heatedly 

emphasized political issue to a non-issue. 

The key surrogate for the Democratic side was senior strategist for President Obama’s re-

election campaign David Axelrod, who appeared eight times during the study, but only appeared 

on the Sunday programs and on Morning Joe, all four of which are neutral or only slightly biased 

and have panel discussions. His key appearances circled around major moments for the 

Republican Party and he came onto programs to discuss how President Obama was still going to 

win the election, even going to far as to make a bet with Joe Scarborough involving his 

moustache. On his second appearance on State of the Unions he said: 

“In states like Ohio, people know the reality that the President took tough steps to 

save our economy and the auto industry, which Governor Romney would not have 

done, and he has a vision of how to move this economy forward that will rebuild 

the middle class. Governor Romney runs around the country saying ‘I represent 

change,’ he does not represent change. What he represents is a return to a failed 

past.”
272

 

He appeared twice in one day to discuss how the selection of Congressman Ryan would affect 

the race and how his plans were not right for the American people. He appeared at least once a 

week during the time span of this survey and was always asked pointed questions about views of 

the other party and if the poll numbers worried the campaign at all. Just as the other side 

responded, Axelrod responded with talking points, always in a serious manner discussing 
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President Obama’s record in a positive approach and discussing the lack of substance to the 

Republican Party and that Romney has no record. When asked about Libya he would respond 

that it should not be made a political issue, completely countering the arguments made by 

Senator McCain. 

There were also multiple appearances by political consultant Karl Rove, former Speaker of the 

House Newt Gingrich who both appeared six times and Chair of the Democratic National 

Committee, Florida Congresswoman Debbie Wasserman-Schultz, who appeared four times. All, 

with the exception of Karl Rove appeared on Sunday and morning programs, Rove appeared five 

times on The O’Reilly Factor. There talking points and argument tactics were the same as those 

of Senator McCain and Axelrod. The Republican surrogates would focus on Libya and the bad 

economy, this tactic intensified as the election got closer. The Democrats tried a more moderate 

approach, which was just as partisan but down played Libya and promoted the economy as being 

on a positive track. Both sides of surrogates accused the other side of creating political 

stagnation. 

For the case of this study only the ten key dates were looked at, but it is possible that any of the 

surrogates could have appeared on more programs.  

By looking at the programs that the perpetual surrogates appeared on, it would seem conclusive 

that Sunday and morning programs are the most popular, because while each program had 

guests, only a couple appeared multiple times and only on the programs with a neutral or slightly 

bias rating. The surrogates appeared to promote their party, and the agenda of the party. They 

acted as gatekeepers, by using talking points that favored their side over the other and by 

dodging the hard questions. Talking points, designed to be used by politicians when dealing with 

the media, were using the tactics of media against them by allowing only certain points of view 

and one specific agenda to be the main issue of conversation. The selectivity of the surrogates 

also was a form of gatekeeping, as the surrogates could shoe what shows to go on, and the shows 

could chose which surrogates to invite, based on their previous points of view on record. 

The two main surrogates Senator McCain and Axelrod, appeared on all three networks, giving 

the viewers of different political affiliations a chance to hear what both sides had to say. The 
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panels on the Sunday morning programs, Starting Point and Morning Joe all had perpetual guests 

who came on to join in a large panel discussion. These discussions included mainly journalists 

and authors, but usually had former and current political workers in the mix, that could 

contribute to the debate and insert questions to the surrogates about different political actions. 

The larger the number of perspectives allowed on the program provided a wider insight into the 

workings of the two different parties and the policies, through talking points. The panels also 

made it clear how much was not known about the candidates, such as future policies, personal 

opinions and personal finances. The views of the surrogates, even the perpetual ones who gave 

talking points provided the rounded, mutual discussion that was missing in the programs ranked 

very biased. 

 

6.3. Summary 

All of the programs selected for this study were chosen because of comparability and with 

previous knowledge that at least some of the programs were considered biased, thus could 

provide a good comparison for the other programs. All of the programs reported on the same 

main stories on the same day, and were selected for that reason. What was essential to the study 

was not the topic being discussed, but the material used to support the claims, lead-in 

discussions, guest discussion and closing arguments. These small aspects helped construct the 

framed arguments that each hosts’ wanted to get across to the viewers in an attempt to make the 

differences clear about the perceived stakes of the election. Many different sources were utilized, 

including video clips, political surrogates, polls and graphs. The selection of sources helped to 

demonstrate the agenda of the programs. A biased selection promotes one political mindset, or 

demonstrates neutrality based on story and method of reporting. The programs leaning to the 

right used less support material and the very bias programs had fewer guests on their programs to 

help explain the topic. Most of the programs had a consistent level of bias that was detectable on 

their program and used framing in the same manner. Only Morning Joe defied any parameters. 

The programs used different argumentation tactics to get their points of view through agenda’s 

across using omission, gatekeeping and selection devices to report on politics and frame the 

conclusion of the election in a manner pressing from a battle to the end of another political cycle. 
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7.  Conclusion 

“Act Independently - Journalists should be free of obligation to any 

interest other than the public's right to know. Journalists should avoid 

conflicts of interest, real or perceived. Remain free of associations and 

activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility…Disclose 

unavoidable conflicts. Be vigilant and courageous about holding those 

with power accountable…Be wary of sources offering information for 

favors or money; avoid bidding for news.”
273

- Society of Professional 

Journalists Code of Ethics. 

7.1. Critical Review 

The purpose of this study was to conduct a small scale content analysis of the three major cable 

news networks in the United States and measure the bias found. The researcher looked at a 

selection of their programs, including some of the most popular on the networks and analyzed 

how they reported on and framed the 2012 Presidential Election through analysis of ten of the 

most important dates of the election season. Ninety programs were scrutinized on an individual 

basis with the objective being to look at the different elements of the program and discern the 

elements of underlying bias present in reporting of the ten key events being studied. An overall 

aim was to determine the amount of bias present for one program or the collection of three 

programs representing the selected networks and detect patterns of arguments and agenda’s. On a 

smaller scale the levels of bias, such as omission or selection were also scrutinized in a way to 

see ongoing themes and get a sense of the gatkeeping on a particular program and network. 

The previous sections described in detail the findings of the analysis, and how the nine programs 

used different elements of bias, enabling the hosts’ to frame their arguments, resulting in framed 

arguments for or against one particular party of try to stay neutral and being much tougher with 

framing the election in terms of economics. This showed that different frames will be used to tell 

the same story in a manner that is suitable to the reporter or network and more passion will be 

put into the discussion, if the outcome can be influenced. Regarding the criteria for bias laid out 
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by Williams in 1975, the researcher found that for the programs rated as slightly or very biased 

that the programs followed the criteria.
274

 

In regards to the bias being willful, that was obvious when comparing how different programs 

introduced the same story. Blatant differences between the three evening personality programs in 

reporting the same events, show the willfulness of creating differences, on one hand to be 

unique, but on another had to frame the news in a manner that is consistent with the framing of 

the past programs. Bias must be influential, or else it does not matter. The three cable news 

networks surveyed are the top three in the United States. FOX News was the most viewed station 

during the RNC and this year was the first that MSNBC was the most viewed network during the 

DNC. Needless to say, the networks were chosen because of their popularity, thus their influence 

is present, consequently the bias can be threatening, if the facts are given in a distorted manner, 

which was the case in this survey. There was no congruency other than the fact that the same 

story was being reported, but the commentary was all very different, demonstrating that the 

agenda’s may be getting in the way of straight forward reporting. 

While bias was present in many of the different programs with varying levels, the levels 

increased as the election grew closer and possibly because more viewers were watching the 

programs to try to become informed before the election. This trend lead the researcher to 

conclude that while the programs attempted to impress the aura of reporting from the middle, if a 

program felt that there was something at stake, the frame would be intensified and a consistent 

pattern of bias would continue. The more bias that appears in a program, the more personal 

opinions seeped into the reporting, thus causing frames to be strongly influenced by personal 

opinion and volitional bias regarding politics from the hosts’. 

7.2. Discussion 

The empirical study of detectable bias, through content analysis, conducted by the researcher 

produced a substantial amount of information, from which the researcher was able to answer the 

research questions proposed at the beginning. In discussion, the researcher concludes by taking a 

closer look at journalism ethics, which were unable to be investigated during the research as the 

study could only focus on the level of bias present and not what the researcher perceived as 
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unethical in the practices of the three cable news networks. However, to complete a 

comprehensive investigation with theoretical background and empirical content analysis the 

ethics in general news and cable news coverage of a national election can now be deliberated. 

It is unknown if any of the personalities that hosted the nine different programs attempt to follow 

the code of ethics set forward by SPJ, or if they know that it has been updated since the last 

presidential election. However, in the context of bias and accuracy in reporting, it is worth 

consideration if the networks are going to stick to their slogans about being the preeminent 

places to get the news. The code is long and extensive with minute details laying out how to 

present every story in an ethical format. The main focus is being fair when reporting and test the 

accuracy of all sides and sources of information, support all points of view, even those that the 

reporter disagrees with. The bottom two sections of the code encompassing independence and 

accountability outline how reporters are obligated to let the public know the truth and are 

accountable for what they say.
275

 It would appear that the code of ethics is not much of a stretch 

for any source of journalism claiming to report the facts.  

In a majority of the programs surveyed, there were unethical practices of news reporting being 

broadcast out to the viewers consistently. The programs that received any rank of bias, “slight” 

or “very”, were given the rating because of the tone and framing of arguments when discussing a 

particular event, which when comparing the frame and the context of the story to the code of 

ethics makes the case that any program not presenting both sides of the debate at any time or just 

saying the fact as they were, went against ethical practices of the media. Yet, the code of ethics 

states that journalists should act independently. However, the three networks are all owned by 

larger holding groups that have agendas, stock holders and personal views, which will influence 

the gatekeeping of any new program. This, more than anything could be the largest influence of 

unethical practices and promotion of consistent bias on prime time hours. Hence, unless the 

journalists have no ties at all to a higher power, there is always potential for bias and unethical 

practices presented as fact, instead of opinion. 

Different studies have discussed the issue of bias in the media and how most of the media will 

lean to support a liberal agenda over a conservative agenda. While, this was not the direct focus 
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of the study, there did seem to be more liberal bias present, if only through the neutrality present 

in many of the individual programs, who would slightly lean left on select issues. This could 

perhaps be the reason that FOX News leans so strongly to the right, in an attempt to counter the 

liberal agenda as MSNBC grows in popularity. To counter the FOX News, CNN and MSNBC 

may be counter balancing by going farther to the left and this trend will continue in the 

foreseeable future until the politics in the United States changes. As the main media sources for 

political news continue to shift away from the middle, the discussion from the public about the 

growing bias in the media will only increase, possibly causing a more splintered view of politics 

and the function of government.  

Yet, the argument most often referenced in research and uttered by media consumers is that the 

media is bias in one direction or the other, and is bias against the side supported by those making 

the accusations. It seems conclusive that there is bias in the media, but you are more likely to 

find it if you are determined that bias is there, instead of approaching with an objective view that 

not all news is biased. In regards to the results of the content analysis and background research 

that many allegations were made against the other side by the personalities for being the biased 

side of the argument. There is little recognition that there is severe bias on both sides of the 

spectrum. It can also be argued, that although there are many biased sources, the sheer volume of 

sources available in the digital age of media results in a individual being able to seek out the 

media outlet that they prefer, so if a source is viewed as biased it can be discarded in favor of an 

outlet that is neutral or biased in alignment with a viewers own personal bias. Media mimics 

society in reporting and with a polarized political system the media will continue to present a 

biased front until such time as it is no longer replicating the state of political affairs in the United 

States. 

7.3. Further Research 

Political news coverage, especially that of campaign coverage is not new, and based on the 2012 

Presidential Election, will not stop any time soon. As the media breathed a sigh of relief that the 

long campaign was finally over, in the next breath they began to wonder who would be running 

in the 2016 Presidential Election. Special interests influence the agendas of medias and different 

networks will favor one political side over the other. However, to encourage further research on 
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the matter of media bias in the context of covering a presidential election in the United States, 

the researcher poses some ideas and related questions, which came to mind during the process of 

conducting this study. 

Aside from what was addressed in this study different aspects could be continued or scrutinized 

on a larger or more specific scale. A general overview of the media calling out that this or that 

source is bias does not encompass the larger picture of bias present in the media on a much 

broader extent. Larger scale studies done simultaneously to an election season could possibly 

encompass a larger amount of data in real time, instead of a researcher having the power of 

foresight when looking back and discussing how things were, when discussing and recording 

how things are would be more comprehensive. These real time studies should also incorporate a 

look at social media, as this media becomes more important in the release of information in 

politics and is increasingly utilized my politicians and media personalities alike. Real time 

studies looking at the influence of media and bias could generate interesting data or reaction and 

influence and could encompass the effects the negative rhetoric has on viewers and possibly even 

on campaigns and candidates themselves. 

Continuing with the idea of influence, gauging reaction to media bias seems like very compelling 

research to undertake for a future study. The media act as gatekeepers when they are selective in 

what they report on and differ in how the stories are presented. However, the reactions displayed 

on the programs are also selected in a bias manner to either emphasize a point or commented on 

in a reactionary manner. An independent study on media influence could be quite beneficial to 

analyze exactly how arguments made in programs affect the viewers. Bias is bias, but if there is 

no one to consume the arguments, then does it really matter that there is bias in the media? By 

discussing any range of political issues, a study could potentially cover the actual facts and then 

look at how opposing media outlets frame the same story and gage the reactions and input from a 

wide range of viewers.  

Influence and the power of persuasion are possibly the most important aspect of any bias present 

in a source of media being consumed. This study was only looking at detectable bias in a small 

sample size, and reacting to the bias based on the researchers’ research plan, coding and 

breakdown of bias. Even when looking for bias and finding it, the powers of persuasion through 
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the personality’s arguments in programs coded by the researcher to be blatantly biased had a 

powerful influence.  

However, in regards to the idea of influence, as the number of information sources, grows ever 

larger with each passing election cycle. A study into the amount and variety of media sources 

consumed for political information could result in interesting data on personal preference 

regarding consumers seeking out knowledge and what level of bias they seek out personally. 

By looking at a wider range of political media sources, it could be worthy of note to see that 

while the public might seek out mainstream corporate media and independent sources alike, just 

how different or how similar the level of bias may be depending on what side of the political 

spectrum the independent media sources are discussing and how. Are independent journalists 

more prone to be bias based on their personal views, or are they more likely to be closer to the 

center to get the facts across instead of simply sticking to one line of thought? Does the wider 

range of outlets increase the bias, or does it change the focus or direction of the bias, or have bias 

levels in the media gone down with the influx of independent online journalists?  

There is a wide range of topics that can be looked at in the ever changing world of media and 

political news coverage. As elections grow longer, more expensive and far more negative the 

coverage across all realms of media will increase and the media will reflect the partisanship of 

the government and the country in their reporting. The media informs those voters who seek out 

information in an attempt to make some sort of informed decision regarding their ballot. 

However, by utilizing the powers of persuasion through framed arguments, spin, gate keeping 

and agenda-setting, the media can have a vast impact on the direction of politics by distorting 

facts and allowing consumers and voters to get an imprecise view which translates into votes 

having a real and deep impact, on more than just political perceptions, but on the country as a 

whole. 
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I. Appendix 

Dates of Shows – All Dates are from 2012 

CNN 

State of the Union 

August 12
th

, September 2
nd

, September 9
th
, September 16

th
, October 7

th
, October 14

th
, 

October 21
st
, October 28

th
, November 4

th
, November 11

th
.  

Starting Point 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7th 

Erin Burnett OutFront 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7th 

Fox News 

Fox News Sunday 

August 12
th

, September 2
nd

, September 9
th
, September 16

th
, October 7

th
, October 14

th
, 

October 21
st
, October 28

th
, November 4

th
, November 11

th
.  

Fox & Friends 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7th 

The O’Reilly Report 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7th 

MSNBC 

Meet the Press 

August 12
th

, September 2
nd

, September 9
th
, September 16

th
, October 7

th
, October 14

th
, 

October 21
st
, October 28

th
, November 4

th
, November 11

th
.  

Morning Joe 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7
th
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The Rachel Maddow Show 

August 13
th

, August 31
st
, September 7

th
, September 12

th
, October 4

th
, October 12

th
, 

October 17
th

, October 23
rd

,  November 5
th

, November 7th 

 

Websites that provided access to the nine programs 

www.guidebox.com 

 Morning Joe 

 Fox & Friends 

http://outfront.blogs.cnn.com 

 Erin Burnett OutFront 

http://startingpoint.blogs.cnn.com 

 Starting Point 

http://www.billoreilly.com/show?action=tvShowArchive&footer=true 

 The O’Reilly Factor 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/39969316/ 

 The Rachel Maddow Show 

http://www.nbcnews.com/id/8987534/ns/meet_the_press-resources/#.UZToHKJmiSp 

 Meet the Press 

http://sotu.blogs.cnn.com 

 State of the Union 

iTunes - Podcast 

 Fox News Sunday 

http://archive.org/ 

 Supplemental Access 

 

http://outfront.blogs.cnn.com/
http://startingpoint.blogs.cnn.com/
http://www.billoreilly.com/show?action=tvShowArchive&footer=true
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/39969316/
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/8987534/ns/meet_the_press-resources/#.UZToHKJmiSp
http://sotu.blogs.cnn.com/
http://archive.org/
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II.  Appendix 

 

Template for Individual Program Survey for 2012 Cable News Coverage of 

United States Presidential Election 

 

1. Program Being Surveyed:  

 

2. Date of Original Airing:  

 

3. Perceived Tone of Program after Entire Program has been watched: 

 

4. Highlights of the Different Discussion Topics Covered in the Program: 

 

5. Photos That are Visible Behind the Host/s through the Duration of the 

Program: 

 

6. Guests That Came on the Program or Were Interviewed Via Electronic 

Means: 

 

7. Video Clips used as Aids in the Discussion and Commentary (these 

could be old of recently recorded):  

 

8. Graphics used as Aids in the Discussion and Commentary (these could 

include: photographs, graphs, news articles, etc.): 

 

9. Final Interpretation by Surveyor of the Actions, Interviews and Support 

Material Viewed on the Program: 

 

10.  Final Rating of Level of Bias: 
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III. Appendix 

 

SPJ Code of Ethics 

 

Preamble 
Members of the Society of Professional Journalists believe that public enlightenment is the forerunner of 

justice and the foundation of democracy. The duty of the journalist is to further those ends by seeking 

truth and providing a fair and comprehensive account of events and issues. Conscientious journalists from 

all media and specialties strive to serve the public with thoroughness and honesty. Professional integrity 

is the cornerstone of a journalist's credibility. Members of the Society share a dedication to ethical 

behavior and adopt this code to declare the Society's principles and standards of practice. 

 

Seek Truth and Report It 
Journalists should be honest, fair and courageous in gathering, reporting and interpreting information. 

 

Journalists should: 

— Test the accuracy of information from all sources and exercise care to avoid inadvertent error. 

Deliberate distortion is never permissible. 

— Diligently seek out subjects of news stories to give them the opportunity to respond to allegations of 

wrongdoing. 

— Identify sources whenever feasible. The public is entitled to as much information as possible on 

sources' reliability. 

— Always question sources’ motives before promising anonymity. Clarify conditions attached to any 

promise made in exchange for information. Keep promises. 

— Make certain that headlines, news teases and promotional material, photos, video, audio, graphics, 

sound bites and quotations do not misrepresent. They should not oversimplify or highlight incidents out 

of context. 

— Never distort the content of news photos or video. Image enhancement for technical clarity is always 

permissible. Label montages and photo illustrations. 

— Avoid misleading re-enactments or staged news events. If re-enactment is necessary to tell a story, 

label it. 

— Avoid undercover or other surreptitious methods of gathering information except when traditional 

open methods will not yield information vital to the public. Use of such methods should be explained as 

part of the story 

— Never plagiarize. 

— Tell the story of the diversity and magnitude of the human experience boldly, even when it is 

unpopular to do so. 

— Examine their own cultural values and avoid imposing those values on others. 

— Avoid stereotyping by race, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, geography, sexual orientation, disability, 

physical appearance or social status. 

— Support the open exchange of views, even views they find repugnant. 

—Give voice to the voiceless; official and unofficial sources of information can be equally valid. 

— Distinguish between advocacy and news reporting. Analysis and commentary should be labeled and 

not misrepresent fact or context. 

— Distinguish news from advertising and shun hybrids that blur the lines between the two. 

— Recognize a special obligation to ensure that the public's business is conducted in the open and that 

government records are open to inspection. 
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Minimize Harm 
Ethical journalists treat sources, subjects and colleagues as human beings deserving of respect. 

 

Journalists should: 

— Show compassion for those who may be affected adversely by news coverage. Use special sensitivity 

when dealing with children and inexperienced sources or subjects. 

— Be sensitive when seeking or using interviews or photographs of those affected by tragedy or grief. 

— Recognize that gathering and reporting information may cause harm or discomfort. Pursuit of the news 

is not a license for arrogance. 

— Recognize that private people have a greater right to control information about themselves than do 

public officials and others who seek power, influence or attention. Only an overriding public need can 

justify intrusion into anyone’s privacy. 

— Show good taste. Avoid pandering to lurid curiosity. 

— Be cautious about identifying juvenile suspects or victims of sex crimes. 

— Be judicious about naming criminal suspects before the formal filing of charges. 

— Balance a criminal suspect’s fair trial rights with the public’s right to be informed 

 

Act Independently 
Journalists should be free of obligation to any interest other than the public's right to know. 

 

Journalists should: 

—Avoid conflicts of interest, real or perceived. 

— Remain free of associations and activities that may compromise integrity or damage credibility. 

— Refuse gifts, favors, fees, free travel and special treatment, and shun secondary employment, political 

involvement, public office and service in community organizations if they compromise journalistic 

integrity. 

— Disclose unavoidable conflicts. 

— Be vigilant and courageous about holding those with power accountable. 

— Deny favored treatment to advertisers and special interests and resist their pressure to influence news 

coverage. 

— Be wary of sources offering information for favors or money; avoid bidding for news. 

 

Be Accountable 
Journalists are accountable to their readers, listeners, viewers and each other. 

 

Journalists should: 

— Clarify and explain news coverage and invite dialogue with the public over journalistic conduct. 

— Encourage the public to voice grievances against the news media. 

— Admit mistakes and correct them promptly. 

— Expose unethical practices of journalists and the news media. 

— Abide by the same high standards to which they hold others. 

 

 

 


