Memo

To: Members of the APSA Working Group on Automated Content Analysis

From: Jonathan M. Ladd, Assistant Professor, Georgetown University

Regarding: Proposal to Use Automated Content Analysis to Collect Data on News
Media Coverage of the State of the National Economy



Puzzles in the Literature

Since at least the 1960s, political scientists and economists have studied the
relationship between national economic conditions and citizens’ evaluations of the
president. Key (1968) observed that the incumbent president’s party tends to perform
better in presidential elections when economic conditions are favorable. Numerous
subsequent studies have confirmed this relationship (Key 1968; Rosenstone 1983; Lewis-
Beck 1990; Bartels 1992; Gelman and King 1993; Hibbs 2000; Bartels and Zaller 2001).
But what is the individual-level causal mechanism driving this relationship? Early
studies assumed this aggregate-level correlation was indicative of pocketbook voting —
citizens rewarding and punishing incumbents based on their own economic circumstances
(Key 1968; Kramer 1971). But subsequent studies established that the effect of personal
economic circumstances was small in magnitude relative to perceptions of the state of the
national economy (Kinder and Kiewiet 1979; Markus 1988, 1992). This phenomena of
evaluating the president based on national rather than personal economic circumstances,
known as “sociotropic” voting, has become one of the main ways in the political science
literature that voters systematically hold presidents accountable for their performance in
office (Fiorina 1981; Achen and Bartels 2004). However, there are at least two important
puzzles that this literature has left unanswered.

First, how do voters acquire information about the national economy? A large
portion of the American public is generally uninformed about American politics,
especially recent events (Converse 1964; Kinder 1998b, 1998a). This is not a sign of
personal vice, but may be a reasonable reaction to the low probability of any singly

individual influencing election outcomes. Since acquiring political information can entail



nontrivial personal effort, unless one values politics for personal entertainment, it is
reasonable to remain “rationally ignorant” of public affairs (Downs 1957). Particularly
surprising in this regard is Zaller’s (2004) study showing that the least informed voters
appear to be the most responsive to the national economy. The existing literature has been
unable to provide an answer to the question of how these citizens acquire the necessary
information to be affected by the national economy.

Second, why are voters influenced by objective conditions at all? Political
psychology has documented numerous ways in which public opinion and voter
preferences are influenced by news media coverage and the political rhetoric that it
conveys (Iyengar and Kinder 1987; Zaller 1992, 1996; Nelson, Clausen, and Oxley 1997;
Nelson, Oxley, and Clawson 1997; Kinder 1998b, 1998a). The media tell people both
what to think (through direct persuasion) and what to think about (through priming,
framing and agenda setting). A few studies have even linked people’s beliefs about
national conditions with reports about those conditions in the news media (Hetherington
1996; Gilens 1999). However, evaluations of the president seem to react to national
conditions even when news media coverage sends different signals. In one example of
this, in the early months of the Monica Lewinsky scandal in 1998, media coverage of
President Clinton was highly negative yet economic conditions were overwhelmingly
positive. Public approval of Clinton during this time followed national economic
conditions and remained high (Zaller 1998). Put bluntly, this reaction to national statistics
and immunity to news media messages contradict political psychologists’ understandings
of public opinion and persuasion.

Proposal for Data Collection



In order to try to better understand the mechanism by which the economy
influences the mass public’s evaluations of the president, I plan to initiate a content
analysis of the tone of news media coverage of the economy. Currently, to my
knowledge, there is no data on how the overall state of the national economy is depicted
in the news media over time. I plan to remedy this.

I plan to start by analyzing the tone of news coverage on the economy in major
national newspapers over time, preferable from about 1950 through the present. I would
like to develop a time-series measure of the tone of coverage of the economy on a
negative-to-positive continuum. Similarly to Jim Stimson’s “policy mood” (Stimson
1999; Erikson, MacKuen, and Stimson 2002) or the Conference Board’s “index of
leading economic indicators,” I hope this measure of economic news tone will be useful
as both an independent and dependent variable in different studies of the role of the
economy in the American political system.

I plan to start my own utilization of this data by looking at it as a potential
influence on presidential approval, as measured by the Gallup Poll’s presidential approval
time series. A simple but telling application of these data would be to see whether actual
economic statistics, like GDP growth and the unemployment rate, are better predictors of
presidential approval over time than the economic news tone. If, in a time series model
where both objective economic conditions and economic news tone are included
simultaneously as independent variables, news tone proves a better predictor of
presidential approval, the puzzle of how economic conditions affect political evaluations
would be on the road to resolution. It would indicate that people are acquiring their

economic information through the media. However, if objective economic conditions are



still better predictors of presidential approval, the puzzle would remain, suggesting that
some more complicated mechanism is at work. (For a somewhat similar research design
over a much shorter time-period, see Shah et al. 1999.)

If data collection for my measure of economic news tone proves workable, |
would hope to expand the project by collecting other related time-series data. These
possibly include: a measure of economic news tone on television news, a measure of
economic news tone in “soft news” media sources, etc.

Conclusion

In beginning the project, I am researching alternative ways of conducting large
scale content analyses. I am exploring the possibility of using automated content analysis
because of its large potential savings in both time and labor. While my previous work has
focused on the news media, it has largely pertained to public opinion about the media
rather than content analysis. While I am familiar with some earlier work in this area (i.e
Fan 1988), I am not yet very knowledgeable about recent development in the field of
automated content analysis. I hope that participation in this working group will help
better acquaint me with this field and help me to learn the pluses and minus of different
techniques. Thank you in advance for your participation in this group. I look forward to

seeing you all in Philadelphia.
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