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ABSTRACT

THE SELF AND ONLINE POLITICS: A SOCIAL
PSYCHOLOGICAL APPROACH TO POLITICAL COMPUTER-
MEDIATED COMMUNICATION IN THE UNITED STATES

By

Benjamin Gross

As computers have become a more prominent part in the daily lives of people in
the United States, social researchers have begun to grapple with the impact of this new
technology on our everyday lives. Foremost among these concerns is how people
understand and connect to politics, and how these new forms of interaction have an
impact on political discourse in the United States. In this dissertation, my focus is placed
upon how an Internet user will seek information about politics, which kinds of other
people will the user likely prefer interacting with online, and whether the offline social
living environment of the user has a meaningful effect on these behaviors. Drawing on
quantitative analysis, I attempt to explain and illustrate how the social attitudes, offline
living environments, and political identities of the users impact how they connect to

politics in cyberspace.
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Chapter One
An introduction and literature review of political computer-mediated

communication in the United States.

Abstract

This chapter is intended to illustrate the overall layout of this dissertation and
discuss the important issues which will be addressed. The author will explore what
important questions have not been properly addressed in the current literature regarding
online politics. An appropriate research plan in order to fill many of these gaps in the
study of computer-mediated political communication is then outlined.
Introduction

Technology and the media are having profound effects on the social worlds of
people in a wide variety of ways, including new information technologies such as the
internet. Whether one encounters its presence at work, in the home, at school, or in a
local coffeehouse, virtually everyone seems to be connected to the internet to the point
where escaping its grasp for just one day seems increasingly improbable. People have
come to use the internet for almost every facet of daily life, whether the task involves
conducting everyday business transactions, finding a date, keeping in touch with family
and friends, or to seek out news in order to keep up with what is happening in the world.

As the internet becomes more common to everyday life, questions about its effect
on the social life of its users have surfaced. These concerns serve as the starting points for
the main research questions I intend to address in my dissertation. While there are an
endless number of areas which the internet might affect interpersonal relationships and
intrapersonal attitudes, I will focus on the area of US politics. My main concern will be

on the relationship between a person’s political attitudes and self-concept, and how those



factors may influence how a person may approach the internet to generate, support, or
possibly challenge these characteristics of the self.

This study will incorporate the social psychological literature on self and identity
with what others in political science and computer-mediated communication have said
about the effects of the internet on contemporary political life in the US. In particular, my
objective is to address three core issues:

1. How does the self-concept mediate the ways in which someone uses

the internet, and what implications do these findings hold in regards to

political activity and discourse in the US?

2. Are people willing to use the internet as a communications vehicle

for challenging their viewpoints and gaining exposure to a greater

variety of informational sources, or do people use it to reinforce

previously held beliefs and make them more hostile to opposing

viewpoints?

3. Do politically partisan blogs and candidate e-mail messages differ

significantly from the content of mainstream network news coverage

in terms of their frameworks and definitions of the candidates
themselves, and if so, in what ways?

A Review of Previous Online US Presidential Races

The last years of the twentieth century saw the internet grow in importance within
US politics. In the 1996 US presidential election, both President Bill Clinton and
Republican challenger Bob Dole launched their own websites aimed at disseminating
campaign and candidate information directly to internet users. This was the first US
presidential election in which both major party candidates used an official website (Klotz
2004), and the volume of interactions was extraordinary. Since then, the utility and
popularity of campaign websites has expanded exponentially, as every major party
politician running for the US Presidency now uses websites hoping to accomplish

multiple aims: To raise money, to gain volunteers, and of course to offer information to



visitors. During the 2004 Presidential Campaign, 63 million Americans consumed news
online, which also includes 4 million people donating money to a campaign website, 7
million signing up to receive a candidate listserv email, and 34 million who used the
internet to research where candidates stand on the issues (Rainie, Cornfield, & Horrigan,
2005). Politicians understood the value of being able to transcend the limitations of
coverage by media organizations and embraced the chance to speak in an unedited
fashion to a large audience. Research has found that Presidential candidates generally use
the internet to serve four main functions: to inform the public, to connect with voters, to
get people involved in the campaign, and to mobilize their supporters (Schneider & Foot
2006).

However, the politicians themselves are certainly not the only ones who seek
these advantages. In the years since the 1996 US election, the rise of political blogs, chat
rooms, list-serve e-mails and message boards have given any US citizen with access to
the internet a chance to both send and receive enormous amounts of political information
to other internet users. Even the media organizations themselves run websites which are
updated constantly, continuing to have a relevant voice in the political discussions taking
place both on-line and off-line.

In the years since, candidates have learned how to meet an array of different
campaign needs via the Internet through a variety of trial-and-error methods (Kamarck
1999; Foot & Schneider 2002; D’ Alessio 2000). However, the works of Schneider and
Foot (2006) indicate that by the 2004 Presidential election, all the presidential candidates
were actively using the Internet for the purposes of informing the public and involving

people with the campaign. Others have shown how politicians such as Howard Dean used



a combination of online communication techniques to develop communities based on
shared support of his candidacy, helping him quickly emerge as a leading candidate
during the Democratic Presidential primaries of 2004 (Davis 2005); practices that were
quickly adopted by his competitors in order to match his ability to mobilize volunteers
and raise money (Hull 2006; Davis 2005). In particular, he had found a new way to make
others feel a strong personal connection to their candidate, stunning political pundits with
the high levels of personal connection and commitment made by his volunteers (Stromer-
Galley and Baker 2006), which is the kind of interactivity all politicians seek in their
online campaigns (Klotz 2004)

Before the 2004 general election started, it was clear to all that the Internet was a
space where candidates should be constructing identities and meaning while developing
frameworks around personal character and issues, in addition to meeting basic
organizational functions such as raising money. For better or worse, the Internet had
become a space where attacks (accurate or not) were launched, daily blogging had
enhanced feelings of personal attachment to candidates, and sophisticated forms of
influence became major strategic focal points in a highly combative election (Williams
2006; Trammell 2006; Stokes 2006). Today, all serious candidates for the US Presidency
implement campaign strategies via the Internet while their supporters (affiliated and
unaffiliated with the official campaign) circulate online to give their candidate a web
presence.

The latter point above is an important one; that is, the politicians themselves are
not the only ones who have access to online communication devices. The Internet is a

place where politicians, media organizations, various political organizations of all types,



and millions of individual users simultaneously co-exist with one another. At their best,
these users engage in well-meaning political discourse with others, seeking to influence
the beliefs of others and learning from others to become better informed citizens. Users
even find the internet a place where they can volunteer for political activism with others
who share a common identity or interest. At their worst, users embark hate-filled rhetoric,
intolerance of opposing viewpoints, and spread misinformation, retarding political
discourse.

Not surprisingly, the existence of such an environment has drawn the interests of
social scientists of all kinds over the past decade. In sum, researchers have disagreed
upon two major questions. First, does the Internet make people more or less politically
active and informed? Second, does the Internet integrate people in society into an
increasingly unified ‘commonality’ global village of perspectives, or does the Internet
lead people to become bitterly divided into partisan camps where they only interact with
like-minded people?

Important Questions Still Unresolved

As debates about how the Internet affects political discourse have surfaced in
recent years, relatively less attention has been paid to the social psychology of the
Internet user. Theorists and researchers have mainly attempted to categorize the Internet
as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ for the public at the aggregate level. However, the domain of analysis
in this dissertation mainly takes place at the individual level, focusing on which traits and
beliefs lead people the use the Internet in differing ways.

The work here recognizes the Internet user as capable of selecting and rejecting

the messages they receive. Additionally, the online users are capable of challenging and



transforming the meanings of messages that they receive, making discussion of overall
aggregate effects much more complicated. However, the Internet offers the unique ability
for people to create their own messages and distribute them to a large audience
themselves, bypassing most forms of gate-keeping and censorship from others. Within
this dissertation, attention will focus upon which ways different sources of information
described the 2008 presidential contest, while illustrating specific examples of how
meaning was constructed in differing ways. Additionally, statistical analysis will be used
to determine whether these differences in campaign coverage by source were significant
or not. The results will be tied into theoretical perspectives about online politics that have
developed in recent years which often speculate why these differences may be taking
place.

By incorporating what social psychologists have uncovered regarding the self-
concept and social identities. Researchers have often overlooked how Internet users have
many important self-definitions and motivations that they bring with them when the sit
down at their computer monitor, and there are likely to be great variations between one
user and the next in regards to how and why the Internet is used. As this literature is
further incorporated into the study of Computer-Mediated Communication, discussion
can turn to which characteristics are important motivates that explain why people act as
they do online, and how this overlaps to what the self experiences in their offline social
life.

Furthermore, the relationship between the public and politicians has been
transformed by new communicative technologies. Political discourse today takes place

within more two-way communicative processes, with more interaction between message



senders and receivers taking place than in previous eras. The presence of the Internet
creates the opportunity for users to feel an increased sense of personal connection to the
candidates, and immerse themselves in political news from sources of their own choosing
at high rates of consumption. Additionally, the Internet user can even become a producer
of political news and experience daily contacts with the political candidates at all times of
the day or night, with few restrictions. Continuing to focus on individuals, it is important
to see which specific identities and social attitudes may correlate with different patterns
of news exposure and interpersonal communication when one uses the Internet.

Moreover, it may be that some people rarely or never use the Internet to keep up
with political issues, using this technology as an enabler which helps them ‘drop out’ of
political discussion in the pursuit of endeavors that he/she finds more interesting and
important. The Internet did not make a person politically apathetic, but the user’s apathy
caused him/her to avoid politics altogether, investing their personal time and energy
elsewhere. While some people may feel more informed and personally connected to
politics because of the Internet, others are likely to become more distant and less
informed than ever before as well, retreating into their own personalized life-world when
they go online. This dissertation aims to uncover which people are likely to become more
involved and which ones become less involved, and identify important attitudes and
identities which are responsible for these differences.

Those with Internet access in their homes now have the opportunity to read an
enormous amount of information about political candidates and issues, which would
seem to be a welcome device for any functioning democracy. However, these benefits

may come with unforeseen costs; as this massive expansion of political communication



may motivate the self to engage in selective exposure and self-selection in order to avoid
feeling overwhelmed and confused. Additionally, the public run a risk of over-exposure
to politics, which can cause people to lose a sense of efficacy and trust in government
institutions and the news media themselves. Within this dissertation, statistical
comparisons between different types of people will be made in order to find if high levels
of Internet news consumption correlates with feelings of distrust towards these
institutions.

These premises and research questions are the primary focus of this dissertation,
which will address all of these concerns in a five chapter format. The remainder of this
chapter will illustrate how I chose to test and measure these questions, and validate my
choices of methodologies. Chapters two through four will be devoted to resolving these
questions through empirical testing and discussion. Finally, chapter five will provide a
summary of key findings, discuss any relevant shortcoming which may occur, and
provide insight and direction in regards to where future research should be directed.

An Overview of this Dissertation

I plan to address a number of different research questions in three separate
chapters within this dissertation. Each chapter will focus on the effects of computer-
mediated political communication on the 2008 US presidential election. All chapters will
seek to incorporate self-concept literature, personal identities, media frames, social
psychology, and social attitude theories into the study of internet usage and its relation to
political involvement and activity.

My second chapter will focus upon the content of internet news sources and the

way they shape political discourse during the 2008 presidential election in the US. This



chapter is intended to both describe online political discourse as well as finding whether
different news sources qualitatively cover major political news topics and candidates in
significantly different ways. The main hypothesis of this chapter is to find out whether
various online news sources differ in content, and if so, in what ways? What kind of
assumptions do they make about the US political landscape? What do these writers think
should be of primary concern to their readers which helps to set the agenda for the
presidential election?

Chapter two will address how media frames are constructed and maintained
during the election: What specific words/phrases became popular during the most heated
weeks of the campaign, what labels were attached to the candidates and their policies,
and to what degree did the political blogs echo what was being reported on the websites
of independent news sources? Also, were the political parties and candidates effective at
defining themselves and the public agenda on their own terms and phrases, or did other
sources of information on the web reject and/or modify them, leading to a redefinition of
the candidates, their policies, and the national agenda?

Overall, this chapter will employ both quantitative and qualitative analyses to
resolve my research questions. In regards to the former, the recording of data into
categorical measures will permit the usage of chi-square analysis in order to determine
whether different online news venues vary significantly in terms of how they cover the
presidential election and define the candidates. These values can be used to illustrate
whether different internet news providers are showing meaningful differences in what

frameworks (Lakoff 2004; Gamson & Modigliani 1989) they employ, whether partisan



sites use more inflammatory language than other sites, and whether those who read these
sites engage in productive political dialogue with each other or not.

While an exhaustive analysis of all online political communication content is
virtually impossible to do (Jones 1999), my plan is to focus on a variety of highly
relevant and heavily-viewed sources that are the most likely to impact large groups of
people. The next section contains a list of forty specific internet sites that will be
randomly selected on a daily basis for content analysis. These websites include a variety
of different writer and user characteristics, which should add validity and make the
findings more applicable to a larger group of internet message users. The findings in
chapter four will incorporate the internet postings of all types of message producers: the
candidates themselves, their political party, other major figures within the respective
parties, various independent media organizations, partisan political writers, and even the
general public itself to see what kinds of messages are being produced and how they had
a material impact upon the 2008 US Presidential campaign.

Chapter three will integrate important self-construal and identity theories from to
examine whether the internet makes people more or less politically informed and active.
While some have suggested that the presence of the internet increases political activity
and knowledge among its users, positively benefitting communities (Rheingold 1995;
Haythornthwaite & Wellman 2002; Weinberger 2005). Others have been concerned
about the negative effects of the internet (and other communicative technologies) on
groups of people at a societal level (Putnam 2000; Margolis & Resnick 2000; Galston

2005; Keen 2007).

My hypotheses are similar to what Eric Uslaner (2004) has claimed: the Internet

10



does not make a person more or less community oriented or political all by itself. Rather,
people bring their offline selves to the internet, and then engage in user-specific driven
uses and gratifications online (McLeod & Becker 1981). More specifically, how a person
uses the internet in terms of political activity and information is influenced by both their
political identities and their overall self-concept.

Within this chapter, my aim is to show that levels of political activity and political
knowledge are not dependent upon the amount of time spent online, but rather by a
mixture of the user’s identities and self-construal. I am interested in how people have a
tendency to see themselves overall: in individualist terms or interdependently to others.
My interest is to see whether people tend to think of themselves within mainly self-
referent individualist attributes (such as thinking that I am smart or funny, for example)
or within some collective relationship to others (such as being an American or a
Republican, for example). In order to do this, I will use elements from the twenty-four
question Singelis (1994) self-construal scale. Twelve questions from this scale will be
used to determine how the survey respondents predominantly see themselves, and then
classifying the responses as being either self-referent or other-referent in their nature.

By using this instrument, I will be able to classify respondents along a continuous
individualist-collectivist measure of the self, where the respondents range between
holding an exclusive preponderance to see oneself as a member of larger social groups (a
‘“we” orientation) versus those who see themselves wholly within idiosyncratic personal
qualities (a “me” orientation). These kinds of approaches have been theoretically
supported by other scholars of the self-concept, who have noted that the self operates

within a continuum of possible identities (Hewitt 1989) and locates social and personal
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identities between polar opposites which pull in competing directions (Brewer and
Gardner 1996), yet producing a measurable and relatively stable self-concept amenable to
quantitative measurement techniques (Kuhn and McPartland 1954; Stryker 1980; Serpe
1987; Sedikedes and Brewer 2001; Prentice 2001; Rosenberg 1979; Wright, Aron &
Tropp 2002). Previous research has explored, for example, how this balancing act can be
affected by culture (Markus and Kitayama 1991; Kashima et al 1997; Roberts & Helson
1997) and by time period (Zurcher 1977; Baumeister 1986; Gergen 1991; Demo 1992).

This dissertation embraces the self-construal scale (Singelis 1994) as an
admittedly crude but useful tool in measuring tendencies of the self to think and act in a
way that either leans towards individuality or through relational/collectivist aspects of the
self. This instrument is not designed to explore the vast complexities of the self or how it
changes from one situation to the next, nor does it refute that people contain a virtually
endless amount of identities within their self-concept. Instead, it is a pragmatic tool
where respondents describe themselves mainly in general tendencies and understandings.
Relationships between self-construal and online politics are not expected to explain all
the complexities between competing identities and political behavior. Rather the findings
will serve as a starting point to examine how the self relates to online politics and should
lead to future research which will motivate and inspire future research bridging these two
fields of study.

There are some who question whether this is the best measure of the self-concept
(Cramer & Grace 2003) and the validity of self-construal scales (Levine et al 2003).
However, the Singelis (1994) self-construal scale will not be applied to measuring

individuals from cultures whose values, customs and daily practices differ substantially
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from the United States, reducing these questions of validity for the project being outlined
here. However, in order to address these criticisms, the index used will be subjected to
factor analysis with full confidence in the validity of this measurement instrument.

Nevertheless, the use of the self-construal scale has become commonplace within
social psychology in recent years. It has surfaced in important current research involving
a wide range of topics, from emotional management (Nezlek et al 2008), interpersonal
relationships (Lydon et al 2008) Social Networks (Yeung et al 2008), and perceptions of
organizational faimess (Holmvall & Bobocel 2008) just to name a few. While these
measures will be somewhat crude and not intended to fully illustrate the full complexity
of the self, they will suffice for the purpose of categorization of survey respondents. By
scoring respondents along this range, we can see both if different users will use the
internet to meet their political interests and personal motivations.

What is predicted is that each group will differ significantly in terms of whether
they use the internet to become more politically informed and active. Instead of simply
predicting that those who use the internet will be changed by it in terms of political
activity and knowledge, these categories incorporate the “uses and gratifications theory”
(McLeod & Becker 1981) of media audiences, acknowledging that different people will
be motivated to use the internet in different ways. Specifically, I predict the following
hypotheses to be true:

H1. Those that have strong political identities will be more likely than others to
become politically active and on the Internet. --- People with strong social identities
rooted in political interests will meet those needs to become politically active by using

the Internet more than those who do not.
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H2. Those that have strong political identities will be more likely than others to seek
political information on the Internet. --- This is also consistent with Uses and
Gratifications theory. People who have strong social identities rooted in political interests
will search the Internet for political information at higher rates than those who lack strong

beliefs about politics.

H3. Those who are interested in politics will be more likely than others to become
politically active and on the Internet. --- Consistent with Uses and Gratifications theory,
people which are interested in politics will show higher levels of online political activity

that other users will.

HA4. Those who are interested in politics will be more likely than others to seek political
information on the Internet. - Also consistent with Uses and Gratifications theory,
people which are interested in politics will show the highest amount of time seeking out

information on the Internet.

HS. There will be a Positive relationship between Self-Construal and an interest in
politics. --- People who have a propensity to incorporate important others into their own
self-concept will be more likely to take an interest in political issues. Those who see
themselves as unique individuals may have less interest in pursuing collectivist needs via

political movements.
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H6. There will be a Positive relationship between Self-Construal and holding strong
political identities.--- Since collectivists may be more likely to take an interest in political
issues, they are also more likely than individuals to develop stronger and more intense
political beliefs than others.

Overall, chapter three will focus on how internet usage varies depending on user
characteristics and self-concept. It is not enough to say that the internet makes people
more or less knowledgeable or politically active. Instead, the user brings an offline self
when using the internet. These factors then mediate the effects of the internet on politics
in the US. By using a survey which encapsulates all of these factors and measures of
political activity both online and offline, quantitative measures of association can be
found to indicate whether these personal characteristics have an effect on politics beyond
mere exposure to the internet.

Chapter four contains hypotheses which will attempt to uncover which types of
internet users are more likely to behave like “Cyber Balkans” (Van Alstyne &
Brynjolfsson 1997) and if these users are similar to “Single-Issue” users (Bimber 1998).
In other words, what leads a person to use the Internet in a way that reinforces their
socio-political identities and what personal needs are these users satisfying with their
patterns of online behavior? Are those needs similar to other types of Internet users?

Chapter four will attempt to understand which variables are related to the desire
of the individual user to act like a “Cyber Balkan” in their online political activities, and
whether there are any similarities in the characteristics of these users to accelerated
pluralists, who invest the vast majority of attention towards one topic that is important to

them. This often has the effect of making a person an expert on one topic at the expense
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of lacking knowledge about other issues.

Bruce Bimber (1998) points out that there are at least two identifiable traits of
Internet users that lead towards single-issue predominance in usage, or an accelerated
pluralist usage pattern:

1. They seek information only for issues that they find personally
interesting.

2. They are likely to have weaker political affiliations to a specific
party because their political orientation is more issue-based than
ideological.
Likewise, Van Alstyne & Brynjolfsson (1997) identify at least five traits that are

common practices of a cyber Balkan, which includes the following:

1. They tend to define their “community” by those who share their
values rather than those who share their geographical proximity.

2. They have a desire to be surrounded by like-minded individuals
and/or avoid people who disagree with them.

3. They feel uneasy when they are exposed to an oppositional point of
view.

4. They tend to believe that a person should leave a community/group
if they do not share the views of the other members.

S. They tend to hold more extreme political identities, as they are more
likely to receive constant reinforcement from like-minded others.

Overall, I have two main objectives in chapter four. One of those objectives
involves a hypothesis, and the other seeks to uncover the antecedents of cyber Balkan
patterns of online political computer-mediated communication. My first kypothesis
within this chapter predicts there is a correlation between the core identifying features
of Cyber Balkans with the traits Bimber believes lead to accelerated pluralism. It will

be argued that these two groups of people are likely to have similarities in their patterns
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of online behavior and may not be entirely mutually exclusive categories.

My second objective in this chapter is fo identify specific Attitudes, Beliefs, and
Motivations which may explain why someone becomes a cyber Balkan. In doing so, this
dissertation hopes to develop a more integrated and sophisticated view regarding why
people are interested to use the internet to pursue narrow interest deeply while largely
ignoring other political issues, and to figure out what the common characteristics of users
that engage in these patterns of internet usage are.

Chapter four will try to predict the levels of cyber Balkanization of internet users
using linear regression techniques with data collected through an online survey. A
number of survey questions will be developed in order to capture “Cyber Balkan™ as an
index measure which contains the five dimensions which are outlined above, then regress
that variable against a variety of independent variables that capture a wide array of user
characteristics. The specifics of the independent variable measures will be discussed in
more detail in the next section.

There are a series of independent variables that are predicted to have a significant
relationship to the dependent variable of cyber Balkanization. As mentioned earlier, it is
believed that these concepts are both a function of three main independent variables: user
attitudes, beliefs, and personal motivations. Each of these three independent variables can
be further subdivided into the following (the predicted relationships between these
variables and cyber Balkanization are indicated as + or - in parenthesis):

Attitudes & Beliefs (7): Trust in the News Media (-), Trust in the

Government (-), Trust in Other People (-), Perceptions that the user

has Like-Minded Friends/Family (+), and lives in a Like-Minded

Community (+), the Strength of their Political Identity (+) If the user is
politically independent (-)
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Motivations (5): User enjoys engaging in arguments (-), User wants to

avoid criticism when expressing viewpoints (+), User feels anger

towards political opponents (+), User desires bolstering/support from

others online (+), User has an interdependent self-construal (+)

Overall, there are twelve independent variables which will be used to try to
predict the desire to behave online in a cyber Balkan fashion. Additionally, the
demographics of age, race, education, and gender will also be included for two purposes:
to see if there are any intervening/interacting macro-sociological variables that are of
interest, and (2) to see if cyber Balkan online behavior are related to any offline trends in
the US public that are relevant only to certain age groups, racial groups, etc...

Several attitude and belief variables were added to see how offline characteristics
of the user’s life are related to their online behaviors. There are three variables that deal
with trust: in the news media, in the government, and in other people in general. My aim
is to see whether there is a connection to align oneself to self-selected communities and
selective exposure patterns to online information has anything to do with a disregard and
distrust towards relevant institutions and the general public. It is predicted that there will
be a negative relationship here: that a lack of trust in the government, the news media,
and the general public causes one to channel their behavior to a narrow group of self-
selected similar others.

Likewise, I predict that there are correlations between offline realities and online
actions; that there is probably a positive correlation to surrounding oneself to similar
others both online and offline. As James House (1992) points out, the traits of a person’s
immediate environment impact their attitudes and beliefs a great deal, which he refers to

as the “proximity principle”. Others have pointed out (Quan-Haase et al 2002; Hampton

& Wellman 2002, Haythornthwaite & Wellman 2002) that online and offline behaviors
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tend to complement one another instead of being mutually exclusive of each other. That
being said, I have included three measures to capture the homogeneity of a user’s local
environment: asking about the perceptions of how much the user thinks their views are
the same as their friends, family, and their local community. These measures are
predicted to have a positive relationship to cyber Balkanization.

Next, I included variables that seek out relationships between a person’s political
values and their tendencies to act in a self-selecting way. First, I want to know if
Independents are less likely to engage in biased exposure patterns on the internet than
Republicans or Democrats. It is predicted that self-identified partisans will be more likely
to have a positive relationship to online Balkanization. In addition to this, the strength of
the user’s political affiliations are predicted to have a positive relation to the dependent
variable, as those with strong attitudes/beliefs are less likely to seek out discrepant
information.

Lastly, I want to see if there are specific motivations that might drive internet
users to act in ways that meet the needs of the self. As theorists have pointed out about

the functions which attitudes serve (Katz 1960; Herek 1986; Shavitt & Nelson 2000), it

has been found that people hold attitudes for any of the following four functional reasons:

to express their values, to make sense of information, to defend their self-esteem, or to
accomplish goals. With this in mind, I chose five motivations which comply with these
functions in examining why an internet user may choose to act in a self-selecting way to
online information and communities.

In regards to expression of values, it may be the case that (1) the user enjoys

engaging in arguments, and (2) also feels anger/hostile feelings about political

19

——-



opposition. It is predicted that cyber Balkans will be relatively low on the first trait and
relatively high on the second. The prediction is that a cyber Balkan does not enjoy being
challenged in their political views, nor do they wish to spend time/energy trying to
convert their opponents. Instead, they prefer “preaching to the chorus” while likely
gaining reinforcement and a sense of personal connection to those who feel similar to
themselves.

Additionally, the need to bolster self-esteem can be another key motivation to
becoming a cyber Balkan. It is predicted that self-selecting political activity online is
positively related to those who have a strong desire for acceptance of their beliefs and
feel discomforted by criticism of their views. These people also want to find a feeling of
connection to similar others, as the user seeks a sense of community, belonging, and
reinforcement by contacting like-minded others on the Internet. Moreover, the need to
belong will be strongest for users whose self-construal is more interdependent, as these
people exhibit a stronger desire to connect their political actions/ideals to similar others.

Overall, chapter four is geared to finding two things. The first is to find whether
there are meaningful correlations between the tendencies of cyber Balkanization with
traits that are more commonly associated with accelerated pluralism. In addition to this,
confirmatory factor analysis can be conducted on this measure of Balkanization in order
to discover if this concept consists of multiple dimensions. Second, this chapter focuses
exclusively upon what offline personal aspects of internet users are more or less likely to
drive them towards Balkanizing behavior online. Both of these inquiries will be
addressed though quantitative measures using an online survey. The specifics of how

each variable will be measure will be discussed in detail within the methods and
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measurements section, along with a discussion of how the online survey will sample and
be distributed to people who are engaged in politics online in the US.

In conclusion, chapter five will summarize the findings of this dissertation.
Within this final chapter, the author will also explore the possible shortcomings that may
exist in either the data or methods. This section will include a disclosure of any issues
that emerged during the data collection process, as well as how the author resolved these
matters. Lastly, discussion will be centered on what these findings imply for future
researchers of computer-mediated political communication, and recommendations will be
made regarding where future research should be directed.

Summary

This dissertation intends to illustrate three important relationships between
computer-mediated political communication and social psychology. First, that the
presence of the Internet greatly transforms political communication in a wide variety of
ways. Not least of which is the blurring of the boundaries between audiences, journalists,
and newsmakers taking place every day in online political news reporting.

Second, I intend to show that the effects of online political communication are not
uniform among its users. Rather, the identities and self-construal of the Internet user
greatly impact whether the person become more or less involved and informed about
politics. Irrespective of the time spent online, some types of users will become more
politically oriented, some other types will exhibit no interest in politics, and there will
even be people who show interest in politics without increased levels of activity.

Third, it will be shown that Balkanizing behavior, self-selectivity and highly

polarized political attitudes are not unrelated to offline behavior. Instead, there are
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correlations to online and offline behaviors and attitudes. Furthermore, some of the
motivations and offline living conditions of Cyber Balkans will be identified, with the
hopes that more traits will be uncovered by future research.

Chapters three and four will focus exclusively upon the Internet user, and how
their personal characteristics are related to the political messages they receive online. But,
before approaching this topic, an analysis on the sources of online politics during the
2008 US Presidential election needs to be addressed in order to appropriately
understanding the nature of online political discourse. This exploration will take place

next in chapter two.
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CHAPTER 2
Political News Sources on the Internet: Similarities and Differences during the US
Presidential Election of 2008.
Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to explore how online media sources helped to
create imagery and identities around the Barack Obama and John McCain campaigns
during the 2008 US presidential election. A literature review covering the most common
types of online news sources was conducted and discussed. Finally, a content analysis of
537 news postings conducted over the final six weeks of the Presidential campaign will
uncover how the race was covered differently by a variety of online news sources.
Introduction

Every year more Americans go online to meet a variety of personal interests and
accomplish a wide range of tasks. In 2008, the US Presidential election created a great
deal of interest and participation among the public, as the Internet became an important
marketplace of information and locale of political interactivity. In this chapter, I will
focus on those who supplied the Internet with political news. For example, who created
imagery around the candidates, how did different sources cover the major issues of the
election, and what did these writers define as important?

The current time period sees a massive transformation taking place, aided by
modern technological advances, that has the effect of blurring the lines between audience,
source, and reporter which is often referred to as “convergence” (Pavlik 2008; Dessauer
2004). The US is now seeing the rise of “Produsage” (Bruns & Jacobs 2006: 6), where
people are simultaneously becoming the producers and consumers of knowledge. This is

quickly bringing an end to the traditional “top-down” news broadcasting (Gillmor 2006)
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that defined political communication from most of the 20" century (Pavlik 2008). Today, |
the presence of the Internet has empowered the mass audience and politicians alike. This

allows these individuals to speak directly to millions of users without the filter of a media

organization to edit or limit what they want to say.

The 2008 Presidential election in the US involved the co-existence of professional
journalists, newsmakers, and mass-mediated audience members simultaneously
attempting to provide interpretation and commentary to politics online. Compared to any
other Presidential election, the US public saw a more decentralized and multi-perspective
public sphere. However, this is not to say that the content being presented is always of the
highest quality, nor is the public free from bias and manipulation. Rather, we see that
different types of online news sources often vary greatly from one another in a variety of
important ways, which will be illustrated here.

Democracy and the Public Sphere

An ideal democracy requires communication and debate among an informed
citizenry that takes place within a public space or forum. Jurgen Habermas (1989) defines
the public sphere as “a network of communicating information and points of view” that
gradually transforms public opinion.....must be accessible and inclusive (Pavlik 2008:
96). The Public Sphere refers to the set of practices that members of a society use to
communicate about matters they understand to be of a public concern. It is “a
sociological term for signifying how people, if at all, speak to each other about what their
condition is and what they ought or ought not to do as a political unit” (Benkler 2006:
178). As Cass Sunstein (2007: 25-27) explains, a well-functioning public sphere should

contain at least these three important qualities:

24



1. Speakers have access to a wide array of people

2. Speakers have access to voice their concerns to both institutions
as well as to a heterogeneous public.

3. People will be exposed to a wide variety of people and views,

ensuring both widely shared experiences and exposure to diverse
views.

According to Habermas (1989) the ideal-type of rational debate and discourse in
society has been limited by the existence of corporate agendas and the concentration of
media ownership in the hands of a wealthy few. This situation has limited the pursuit of
truth, has marginalized a wide array of perspectives, and led to a decline in citizen
interest and participation. For much of the twentieth century, the public sphere was a
system dominated by one-way communication tools. Public opinion was said to be
manufactured among passive consumers of news messages artificially by those in power
of the media (Saco 2002). Information sources within the public sphere in all advanced
modern societies were heavily influenced by the owners of those structures. Therefore,
whether it was the government or private enterprise, it was primarily a one-way
technological “hub-and-spoke” model kind of structure that lacked feedback loops and
was prohibitively high in cost for most people (Benkler 2006: 175). This structure led to a
relatively passive news consumer (Benkler 2006; Saco 2002; McChesney 2004; Dessauer
2004) that received finished goods rather than being part of a conversation. The public
sphere was limited in the number of perspectives being presented (Gans 2003), leading to
unreported facts and absence of multiple viewpoints.

However, at the beginning of the twenty-first century, statements coming from the
media can now be seen as invitations for a conversation, particularly on the Internet.

Jurgen Habermas (1989) sees technological expansion as “vital to the development of a
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meaningful public sphere, as innovations and advancements in technology permit new
messengers into the public realm. This empowers the masses and providing avenues to
both produce and consume information with others” (Saco 2002: 64). Key to these hopes
is that the Internet prevents any specific points of control or concentration of undue
power or influence; it is “flat” (Benkler 2006: 177). The Internet is being seen as a
corrective to the shortcoming of the public sphere, improving democracy by enabling
citizens to be exposed to more perspectives. They become more informed and
knowledgeable, challenging the concentration of power (Bahnisch 2006; Gans 2003;
Benkler 2006; Saco 2002). Even though clustering will most likely take place around
information that the public finds interesting and engaging, additional sources will still
provide a variety of opinions while also serving as a watchdog over society and its
institutions (Saco 2002: McChesney 2004, Benkler 2006; Sunstein 2007; Banisch 2006).
Moreover, the presence of the Internet greatly alters the public sphere simply by enabling
news consumers to access another news source besides print, television, and radio has
transformed the media landscape (Dessauer 2004).

Many aspects of the 20™ century model of news reporting and the relations
between source-journalist-audience have become outdated today (Pavlik & Ross 2000).
There have long been three major kinds of participants in the world of news: Journalists,
Newsmakers, and the Audience. However, the public sphere in the US has now become a
place where “everybody has the ability to make the news....and newsmakers can no
longer control the tide as easily as they once did” (Gillmor, 2006: 45). This situation is
often referred to as “convergence” (Pavlik & Ross 2000; Pavlik 2008; Gillmor 2006)

where these three constituents overlap and influence each other in the dissemination of
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political news in the US. Convergence refers to the blurring of the lines between
consumer and producer.

The public has become empowered and interactive, which has changed the ways
news is both produced and consumed. Many feel that journalists have sat in a privileged
position when it comes to informing the public. They feel that this has skewed the
democratic process (Gans 2003) and has served as a motivation for non-journalists to
become reporters. This serves as a challenge for the journalist to redefine the reporter-
source relationship. Any audience member or source can now contradict or challenge the
information directly to a large audience via their own computer-mediated communication
tool, whether it is through the medium of blogging, emailing, etc... (Pavlik & Ross 2000).
Journalists themselves are using the Internet to research stories, increase their speed of
communication with sources, and are even going online to get story ideas (Pavlik & Ross
2000). All of these examples are seen as evidence of convergence taking place between
news organizations, audiences, and sources.

Additionally, the public and newsmakers themselves have begun to use low-cost
technologies like emails, websites and blogs to speak directly to the public without the
filtering of news media organizations. Research has indicated that 48 million Americans
have posted content to the Internet, much of it in the form of a blog (Pavlik 2008: 75).
Although people are known to blog for a wide variety of reasons (Nardi et al 2004) many
non-journalists have now taken to blogging in order to discuss and report US political
news. They are also providing commentary of both newsmakers and the mainstream
media themselves. Some of these blogs, while still lagging behind more traditional

sources in terms of daily readership, have gained an impressively large following in a

27



short amount of time. Moreover, the most popular political bloggers are not powerless
and anonymous audience members that spout off their personal dissatisfactions into the
emptiness of cyberspace, ultimately having no effect on US politics.

A significant number of these blogs are now quite influential, affecting
politicians, political parties, legislature, public opinion and other coverage of political
news by professional news organizations. Blogs (such as the liberal hufﬁngtonpost.co'm
and the conservative drudgereport.com) now boast more than a million unique visitors
per day. Meanwhile, many other blogs on both the political left and right have seen their
readership double over the last year (Perimutter 2008). These points will be revisited later
in this dissertation.

Convergence can also be found by the newsmakers themselves, who have turned
to the Internet as a way to directly report campaign speeches and political imagery
directly to the public without the filtering of professional journalists. During the 2008
Presidential campaign, Barack Obama and John McCain both spent a considerable
amount of effort each day communicating directly to the public via Internet technology.
Their campaigns continually produced original material to the public in the form of
speeches made and blogs written by candidates themselves. As will be seen later, these
candidates were able to socially construct perceptions about themselves and their
opponents directly via a multitude of online news media websites. These messages were
placed for easily accessible consumption by millions of potential voters each day, without
any filtering from professional news organizations.

Before moving into my content analysis of how different news sources portrayed

the candidates and issues during the 2008 US Presidential election, a deeper discussion
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involving the strengths and weaknesses of each participant will be presented. Although
the boundaries between these constituents continue to blur, it should be noted that the
motivations of audiences and newsmakers to use these communicative tools often stems
from a dissatisfaction with professional journalism (Kaye & Johnson 2006; Singer 2006;
Perlmutter 2008; Pavlik 2008). Politicians aim to use computer-mediated communication
tools in an attempt to set the public-agenda to their own preferences. They purposively
speak about the topics they want the US public to consider in their own language, without
the interference or judgments of professional journalists.

Meanwhile, many citizens (particularly the bloggers themselves) have a large
amount of contempt and distrust of the professional news media industry in the US.
Public opinion polling consistently shows that news media organizations are
“increasingly drawing the ire of the American public” (Klotz 2004: 128). In polling, the
public often strongly expresses the view that news media is biased against their political
views (Manjoo 2008). The public often sees journalists as too entrenched with the
political elite to ask difficult or challenging questions (Gans 2003). In sum, many people
feel highly dissatisfied with the quality and content of news reporting for a variety of
reasons that will be discussed in the upcoming section. Because of this, these people have
taken it upon themselves to act as a corrective mechanism for what they consider to be
sloppy and biased journalism. As Robert McChesney (2004: 57) added:

“Democracy needs journalism to act as a watchdog of the

powerful, disseminate truth, and present a wide array of informed

positions on important issues but the US news media currently fails

at all three duties largely due to corporate ownership and the
pressures for profit maximization.”
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The current trend has led to expansion of the public sphere, and some proclaim that we
are seeing the end of “gatekeeping” with the “gushing” of information from various
sources and mediums (Gillmor 2006: 46) now occurring (Benkler 2006; Margolis and
Resnick 2000). It is process which cannot be prevented by any specific political or news
organization in the US (Winograd & Hais 2008).

The Journalists

In the US, the mainstream news industry has long consisted of well-known
institutions and large corporations that produce an enormous amount of news that reaches
millions of Americans each day. In previous eras, these organizations generally
distributed their news via a specific medium, such as a newspaper or a television.
However, this is no longer the case. Instead, network television news, prestigious national
newspapers and cable television networks are also present on the worldwide web. Each
day, they are continually supplying online users with news content just as they do within
their more traditional mediums. Indeed, the mainstream news media are still playing a
major role in creating shared experiences and exposure to topics (Sunstein 2007; Davis
2005; Gillmor 2006).

Media organizations have been using the Internet to increase the overall range and
volume of news stories presented. The virtually limitless space offered by the Internet
allows journalist to report an increased the number of news stories, as well as a greater
variety of news stories (Klotz 2004). For example, news stories regarding international
issues and crime have usually been reported online rather than in print or on television. It
has been speculated that this occurs in an effort to customize these stories to niche

audiences rather than to larger heterogeneous traditional media audiences (Klotz 2004).
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Overall, there has been a rise in demand for hybrid journalism (traditional forms
plus interactivity) that is likely to change content of news, but has been a struggle for
traditional news media organizations to design and implement (Pavlik 2008). These
problems become further exacerbated by the immediacy of the Internet, which leads news
producers to place a premium on speed. Too often, journalists are pressured to value
“getting it out” over “getting it right” (Klotz 2004: 128). The ever-presence of user
accessibility to the Internet sets an ever-increasing premium on speed for news
organizations. Today, “breaking stories” will often be reported perpetually as continuing
work-in-progress for the public, where facts can be placed and retracted as new
information comes in (Klotz 2004). This harms public confidence in the dependability of
the news stories they receive.

In general, the public requires the mainstream news media to construct a shared
focus and public salience to political issues (Sunstein 2007). Because of their extensive
informational and economic resources, these organizations have a significant advantage
in the performance of investigative journalism over all other forms of reporting (Benkler
2006). In general, news organizations and professional journalists see themselves as a
‘mirror’ of reality, which they aim to capture through the professional practices of
neutrality and objectivity (Singer 2006; Gans 2003; Schudson 2003; McChesney 2004;
Gillmor 2006).

However, there are concerns that these professional practices can not be either
objective or neutral because journalists themselves are too far removed from the citizenry
and the lives of common people (Gans 2003). Robert Park (1940) argued that news

organizations produce what it thinks audiences will be interested in. This process

31



involves the use of subjective judgments by news organizations, where content ultimately
reflects what reporters believe are the audience’s hopes and fears. More importantly,
subjective decision making could never be avoided in journalism even though it runs
counter to the professional values of objective and neutral reporting (Park 1940;
McChesney 2004; Gans 2003).

In addition, journalists lack any full measure of independence and influence.
Journalists are the employees of large multinational corporations, which inevitably
influence the production and attention to topics, which journalists largely refuse to
recognize (McChesney 2004). In this view, journalists yield too much power to those in
charge to determine the public agenda. Just as importantly, what they keep quiet about
too much in order to maintain working relationships with their sources over time
(McChesney 2004; Gans 2003; Bagdikian 2004).

Herbert Gans (2003) describes news organizations as being remarkably similar to
factories, where news is processed in a predictable fashion like all other manufactured
goods. News organizations place their emphasis on speed, routine, efficiency and
profitability in news production in order to maximize profit. Probing in-depth research
presents a problem for the organization due to the pressures of keeping budget low and
maintaining high levels of profitability (Gans 2003; McChesney 2004; Bagdikian 2004).
As a result, journalists tend to regard anything done by the government or other ruling
elites as legitimate news (Gans 2003; McChesney 2004). Consequently, they rarely
consider the possibility that their sources are taking advantage of the journalist-source
relationship in order to influence the public in the desired direction.

Journalists also must maintain relationships with sources that can give them
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consistently credible stories over time. In the world of politics, that often means high-
ranking political officials (Gans 2003). Therefore, journalists often develop relationships
with high-government officials, political insiders, and research institutions which can
make facts and figures available to the press efficiently and effectively. This group of
people is sometimes referred to as “Para-journalists” (Schudson 2003). These Para-
journalists hold the power to create newsworthy events and often have a disproportionate
influence on what gets reported, since journalists rely on these sources for information
(Gans 2003).

US political journalists are not generally willing to challenge or antagonize their
sources for fear of losing them and access to information, which keeps them from a
rigorous examination of issues. Instead, journalists are much more comfortable “casting
political debate in terms of strategy and spin rather than locating facts...are “obsessed”
with spin and the spinsters” (McChesney 2004: 68-69). Moreover, raising questions of
truthfulness can seem awfully close to be seen by the audience as “taking sides” in a
partisan debate, “making them notoriously reluctant to use the word ‘lie’ when describing
the statements of public officials” (McChesney 2004: 82). In general, journalists are
facing a great struggle for independence from their sources due to convergence. They are
all too often embedded into the organizations that they are covering (such as Iraq war) in
ways that are harmful to the reliability of news stories (Pavlik 2008: 101) Television
news is also heavily engaged in the use of “talking heads” which comment on the news
rather than covering it. In particular, cable news networks often substitute talk, opinion,
and argument for news (Downie & Kaiser 2003).

Overall, there are three main critiques of the US news media: (1) too few

33



information collection points, leaving a multitude of viewpoints underrepresented in the
public arena: (2) Too much control has been concentrated into the owners of the media
over what is said and how it is evaluated: (3) Pressure to maximize audiences and profits
leads to shoddy reporting and infotainment (Benkler 2006: 197). The third concern was
addressed in-depth by Downie & Kaiser (2003) whose work examines in detail the
market pressures on news production. In general, the economic constraints and demands
of television news media cause them to do very little investigative journalism. Their main
intention is to supply “infotainment” to a large audience in order to maximize ratings,
rather than uncovering the causes or relevance of such events to the community. As many
local news directors point out, local television does little original reporting of significant
community issues. This happens because news producers and directors doubt that viewers
will have any interest or patience to watch longer and more complicated stories,
especially when these stories lack vivid photos or video (Downie & Kaiser 2003;
Schudson 2003).

TV news in the United States is characterized by the following elements: the
constraints of time in producing a news broadcast, a shortage of staff due to high capital
investment, the power of video and the temptation to rely on such footage, high levels of
competition to attract viewers, and ownership pressures to maintain high profit margins.
All of these elements combine in the production of news broadcasts which all too often
distort reality. National network and cable news channels have also found itself
increasingly concerned with profit margins in recent years. Before the 1980's, most
national news broadcasts were viewed by their owners as a public service to the

community, but those times have changed. Today, national news broadcasts are very
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competitive and profit oriented (Downie & Kaiser 2003). At the same time, audience
sizes for each traditional news source “are currently dwindling” as there are so many
producers of news in the US today (Pavlik 2008: 129). This makes the competition for
viewership even stronger and accelerating the pressure to substitute infotainment over
quality information and investigative reporting.

Also, in this rapidly expanding news marketplace there are many suppliers of
political information. Advertisers and producers of news programs fear losing their thin
niche segment of the audience and slicing it too thinly. The end result is that the news is
less controversial or probing and more entertainment-oriented (Benkler 2006).

The Issue of Bias

Concerns about the organization motives of corporate media owners and the
credibility of news producers in the US often lead to accusations of media bias from both
liberals and conservatives (Dye 1990; McChesney 2004; Graber 2005; Alterman 2004;
Goldberg 2003; Manjoo 2008; Pavlik & Ross 2000). This has been referred to as “hostile
media phenomena” (Vallone, Ross & Lepper 1985), where people believe that the news
media is biased against their own viewpoints and beliefs. Although the current work does
not attempt to resolve whether the US news media is biased, it is important to recognize
that the widespread perception of bias has affected audiences. Skepticism of messages
being received creates a desire to find “the truth” from more “credible” sources, which
has been a central motivation behind the rapid expansion of political blogging. Political
blogging is rapidly on the rise mainly because bloggers and the public generally have a
strong dislike and distrust of mainstream news media. These factors serve as a major

motivation for why many bloggers have started to cover politics (Kaye and Johnson
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2006; Singer 2006; Perlmutter 2008; Bruns 2006). Perhaps more than any other factor,
these feelings of distrust and cynicism towards the established news media industry are
the driving motivational forces behind the growth of non-traditional news mediums, such
as the rapid growth of the blogosphere.

Some critics on the political left feel that the US news media have become
intimidated by constant accusations of bias that come from the political right. In this
view, the result is a hesitancy to act as a corporate or government watchdog for fear of
further accusations (Alterman 2004; McChesney 2004). Instead, mainstream journalists
“have become highly cautious; attempting to do nothing that would suggest it favors
Democrats over Republicans” (McChesney 2004: 109). Additionally, they have been
accused of engaging in “he said, she said” journalism (Singer 2006: 27), where
journalists have become too willing to use anonymous sources that want to manipulate
the journalist into reporting misinformation.

Furthermore, the nature of political reporting is often geared to what will be
popular to large audiences instead of what is important for them to know (Schudson
2003; Gans 2003). Reports tend to lack any depth or complexity, especially on television.
While this is not the product of an ideological bias, the competitive pressures of being the
first to report, when combined with the audience demand for entertainment, create an
environment where simplicity and scandal become preferred by the network over depth
and complexity (Margolis & Resnick 2000; Mazzoleni 1987; Altheide 1985). These
pressures seem to be increasing at the present time rather than decreasing (Pavlik 2008;
Gillmor 2006).

Meanwhile, the political right has accused the mainstream news of having a
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liberal bias, interested in promoting their agenda on a wide array of social and economic
issues (Goldberg 2003; Graber 2005; Dye 1990). These critics point out that most US
political journalists identify themselves as liberal (Dye 1990; Graber 2005). Journalists
are largely autonomous from the organization to select which stories are reported while
enjoying minimal editing or censorship while doing so. They assert that content analysis
of evening television news programs show overwhelming support for the maintenance of
the welfare state in the US (Goldberg 2003; Graber 2005; Dye 1990).

The Audience

Many of the issues discussed in the previous pages have created a demand for
audience members to challenge traditional journalism by actively selecting, reporting,
and analyzing news on their own (Lasica 2003). It even creates the possibility that people
don’t need journalists at all to obtain political news (Klotz 2004). Today, content creation
is now shifting from the hands of a few professional journalists to the people who make
up that society. In particular, the Internet “makes everyone free to observe, report,
question, and debate, not only in principle, but in actual capability via blogging and
email” (Benkler 2006: 272). The audience need not be limited to reading the opinions of
opinion makers and judging them in private conversations but can interact with an array
of other audience members to vote intelligently (Benkler 2006).

For the first time, news media audience members have now become the active
participants of news production (Gillmor 2006). In particular, the Internet has helped to
create a “decentralization” of news production (Bruns 2006) which combines both one-
way and two-way forms of communication (Kaye and Johnson 2006). Production of the

news today is currently transitioning to being “more of a conversation rather than a
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lecture” according to Dan Gillmor (Bruns 2006: 19).

Audiences are no longer passive spectators in the public sphere but can become
creators and primary subjects where individuals now can publish alongside commercial
media and government entities (Benkler 2006). Research has shown that the Internet has
made it possible for more voices to be heard, with deeper discussion regarding hard news
topics taking place online (Hamilton 2004: 214). Some view the Internet as a great
improvement to the public sphere. They point out that the Internet offers greater depth,
convenience, more involvement with audiences and instant accessibility to users,
improving American journalism as a whole (Dessauer 2004). The presence of the Internet
also allows for greater depth in storytelling, various forms of presentation, and more
news being produced for the public to consume (Pavlik & Ross 2000; Gillmor 2006).

Traditional news mediums such as newspapers and television have not been
particularly adept at allowing the audience to offer direct feedback, criticism, and re-
definition of the messages they receive (Pavlik 2008; Gillmor 2006). However, the
Internet contains virtually no legal or financial barriers to prevent any member of the US
population from launching their own “weblogs”, often called “blogs” for short. Blogs
could be defined as an online journal in which the most recent entries are added to the top
of the document (Klotz 2004). The rise of blogs has given voice to those who otherwise
do not hold political power and had also previously lacked the ability to disseminate facts
or opinions towards a large audience. The space where these bloggers co-exist with each
other has often been referred to as a “blogosphere”; which can be thought of as an open
forum in which information is offered, revised, extended, or refuted in an electronically

enabled and decentralized marketplace of ideas (Singer 2006). Blogs have been heralded

38



by media scholar Jay Rosen as an “extremely democratic form of Journalism” (Gillmor
2006: 29).

Research has shown that people blog to document experience, provide
commentary or opinions, self-expression, to communicate ideas, and to connect with
others (Nardi et al 2004; Klotz 2004). The practice of political blogging has placed an
emphasis on transparency and personal authenticity of the blogger in a more post-modern
approach to seeking truth (Singer 2006; Manjoo 2008). Many of these political bloggers
are creators of original news content in addition to being critics of mainstream news
reports. Blogging is often viewed as a form of freelance journalism where the restrictions
of professional objectivity are being replaced by those who use information to reinforce
particular perspectives, reject arguments being made by opponents, and to make
persuasive arguments in favor of a candidate or policy (Gillmor 2006; Lasica 2003). The
Internet also speeds up the news process. This offers the ability to link quickly to similar
stories, and can increase the range of stories being reported in the news, allows for user
interactivity with the news story (Dessauer 2004).

Additionally, the Internet also facilitates the opportunity to access original
documentation from government and business organizations relatively easily for users.
The possibility of collecting original content and broadcasting findings offers bloggers
and reader alike to form their own news broadcasting. This completely removes large
news organizations from the process of news production. Unlike previous eras, anyone
with access to the Internet has the ability to seek out primary documents, such as
government reports, that they previously relied on journalists to interpret and report for

them. Moreover, any person who accesses these documents can also report their
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interpretations and opinions to others by launching their own blog report. Here, audience
members are reporting political news to other audience members while completely
bypassing professional journalists altogether (Klotz 2004).

Blogging: the good, the bad, and the ugly

Political bloggers tend to pride themselves on their ability to act as “fact-
checkers” and “watchdogs” of both the government and the media (Sunstein 2007: 139;
Gillmor 2006; Perlmutter 2008). In doing so, they are able to effectively document
abuses of power and illustrate falsehoods. This process has been referred to as
“Gatewatching” by conservative InstaPundit.com blogger Chris Reynolds (Bruns 2006).
Here, the blogger places a focus on where the information is coming from, challenges its
quality, provides personal reaction, and then provides suggestions to audience members
in terms of what information deserves their attention. In doing so, blogs are believed to
reduce the power of the journalistic profession in regards to altering public opinion with
inaccurate or biased information (Bruns 2006), and, as Reynolds adds, “to shame people
into doing their jobs better” (Singer 2006: 28).

The ascent of political blogging is also a direct expression of the news audiences’
desire for a wider range of available perspectives than had otherwise been previously
available through traditional media (Bruns 2006). While the relationship between
bloggers and journalists may be seen as antagonistic, their co-existence can serve as an
effective “editorial function” to mainstream news reporting (Benkler 2006). This serves
as an effective news supplement tool for audiences (Gillmor 2006). Some believe that
this will improve the quality of journalism, as “Journalists can now expect that someone

out there is going to fact-check just about anything they write” (Singer 2006: 28). The
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ever-presence of blogs in the public eye forces news organizations to improve journalistic
standards and quality.

As with all other people and organizations, the news media can make mistakes,
and blogs can serve as a corrective editorial function which will improve the quality of
mainstream journalism. Instead of being an all-out rejection of mainstream news quality,
blogs can be used as “probers” or could even be viewed as “niche journalism” that acts as
a complement to traditional news sources (Gillmor 2006: 103). David Perlmutter (2008)
shows several illustrated case studies where these positive functions all overlap. He notes
how both conservative and liberal blogs had been able to educate audience members
about the Iraq war beyond the scope of what network news coverage has offered.
Simultaneously, these writers indicated how media reports and/or government policies
had made crucial mistakes.

Blogs also have an ability to influence mainstream news production even in the
selection of news topics, indicating that there is really a symbiotic relationship which
exists between the two (Singer 2006; Trammell and Britton 2005). Cases such as the
DailyKos.com reporting of the Blackwater Corporation’s increased involvement in Iraq
and the DrudgeReport.com coverage of Bill Clinton’s sex scandal involving Monica
Lewinsky (Klotz 2004), are examples of where bloggers were the first to break new
content, Their attention to these stories drove the mainstream networks to further
investigation. Through the efforts of bloggers, news stories such as the Dan Rather
“Memogate” scandal in 2004 and Trent Lott’s controversial racial remarks at Strom
Thurmond’s 2002 birthday party became heavily reported on television and newspapers

(Perlmutter 2008).
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These examples all illustrate the power of the audience, and indicate that the
consumption of mainstream news messages is no longer passive. Instead, receivers of
news messages can become very active agents that can react to, counter, and sometimes
even refute the facts presented in political news. The current time period sees a hybrid of
both the producer and consumer of political news reports (Bruns 2006). Audience
members have gained “the capability to become a key source of news stories for others,
even if many are heard only by a relatively few people” (Gillmor 2006: 139). These
writers hold the ability to provide “random acts of journalism” and “micro-news” to a
small but passionate niche audience (Lasica 2003).

However, there are still serious concerns about blogging. Perhaps first among
these concerns involves the quality of the information reported and the lack of
professional practices from the bloggers themselves. Overall, concerns are arising “about
the credibility, reliability, accuracy and trustworthiness of these content producers exist,
however.....along with concerns that blog producers have no training in professional or
ethical journalistic standards” (Pavlik 2008: 116).

Additionally, the negative side of eliminating “gatekeepers” results in an
information forum filled with falsehoods and inaccuracies from people who have little or
no accountability for publishing them (Wachbroit 2004). Ultimately, there are no
punishments and few consequences for spreading untruths and inaccuracies through
blogging. Because of this, news quality suffers when professional reputations are not at
stake (Sunstein 2007; Gillmor 2006). Blogs are also criticized for being an enormous
source of misinformation and personal bias (Keen 2007; Wachbroit 2004; Klotz 2004;

Bahnisch 2006). Perhaps even more troubling is that bad information is seamlessly mixed
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in with reliable information for consumption by the online public (Wachbroit 2004;
Manjoo 2008).

Because of their open format with other audience members, blogs are especially
prone to the rapid spreading of misinformation about candidates and topics. Blogs can be
a place which fosters blunders, falsehoods and extremism (Sunstein 2007) that all too
often reduces political debates into “sniping, snarkiness, and spin” (Bahnisch 2006: 144).
Moreover, blogs allow writers to discuss politics in a very episodic, personalized and
anecdotal way, where political issues can “become personalized reports of self-referential
egotism” (Bahnisch 2006: 145). Political issues become peripheral to the personality of
the writers themselves (Trammell 2006; Keen 2007), falling well-short of any idealized
vision of a healthy and vibrant public sphere (Keen 2007).

Additionally, comment boards from these blogs are often guilty of spreading
bogus claims, even unintentionally, that can even be purposely spread by anonymous
readers who also suffer no consequences for making such claims (Stokes 2006). Other
errors may occur when bloggers link or base their reports to incorrect stories that are
being reported by other Internet users. This usually comes in the form of reports
generated by their other fellow bloggers (Williams 2006; Gillmor 2006). Some believe
that bloggers primarily provide “punditry” rather than true journalism by primarily
offering readers heavy doses of opinion and analysis (Bruns 2006). Others claim that
blogs largely serve as merely a new platform for rhetoric-filled political persuasion
(Bahnisch 2006).

Journalists point out that blogs rarely report original content, but simply

repackage news stories already produced by journalists, providing only personal
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commentary and quick links to alternative perspectives for their readers. Many journalists
contend that this provides only a minimal added-value from the original stories
themselves (Singer 2006; Gillmor 2006). Because of this, bloggers often face a large
amount of severe criticism from journalists. Blog writers are often ridiculed by journalists
because reports may purposely containing falsehoods, lack impartiality, and engage in
unethical and unprofessional behavior in their reporting of the news (Bruns 2006; Singer
2006; Sunstein 2007; Bahnisch 2006; Keen 2007).

Nevertheless, the Internet enables audience members to utilize a low-cost
technology in order to originate and challenge political claims in a space that is accessible
to millions of other users. This fact has not been overlooked by the major political parties
in the US, who have increasingly turned their attention to these mediums in order to
address the public on their own terms and words. The following section addresses how
politicians and parties use tools like blogs, websites, and email lists to meet their needs
and influence the US public.

The Newsmakers

Perhaps the greatest beneficiaries of new communicative technologies have been
the targets of the news themselves, in this case, the presidential candidates. Before the
creation and growth of the internet, journalists and media organizations served as a
powerful “gatekeeper” to the candidates. During this period, there were only a limited
number of opportunities for politicians to speak directly to a national audience in their
own terms. The constraints of time, space, topic, and differing interpretations that can be
inserted by the mediator of the message can place powerful constraints and limitations

upon the goals of the candidate in some form. Now, political candidates are increasingly

44



turning to the web to communicate directly to the public without the filter of traditional
news media gatekeepers (Pavlik 2008). Traditionally powerful political groups have
increasingly been able to efficiently use these low-cost methods. They do so in order to
reach out to those who are not party members while also forming coalitions within the
party in order to meet a variety of important goals. This is sometimes referred to as “post-
bureaucratic” political campaign organization (Bimber 2003).

In previous elections, candidates and parties continually developed an
understanding of how the Internet could be exploited to better disseminate information to
audiences and improve their fundraising abilities (Bimber 2003). Research has indicated
that there are four important types of practices on US presidential campaign sites. These
functions include informing users with news, connecting the campaign to other political
actors (much as to the party or linking to important endorsers), involving people to take
actions to support the campaign (such as volunteering time or donations), and mobilizing
the user to connect with others in the campaign with the hopes they will facilitate offline
action for the campaign, such as hosting a rally (Schneider and Foot 2006).

In the 2004 US presidential race, virtually all candidates for office were using
their website to at least inform and involve candidates. Some candidates were using trial-
and-error methods to effectively improve their ability to mobilize and connect supporters.
However, all candidates were using their website to inform potential voters and enable
the user to sign up for more information or donate their personal time/money. These two
elements had already become the core components of online campaigning (Schneider and
Foot 2006; Margolis and Resnick 2000). This chapter will delve deeper into how the

campaigns utilized their informing functions during the 2008 US Presidential race.
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Previous research by William Benoit (2007) has illustrated some general overall

tendencies in the communication patterns of political campaigns and the media in the US.

Over the past couple of decades, he found the following five propositions to be true:

1.

Discussion of personal character is more common in primary elections, while
attacks and discussion of policy become more common during general elections.

Those who trail in the polls will make more personal attacks.

News coverage tends to over-report character and polling date while under-
reporting policy.

Democrats will discuss policies more, and character less, than Republicans.

Messages from candidates will use more acclaims and fewer attacks than
messages from other sources

While these points serve as an important piece in my analysis of the 2008 US

Presidential election, it is important to note that little attention was given to online

communication being created by political candidates or non-affiliated bloggers. Later in

this chapter, data will be analyzed to see if these tendencies more or less prevailed in this

most current election or if these patterns had changed.

Nevertheless, political parties have found that computer-mediated

communications can put a “human face” on an organization (Gillmor 2006). Political

campaigns used computer-mediated communication as “Parasocial interaction” to give

users “the illusion of a face-to-face relationship” (Stromer-Galley & Baker 2006: 117).

The increased personalization contains the possibility for a political message to fall

“under the radar” from politics and seem more personal, likely resulting in being more

persuasive to the reader (Trammell 2006: 135). Of course, all of this activity overlaps

simultaneously with appearances on television, radio, and links to online news sources

(Margolis & Resnick 2000). The reports stemming from the campaign are often
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distributed widely to journalists following the campaign each day. Meanwhile, campaign
websites often feature favorable reports towards the candidate offered by the press. This
illustrates once again the blurring of the lines between sources, newsmakers, and
audiences (Bimber & Davis 2003).
Presidential Candidates and the Presentation of Self

During the 2008 presidential election, both Barack Obama and John McCain were
able to use the Internet to talk about whatever topic they wanted to focus upon at that
given moment. They both used the Internet to define their own stances on the issues in
their own choice of words and imagery. Via the Internet, candidates were better able to
wield this completely unfiltered communication tool to directly respond to any
allegations made by their opponent. The candidates were also able to create an
impression of their opponent through their carefully crafted choices of language and
topics to frame or define their opponent as they would like their audience to view them.
Moreover, online communication reflects campaign strategy; it is unfiltered and unedited
by anyone outside of the campaign and delivered directly to the public (Bimber & Davis
2003).

In particular, email lists are a highly valued resource for campaigns (Bimber and
Davis 2003) as emails are easily forwarded to a wide audience and carry instant
credibility for campaigns. They are perhaps even more effective than campaign websites
for reaching the public (Cornfield 2004). In the final days of the 2000 US Presidential
race, George W. Bush’s campaign was sending email to over 600,000 recipients per day
(Bimber & Davis 2003: 64). Volunteers and campaign representatives urged people to

“get out the vote” for their candidate. However, campaigns have a need to be efficient in
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email listserv connections with the public, as too many messages causes “activist fatigue”
(194) from too much “cheap-talk™ (Bimber 2003). Campaigns need to utilize alternate
sources of communicating online to supporters in order to avoid “abusing the privilege”
of group email (Bimber & Davis 2003: 52).

Along with email, Presidential candidates use websites to define where they stand
and assign identities to their opponent. It is important for the website to convey both
verbal cues and non-verbal visual cues to the user (Goffman 1959) to let the viewer know
that the candidate fulfills the viewer’s expectations of “the presidential role”. Self-
Presentation on a website becomes particularly critical in a competitive environment
where the opponent is also utilizing online communication technologies to paint a portrait
of the candidate and shape voter’s perceptions (Bimber & Davis 2003). Candidates must
show that they are capable of filling the role of President because they have the personal
characteristics of trustworthiness, strength, competency, empathy, morality and
experience (Williams & Kaid 2006: Bimber & Davis 2003). The candidates use their
home page to illustrate and emphasize these qualities of their self while attempting to
undermine the user’s confidence in whether the opponent has these characteristics.

Research about the websites of George W. Bush and Al Gore during the 2000 US
presidential election showed that authenticity and personalization were seen more
favorably and memorable than other information presented. This election was really the
first where both candidates used the Internet for the purposes of finding and bolstering
support, supplying information, presenting policy stances, and discussing opponents
(Bimber & Davis 2003: 85). Remarkably, neither candidate really utilized the ability to

create identities regarding their own character and assigning definition around their
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opponent (Margolis & Resnick 2000). Instead, these sites were fairly inflexible and
primarily involved one-way communication from sender to receiver, rarely offering new
information or effectively linking supporters to one another.

During the 2004 US Presidential race, both George W. Bush and John Kerry used
“self-referential framing” for both issues and personal attributes. They also actively
created “attribute frames” to describe the personal qualities of self and opponent
(Williams & Kaid 2006: 85-86). Additionally, almost all mentions of opponents within
these websites were negative (Trammell 2006) a trend which continued in the 2008 US
presidential election. Moreover, this race saw both candidates utilize their website in
more sophisticated ways in regards to raising money and create networking possibilities
for Internet users. Additionally, the election saw improvements in fostering more two-
way communicative tools to make the user feel more personally connected to the
candidate.

Later in this chapter, I plan to show how Barack Obama and John McCain defined
themselves and each other. In addition, comparisons of how the candidates used self-
referential and attributive frames will be made versus how other online news sources also
created imagery and interpretation of the candidates during this election. However, before
moving into my methodology and findings, some discussion should be made to define
what media frames are and why they are important to study.

Media Frames and Political Discourse
As an operational definition, one may view a frame as a cognitive map which helps a
person understand how information is to be recognized, understood, and processed

(Lakoff 2004). Media frames can be understood as “a central organizing idea for news
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content that supplies a context and suggests what the issue is using selection, emphasis,
exclusion, and elaboration” (Entman 1993: 52). Frames can also seen as a tactic of
persuasion, used in politics in order to get the voting public to think of any given social
issue within their own language and terms. They are important because they organize
information, help us make value judgments, and set priorities within any given debate.
Moreover, people have a tendency to accept only facts which fit within the frame, as
frames are pervasive yet critical to political discussion and thought, as they structure our
ideas and our reasoning (Lakoff 2006). In a very real sense, frames are at the heart of
political debate, as those who are able to activate frames built around their own
assumptions and worldviews will control political discourse and thought (Lakoff 2004).

Still, people are not necessarily slaves to frames, even though these can be both
pervasive and powerful. Lakoff (2006) also conceives of political discourse consisting of
differing interest groups and competitors trying to place their frames into the minds of
others. So instead of one dominant frame dominating political discourse, several
competing discourses exist simultaneously in a marketplace of ideas. The audience may
be thought of as the consumers of frames as they experience political content in the news
media, shifting through content and experiencing a variety of views and assumptions.
“On most policy issues, there are competing packages available....one can view policy
issues as, in part, a symbolic contest over which interpretation will prevail.” (Gamson &
Modigliani 1989: 2)

It is imperative that we view the media as multivalent, where frames have been
simultaneously created by a wide variety of opinion leaders, professional politicians,

news journalists, and the general American public over time. As Gamson and Modigliani
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(1989) add, every policy issue has a culture, and there is an ongoing discourse that
evolves and changes over time. Political discourse, as well as political frames, will
change as social circumstances and political values also change. Media frames, or the
social construction of meaning, should not be thought of as inflexible. Instead, they offer
readers a way of thinking about an issue and suggest interpretation and meaning to the
reader. Both language and non-verbal communication such as photos can be used to
construct meaning around the candidates and issues. As an example of such research on
political discourse and media frames, Semetko and Valkenburg (2000) uncovered five
major frameworks that defined European political coverage in the media: Conflict,
Human-Interest, Economic Consequences, Morality, and Responsibility frames.
Methodology: the 2008 Presidential race and online news coverage

Instead of focusing upon one type of message or news source in uncovering
frames, the purpose of this study was to see if these types of sources varied significantly
from one another in their news coverage, and if so, how they differed. For example, were
blogs more or less likely to discuss issues than the candidates or journalists? Which
topics were the most prevalent during the election, and which news sources were more or
less likely to cover particular issues? Did these stories portray the supported candidate in
a positive light, or focus mainly on defining an opponent in negative terms? Also, did the
writers of these stories allow the candidates to speak in their own words, or did they try to
put words in the candidate’s mouths and try to interpret their thoughts via the filtering of
the writer?

With these kinds of questions in mind, I set out to observe online political news

stories and postings for roughly the last forty days before the Presidential election. These
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news stories were purposely selected from different but very popular news sources, and I
read fourteen presidential race news stories per day: two popular leftist blogs, two
popular conservative blogs, John McCain’s website, The RNC website, Barack Obama’s
website, the DNC website, two randomly selected network TV websites (CBS, NBC,
ABC), CNN, Fox News, and a prominent national newspaper (either the New York
Times or the Washington Post). When visiting each website, I selected the first story that
I saw on the website about the 2008 US Presidential race. Although the site may have
supplied many stories at any given time, I assumed that the reader would prefer to read
the article which was the most recent or seemed to be the “headline” story. This decision
was based upon factors such as the size of the headline or whether the story placement
was made in the central area on the website, for example.

The four daily blogs represented the “audience” portrayal of that day’s political
news. The four “candidate” websites cover the perspectives of the news “source”, and all
of the others represent traditional news media organization online reports. The selection
of which specific blogs to be used depended on their popularity and stated (or assumed)
partisanship. Many of these had been previously identified by Adamic and Glance (2005)
as having a stated or otherwise easy to identify general partisan stance. In many cases,
these blogs are already well-known among the US public as having an openly stated
allegiance to a political party (such as redstate.com or the liberal DailyKos.com)
ideology, or agenda. Overall, I was able to read and encode 537 online articles during this
time period.

The purpose of this was to learn whether different sources really were

substantially different from each other in covering the election. For example, were any
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sources really “biased” in the sense that they are disproportionately negative to one
candidate and positive to the opponent? Were some sources more likely to talk about the
issues, while others focused primarily upon punditry and personal flaws? Were blogs
more likely to use inflammatory language and anger than the more mainstream news?
Were the candidates using their ability to talk directly to the audience to talk about
themselves, about the issues, or about their opponent? By using a closed coding system to
measure these differences, I answer those questions statistically while also qualitatively
finding the most important words/phrases being used during the campaign that were so
critical in constructing meaning during the election.

As the researcher, it was necessary for me to make a few key decisions in order to
collect the data. First, I made every effort to access information from the Internet from a
variety of different sources at random times during the day in order to avoid coverage
errors. Second, the online user was assumed to be selecting entirely from the most
popular online news websites for information. Therefore, I selectively chose to look at
only the most popular political blogs, established mainstream news websites and official
candidate websites. There is no reasonable way to conduct a content analysis project of
all online presidential news coverage, so it became necessary to assume that a “typical”
person would seek information from the most popular and generally credible sources. A
listing of all the online news sources that were among the sampling frame can be seen in
appendix A. Third, I randomly sampled the internet at different times of the day and night
in order to avoid coverage errors in online content. In doing so, I hoped to capture an

adequate cross-section of differing types of online users and exposure patterns.
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Analysis and Findings
Question #1: For each article, I asked if the article was mainly about Barack

Obama/Joe Biden or John McCain/Sarah Palin? Are these candidates generally
portrayed by the media in a positive or negative framework?

Table 1 seeks to find if different online news sources were disproportionately
favorable or unfavorable to the Presidential Candidates. By categorizing each article in
terms of who is the main focus of the article and how were they portrayed, analysis of
source differences could be made. The Chi-Square from this analysis was extremely large
(321.83, p <.000) and indicates that different sources cover the campaigns in different
lights. We can see from table 1, that liberal blogs portrayed the McCain/Palin campaign
negatively 50 out of 79 times, while portraying the Obama/Biden camp negatively only 3
times during that same time period. Conversely, conservative bloggers illustrated the
Obama/Biden campaign negatively 51 out of 80 times, and only portraying them in a
positive light a mere four times during the race. This is not a surprise, but does indicate
that blog reports have a strongly partisan bias, and lack objectivity in their news
reporting.

Additionally, the websites of the campaigns were mostly used to attack their
opponent. Table 1 indicates that out of 78 GOP website news stories, 56 (71 percent)
articles portrayed the Obama campaign in negative terms while the remaining articles
were in praise of the McCain/Palin campaign. On the other hand, while the Democratic
Party websites portrayed McCain/Palin negatively 50.8 percent of the time, they also
spent a considerable amount of effort (44.3 percent of the articles) attempting to portray
their own candidate favorably. This indicates that while both candidates were willing to

attack their opponent via the Internet, the Obama camp utilized their website
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considerably more often to talk about the positive aspects of the Obama/Biden ticket,

while the GOP websites seemed designed mainly for attacks.

Table 1: Candidate Framing by Different Sources

What is overall Frame of Article?
No
Valence
or |Obama/Biden|Obama/Biden|McCain/Palin|McCain/Palin|
Neutral | Positive Negative Positive Negative | Total
Media Coun| 52 34 44 14 95| 239
Organization o 21.8% 14.2% 18.4% 5.9% 39.7%|100.0%
icte LiberalBlog Cound 10| 14 3 2 50| ;:I
% 12.7% 17.7% 3.8% 2.5% 63.3%)100.

, Conservative Count] 5 4 s1] 11 9| aol
Blog % 6.3% 5.0% 63.8% 13.8% 11.3%}100.0%
Democratic Count| 3 27 0 0 31| 61
Party Site 4.9% 44.3% 0% 0% 50.8% 100.0%]
GOP Site Cou (]| 0 56| 22 0} 7

% 0% 0% 71.8% 28.2% .0%)|100.
Total Cou 70 79 154 49 185] 53
% n1 13.0%| 14.7%| 28.7% 9.1%| 34.5% 1oo.o~/:|

Overall, the most “balanced” reporting came from the mainstream news websites,

although a disproportionate number of these articles seemed to be critical of the

McCain/Palin campaign. Although the coverage from mainstream news media sites was

neutral 21.8 percent of the time, they were also critical of the McCain/Palin ticket 39.7

percent of the time, while being critical of the Obama/Biden ticket 18.4 percent of the

time. When these percentages are added together, we can see that the news media

organizations covered the election in negative frames 58.1 percent of the time.

Question #2: What is the relationship between the media sources and whether the
candidates speak for themselves? Are the writers or opposition candidate within these
stories attempting to “speak for them” and define in their own words what the

candidate stands for? Likewise, is the candidate able to speak about their opponent
and redefine their stances in different language?
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Next, differing sources were analyzed to see which ones were more likely than
others to allow Barack Obama to define himself and the political issues directly in his
own quotations. Table 2 indicates that Barack Obama was most likely to assert where he
stands on the topic of issue that day (whether it be personal character, policy stance,
etc...) via his own website, something he took advantage of in 27 out of 61 (44.3 percent)
of the postings. Interestingly, GOP blogs and party websites also allowed Barack Obama
to be quoted directly many times, but virtually all of those were made in order to refute
the claim he was making, or as being evidence of deficiencies (such as poor character,
relationships to ACORN, etc..). Overall, the Chi-Square statistic was significant (13.535,
p = .009) indicating that some sources were more likely to allow Barack Obama to define

important moments and issues in his own words, while others were less likely to.

Table 2: Does Source Allow Barack Obama to assert his stance in his own words?

Is Barack Obama directly
quoted?
No Yes Total
does article Media Organization Count 179] 60 2

from? % 74.9% 25.1%|  100.0%

Liberal Blog Count 85 14 7
% 82.3% 17.7% 1oo.oo/]
Conservative Blog  Count 57 23| eoI
% 71.3% 28.8%|  100.0%
Democratic Paty  Count 34 27 e1|
Site % 55.7% 443%|  100.0%
GOP Site Count 54 24 75]
% 69.2% 30.8%|  100.0%

Total Count 389 148 53
% 72.4% 276%|  100.0%

Interestingly, GOP websites and Conservative Blogs often took direct quotes from
Barack Obama regarding personal character questions and policy stances, but did so

mainly to illustrate why these ideas were troublesome. So although these sites were
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willing to quote Obama and give him voice, it was largely to serve as the beginning of an
attack, as we can see from the large amounts of negative framing that came from these
sources in table 1 earlier.

However, John McCain did not utilize these sources the same way as Obama. As
can be seen in table 3, McCain was able to assert his own stance in only 20 out of 80 (25
percent) of conservative blog articles, and 24 out of 78 times 930.8 percent) of GOP
website stories. This is reflective of a strategy where most of the efforts from these
writers were spent trying to assign identities and construct perceptions of Barack Obama,
and not spending as much effort attempting to illustrate or define McCain. Not
surprisingly, McCain was rarely directly quoted in the Democratic Party websites, as they

allowed him to voice his stances in his own words only 6 times in 61 articles that were

read, a mere 9.8 percent of the time.
Table 3: Does Source allow McCain to assert himself in his own words?
Is John McCain directly
quoted?
No Yes Total
does article = Media Organization Count 137 102 23
from? % 573%|  42.7% 100.033
Liberal Blog Count 45 34 79|
% 57.0% 43.0%|  100.
Conservative Blog Count 60| 20 80y
% 75.0% 250%| 100.0%
Democratic Party Site Count 55 6 61
% 90.2% 9.8% 100.0%}]
GOP Site Count 54 24 7a|
% 69.2% 30.8% 100.0%
Total Count 351 186 53
% 65.4% 34.6%I 1oo.o‘>:|

Interestingly, mainstream news organizations were very permissive to the McCain

camp, allowing him to speak in his own terms in 42.7 percent of their news stories, where
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table 2 showed that Obama was able to do so only 25.1 percent of the time, bringing into
question whether the traditional news media really had a favorable bias to Obama and
was dismissive of McCain. Overall, these sources differed significantly in terms of how
often they allowed McCain to voice himself (Chi-Square = 29.658, p <.000)

The next part of the analysis looks at how different sources tried to describe the
presidential candidate and assign meaning and definition to the candidate that were not in
the terms of the candidate’s choosing. Table 4 shows that Obama and Biden were
particularly successful in being able to define the McCain campaign in terms of their own
words and frameworks within traditional media organization news stories, doing so in
37.7 percent of all mainstream news articles. At the same time, writers and pundits used
their own words to construct imagery or definition around McCain, something that was
done 40.2 percent of the time. Taken together, it can be seen that people other than
McCain were describing his platform and actions in their own words 77.9 percent of the
time in news media organization, which may have given some conservatives the
impression that the news reporters were working against them and showing bias.

We can also see in table 4 that Obama was active in assigning identity and frames
onto McCain within Democratic Party websites, doing so 25 times out of 61 postings, or
41 percent of the time. At the same time, liberal blog writers and pundits were defining
the McCain campaign in their own words and frameworks as well, as 46.8 percent of
these articles saw the writer or pundit within the story define McCain’s stances or
character in their own words. Again, these differences were found to be statistically
significant (Chi-Square = 131.06, p < .000), showing that writers and candidates were

able to voice critiques and redefine McCain’s stances and image in their own words
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largely through traditional news sources, democratic party websites, and the liberal

blogosphere.
Table 4: Which Sources are allowing others to define John McCain?
Who is assigning perception and
meaning to McCain?
Writeror | Obama or
Nobody Subject Biden Total
does article  Media Organization Count] 53| 96 90| 239§
from? % 22.2% 40.2% 37.7%|100.0%
Liberal Blog Cou 33 37 9 79
% 41.8% 46.8% 11.4%]100.0%
Conservative Blog Countr 49| 23 8} sol
% 61.3% 28.8% 10.0%] 100.0%)
Democrat Party  Count] 19| 17 25 61
Site % 31.1%|  27.9% 41.0%)|100.0%
GOP Site Count] 64 14 0} 78]
% 82.1% 17.9% .0%]100.0%)
Total Count} 218| 187 132 537
% 40.6% 34.8% 24.6%|100.0%

Additionally, we can see in table S below, political writers and pundits were
disproportionately creating meaning in their own wording around Obama within
conservative Blogs (in 53.8 percent of those articles) and GOP websites (in 55.1 percent
of those stories). Meanwhile, the GOP candidates themselves were defining where
Obama stands in their own words 43.5 percent of the time in mainstream news articles,
while the writers of these articles attempted to define Obama 29.3 percent of the time.
Taken together, writers and opponents were able to try to define where Obama stands
72.8 percent of the time in traditional news organization articles online, which is similar
to the 77.9 percent of the time that writers and opponents try to shape where McCain
stands. It is likely that both Democrats and Republicans feel that the traditional news
media reporting “work against them” given these findings, but fail to recognize that these

patterns of putting words into the candidate’s mouth is something that these sources do to
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both candidates, not only their own. Findings like this may give some justification to the
“hostile media syndrome” theory discussed earlier.

Table 5: Does the Article allow others to define where Barack Obama stands?

Who is assigning identity to Obama?
Writer or | McCain or
Nobody Subject Palin Total
does article  Media Organization Count 65 70| 104 2
from? % 272%|  203%|  435% 100.0:::'
Liberal Blog Count 51 17 1 79
% 64.6% 21.5% 13.9%| 100.0%
GOP Blog Count 20| 43 17
% 25.0% 53.8% 21.3%| 100 (:ZI
Democrat Party Site  Count 49| 11 1 61
% 80.3% 18.0% 16%| 100.0%
GOP Site Count 15 43 20| 781
% 19.2% 55.1% 256%| 100.0%
Total Count 200 184 153 537]
% 37.2% 34.3% 28.5%| 100.0%)

The pattern seems to show that McCain and Palin used traditional news outlets
themselves o refute the claims made by the Democratic Party nominee, and attack
Barack Obama in terms of both policy and personal character. The GOP campaign often
relied on a mixture of pundits and conservative bloggers to construct negative beliefs and
perceptions about Obama. These differences were statistically significant (Chi-Square =
133.605, p < .000) showing that some sources were willing to allow others to develop
meaning around Obama in their own words, while some did not often do so.

Overall, these findings suggest a few things. First, the traditional news media
seem to allow both candidates the opportunity to describe themselves in their own terms.
Both McCain and Obama were able to speak directly to the public within the stories of
CNN, Fox, MSNBC, the network news sites, and the New York Times in their own

words. Nevertheless, both of the candidates found ample opportunity to voice their
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opposition towards the candidate of the other party within these sources, an opportunity
both parties engaged in heavily. Second, the news media seems to promote a fairly open
dialogue between the candidates, where the writers themselves are disproportionately
unlikely to voice their own opinions about the candidates or define them within the
language and frameworks of the writes themselves. In terms of perspective, the news
media organizations relied heavily on the candidates themselves to discuss themselves
and their opponents, while other perspective and definitions were underreported,
consistent with the top-down approach to political reporting that Herbert Gans discussed
earlier. Third, these findings suggest that the traditional news media journalists are
concerned about the perception of being biased by their readers, and are more willing
than other writers (the candidates and bloggers) to take a hands-off approach to the public
debate, allowing the candidates to be quoted directly and being more likely to keep their
own perspectives and interpretations to themselves.

Question #3: Is anyone criticizing the Coverage of the Election? Where are these
criticisms coming from?

So where are the critics of the news media and their coverage? Not surprisingly,
these criticisms come mostly from the blogosphere. Table 6 shows that bloggers,
particularly the conservative ones, were most likely to voice criticism of the political
coverage (their articles criticized the media coverage 33.8 percent of the time).
Interestingly, the candidate and party websites seemed particularly cautious against
portraying the media as biased or that they were doing a poor job. The Democratic Party
sites criticize the media only once in 62 stories, while the GOP websites criticize them
only 3 times out of 78 stories. In sum, more than half of criticism about news media

coverage of the candidates and the election came from bloggers, who often voiced
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frustrations about the coverage and claim that the media worked against their candidate,
as both sides demonstrated the “hostile media phenomenon” discussed earlier, where both
sided felt that the news media favored the opposition’s candidate. Once again, these
differences were found to be statistically significant (Chi-Square = 50.031, p <.000)

Table 6: Which Sources are criticizing the media coverage?

is the media Criticized?
No Yes Total

does article Media Organization Count 216 23] 23
from? % 904%|  9.6% 100.0°ZI
Count 71 8 71

% 80.9%|  10.1%|100.0%
Count 53| 271 8o}

% 66.3%|  33.8%100.0%

Democrat Party Site ~ Count 60| 1 61

% 98.4% 1.6%|100.0%
Count 75| 3f 7e|

% 96.2% 3.8%|100.0%

otal Count 475 62| 53
% 88.5%|  11.5% 1oo.0°/]

Question #4: Are the articles in some sources more likely to cover the election as a
“horserace” that is full of polling numbers and pundit advice?

Perhaps the reason that conservative bloggers felt that the news media was biased
was related to the “horse race” framework that dominated their coverage. Table 7 shows
that online news stories referred to an Obama advantage 107 times out of the 537 news
stories that were covered here, while McCain was said to lead or be gaining momentum
only 8 times during this same time period. The polling reports consistently mention that
Obama is “in the lead” or is “winning” key states and national polls. By the last few
weeks of coverage, most news stories that discussed John McCain nearly always
followed up with phrases such as “trailing in the polls”, or “running out of time”, and
would allow Obama or Biden the opportunity to suggest their campaign was “desperate”.
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Table 7: "Horserace" Coverage by News Source

Is anyone seen as being in the lead?
Not Mentioned| Yes, Obama Yes, McCain
or Tied leading/gaining| leading/gaining | Total

heredoes  Media  Count 151 84 4 239’
“’g;m Organization o, 63.2% 35.1% 1.7%| 100.0%
Liberal Blog  Count 63| 15 1 794

% 79.7% 19.0% 1.3%| 100.0%

Conservative Count 74 3 3 8

Blog % 92.5% 3.8% 38%| 100.0%

Democrat Count 57 4 0 61

Party Site o, 93.4% 6.6% 0%| 100.0%
GOP Site Count 77 1 o| 78]

% 98.7% 1.3% 0%| 100.0%

Total Count 422 107 8 537
% 78.6% 19.9% 1.5%| 100.0%)}

Overall, thirty-five percent of all mainstream news stories referred to polling
numbers which indicated Barack Obama was leading or gaining momentum in the polls.
Interestingly, both bloggers and party websites seemed very unlikely to talk about poll
results or horserace coverage. This “horserace” framework was predominantly a product
of the news media organization news stories, findings which are consistent with many
critics of mainstream political news coverage. These findings were significant (Chi-
Square = 77.24, p < .000), and show that “horserace coverage” was almost exclusively
the domain of mainstream news coverage online.

Question #5: How do sources difffer in terms of what topics are covered? Are different
sources more likely to talk about political issues, the personal character of the
candidate, or to cover the election as a “horserace” that is full of polling numbers and
pundit advice?

Horserace coverage was not the only way in which different sources had a
propensity to cover the presidential election in varying ways. Table 8 shows that there are
strong and significant differences (Chi-Square = 106.523; p <.000) in the topics that
were under discussion in political news coverage during this time period. In particular,
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the blogs (both liberal and conservative) were more likely than other sources to talk about
the personal character of the candidates and significantly less about specific issues, such
foreign policy or health care.

At the same time, both of the candidate websites were disproportionately likely to
talk about the issues and policy while downplaying poll numbers. The Democratic
websites discussed political issues 47.5 percent of the time, while GOP party sites talked
about the issues 64.1 percent of the time. However, the GOP websites were also likely to
speak about personal character (doing so 24.4 percent of the time) while the Democratic
websites did so only 8.3 percent of the time. Additionally, as already mentioned, the news
media organizations were overly focused upon polling numbers, which were often the
centerpiece of the news story. They were much less likely to talk about personal character
of the candidates when compared to the blogs, but also less likely to talk about the
important political issues than were the candidate websites.

Table 8 is interesting because it shows that different sources were likely to
emphasize different topics, trying to set the agenda and focus the public’s attention to
different places. While mainstream news organizations are often preoccupied with giving
snapshot and scoreboard like reporting of the race, the candidate websites were largely
the places that discussed the issues themselves. As we have seen, the Obama sites often
defined Barack Obama’s stances on many key issues, while the McCain sites often tried
to define where their opponent stands and to question his character. Simultaneously, the
blogs were places in which personal character was often discussed, along with polling
numbers and other items, such as writer or pundit speculation and predictions of what

should be happening or will happen next.
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Table 8: Topics Covered During the Presidential Race by Source

What is article discussing?
Other Poiitical Personal Political
Topics Issues Character | Horserace | Total
does article Media Count 46 76 24 93| 23|
from? Organization 192%|  31.8% 10.0%|  38.9%| 100.0%
LiberalBlog  Count 21 16 21 21 7
% 266%|  20.3% 266%|  26.6%|100.0%
Conservative  Count 20 23 26 11
Blog % 250%| 28.8% 325%|  13.8%| 100.0%
Democratic Party Count 20| 29| 5 7 61
Site % 328%| 47.5% 82%|  11.5%)| 100.0%]
GOP Site Count 5 50| 19| 4 78]
% 6.4%| 64.1% 24.4% 5.1%)| 100.0%
Total Count 112 194 95 1368] 537
% 209%|  36.1% 17.7%|  25.3%) 100.0%

Question #6: Did the articles coming from different sources use different amounts of
anger or hostility towards a candidate? Does the writer suggest that the campaigns are
purposely being deceitful or dishonest to the public?

Finally, I tried to understand what levels of hostility and skepticism were being
drawn out by different sources. Table 9 shows that, perhaps not surprisingly, blogs
showed the most animosity and anger in their news stories. In the 79 liberal blog stories I
read, 32 of these stories (40.5 percent) were personally hostile towards John McCain
and/or Sarah Palin, while only 1 story attacked Barack Obama or Joe Biden. Similarly,
the GOP blogs attacked Barack Obama and/or Joe Biden 29 times out of 80 times (or
36.3 percent of the articles).

However, hostilities were also seen in the websites of the candidates as well.
Although we saw earlier that the candidate websites were hesitant to show contempt for
the news media coverage, they did show hostility towards the opposing candidate. Table

9 shows that the Democrat Websites were hostile towards McCain/Palin 17 times out of
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61 stories, while the GOP sites attacked Obama/Biden 33 times out of 80 stories. In both
cases, these figures exceeded expectations based on the null hypothesis that different

media sources showed the same patterns of behavior.

Table 9: Does the Writer Express Hostility Towards the Candidate?

Hostile towards Candidate?
Yes, toward Yes, toward
McCain or Obama or
Palin No | Biden Total
does article  Media _ Count 19] 204 16 239|
me from? Organization o 7.9%| 85.4% 6.7%|  100.0%
Liberal Blog  Count 32| 48 1 7
% 40.5%| 58.2% 13%|  100.0%
Conservative Count 5 46] 29| BOF
Blog % 6.3%| 57.5% 36.3%|  100.0%
Democrat Party Count 17l a3 1 81
Site % 27.9%| 70.5% 16%  100.0%
GOP Site Count of 45 33| 78
% 0%| 57.7% 423%  100.0%
Total Count 73| 384 80 53
% 13.6%| 71.5% 14.9%[ 100.0%

The news media organization websites were the least likely to engage in personal
attacks on the candidates, doing so below expected levels for both Barack Obama and
John McCain. Again, these findings are consistent with the critiques of some media

scholars that these organizations are very concerned about being accused of bias and
losing critical market share, and are therefore less willing to openly criticize or attack the
candidates during the election than others were. Likewise, it also supports the critiques
that journalists have made towards the blogs: that they are sites that focus on personal
character and hostility, and are detrimental to serious political discussion and insight into

the important issues of the day. These findings were significant (Chi-Square = 174.923, p
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<.000) and show that some sources of news tend to be more venomous towards

candidates than others are, and too often in the direction of party bias.

Table 10: Does the Article Accuse the Candidate of Dishonesty?

Dishonest?
Yes, Yes, Yes, Both
No | GOP | Democrats |candidates| Total
eredoes  Media  Count| 193 19| 19| 8| 239
ecome  Organization 80.8%|  7.9% 79%|  3.3%| 100.0%
Liberal Blog  Count 63 14 o| 2 7
% 797%| 17.7% 0% 2.5%| 100.0%
Conservative Count 62 4 14 0 8oy
Blog % 77.5%|  5.0% 17.5% 0%| 100.0%
Democratic Count 53 8 0] 0 61
Party Ste o, 86.9%| 13.1% 0% 0%| 100.0%
GOP Ste  Count 46| ol 32 o| 7
% 50.0%| 0% 41.0% 0%| 100.0%
Total Count| 417 45 65 10] 537
% 77.7%|  8.4% 12.1% 1.9%| 100.0%

In regards to skepticism, I wanted to know if different sources varied in
questioning the claims being made by the candidates. Table 10 shows that the blogs were
more likely than the news media to question the claims being made by the candidates, but
they predominantly only challenge the claims made by their opponents. We see that 14
out of 79 (17.7 percent) of liberal blog stories accused McCain and Palin of being

dishonest, while only 2 accused both Obama and McCain of being dishonest, and none of

those stories singled out Obama for dishonesty. Likewise, Obama was accused of
dishonesty 14 times out of 80 (17.5 percent) of conservative blog stories, but only
accused McCain of doing so on 4 occasions

Interestingly, we see that the mainstream news media organizations were entirely

balanced in their claims of candidate dishonesty. Table 10 shows that 19 traditional news
media organization articles accused the Obama camp of dishonesty and 19 accused the
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McCain camp of dishonesty, while 8 articles accused both candidates of doing so.
Meanwhile, we can see that the GOP websites had a disproportionate amount of accusing
Obama of dishonesty, doing so 32 times in 78 (41 percent) of their news stories. This is
almost entirely a function of the “BarackBook™ theme that was run by the mc.org
website, a continuously updated chronicle of questionable Barack Obama relationships
and potentially scandalous cover-ups or conspiracies he was believed to be engaging in,
which served as the leading story of this website on a daily basis during the US
Presidential election.

These differences were statistically significant (Chi-Square = 105.331, p <.000)
and suggest once again that source differences in election coverage are real across a wide
array of dimensions: from what topics are discussed, in regards to whom is able to make
their claims in their own words, in levels of hostility, where different sites were more
likely to question the facts, yet while also seeming to exhibit very high levels of political
bias within blogs and candidate websites. Meanwhile, traditional news coverage often
engaged in a lot of “top-down” reporting; relying on the candidates themselves to fill the
spaces of their articles while placing a strong emphasis on polling numbers.

Discussion and Conclusion

These figures indicate that different online news sources were highly likely to
portray the candidates in varying ways from each other. In particular, the bulk of political
blogs contained a heavy dose of negativity towards the opposition’s candidate, while
spending significantly less time and effort praising their own candidates. While bloggers
often complain about bias in news media organization coverage, they ironically seem to

show the highest amount of bias in their own reporting. Reading the blogs illustrates the
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“hostile media” hypothesis; as writers from both the right and left criticized the coverage
of their candidate, and sometimes even suggested this bias was intentional. In contrast,
media organizations were the only source category that reported neutrally at least 20
percent of the time, exhibiting the least amount of favoritism towards any candidate. All
other sources engaged in negativity towards their opponent at disproportionately high
rates.

Meanwhile, mainstream news had a propensity to cover the election as a contest.
Similar to what Williams (2006) found in earlier elections, the prevalence of horse-race
coverage predominated over detailed attribute and issue content of the issues and
candidates. The news media were also more objective in their criticisms of the
candidates, and did so in more civil terms. However, blogs and mainstream news both
had a tendency to see the candidates in a negative light, which could have an effect on
voter turnout and apathy during a general election.

If one were interested in hearing candidates discuss the issues, their best option
was to go directly to the candidate websites. On these sites, the candidates talked about
the issues more often than did other sources, although they also had a tendency to speak
in terms of personal character as well. Both candidates spent a great deal of time trying to
use the Internet as a medium to define the election. Much effort was spent trying to
describe themselves in characteristics that were desirable of performing a presidential
role, and questioning their opponent’s ability to do the same. Candidate websites are
informative, yet are clearly constructed with the motivations of persuading the reader to

think in ways which are desirable to the candidate’s platform. Perhaps the best strategy
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for a web surfer interested in gaining unbiased political knowledge is to seek out
information from multiple sources in order to avoid a reliance on one perspective.

Taken together, the criticisms that journalists and bloggers make towards each
other seem to have some justifications. The reports coming from blogs often seem biased
and hostile, which fuels criticism made by journalists about blog reporting. In contrast,
reports from media organizations largely rely upon candidate quotes framed between poll
numbers, often speculating about what may happen next or how it voters may be swayed.
Bloggers portrayed journalists as being too comfortable with their careers and too
embedded with political elites to risk challenging facts or in giving voice to critics, and
used these feeling to resonate with an Internet public that may have felt similarly.

I think future research should focus on the feelings that journalists and bloggers
have towards one another, and how those feeling effect their selection of news stories and
their methods of reporting. For example, research may find that bloggers wear their poor
reputations with journalists as a badge of honor, while journalists place a high premium
on objectivity so that articles will not be seen by peers as low-quality rhetorical pieces.
Likewise, experiments may also indicate whether blog postings are more or less
persuasive than news articles, and under which conditions and topics? In this chapter, I
have assumed that all articles are equally likely to be persuasive to the reader. However,
it may be the case that blog viewers enjoy reading a favorite blog but do not consider the
stories to be accurate. Just because one prefers to read blogs and does so consistently, this
does not necessarily indicate that they believe what they read. It is possible that readers
are entertained by blog reports and share the writer’s feelings on the topic, yet are

skeptical of the facts or perceived bias, using mainstream news as a supplement.
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Nevertheless, there are plenty of areas for future research regarding political

information on the Internet. Although beyond the scope of this chapter, it would be

interesting to see how consistently supplying negative messages about candidates to

subjects over multiple days in an experiment affect the subject’s interest in politics.

While it may be expected that negativity towards the candidates would dampen the

public’s interest, the Presidential race of 2008 appeared to be as lively and intense among

the public as any in recent memory. Does the presence of the Internet, by giving direct

connections to political groups and candidates, make Internet users feel an extra sense of

importance or vested interest in the outcome of the election? Alternatively, it is possible

that the enormous amount of political stories being reported via so many news sources

could lead to information overload and social withdrawal. While social theorists have

long suggested that such a situation could arise with an expansion of communicative

technology (Sunstein, 2007; Manjoo 2008; Cooley 1998), research has yet to show this.

As blogs are still relatively new, it will be interesting to see how their business
models may change over time. How will these online news sources generate revenues?
Will they be uniquely different from other major news sources, or will it lead eventually
to the same type of conflicts suffered by Mainstream news media? (Hamilton 2004).
Given their levels of partisanship and rhetoric, it is not improbably that the most
influential of bloggers will receive financial support from political parties in the future.
Will this make their reports undesirable for readers, given their economic incentive to
generate biased reports? How will the quality of the reports be altered, and how might the

influences of money and power make these articles feel disingenuous to the reader?

Overall, the 2008 election, as seen on the Internet, showed a high amount of
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convergence. Hundreds of reports were generated by politicians, journalist, and bloggers
each day and placed alongside one another for the Internet user to consume. In the next
two chapters, the emphasis will shift from the senders of online political news to the
reccivers. The remainder of this dissertation will examine whether Internet users engage
in high levels of selective exposure in online news consumption, and if these patterns are
related to the personal characteristics and motives of the users. Additionally, specific
identities thought to drive differential usage patterns will be explored, as will the

implications that these findings suggest for future political discourse in the US.

72

- —



CHAPTER 3
The Self Goes Online: How Personal Attributes Mediate Political Activity on the
Internet.

Abstract

The purpose of this chapter is to incorporate social psychological literature
regarding the self to the study of online politics. It is proposed that the presence of the
Internet, by itself, does not alter political activity or attention in the US. Instead, the
political identities and self-construal of Internet users drives whether people use
computers to meet their political interests. An online survey was distributed to 640
respondents during the winter of 2009 to test four specific hypotheses made in order to
clarify the relationship between personal characteristics and online politics.
Introduction

Since the earliest days of the Internet, people have wondered how this new
technology would alter everyday life. Some feel that the Internet can help facilitate and
expand the principles of democracy, strength the public sphere, and create a public which
is more active and informed about politics than ever before. Alternatively, there are
others who see a dark side to the presence of the Internet, seeing it as a device which can
enable people to ignore important societal issues altogether in the pursuit of personal
pleasures and entertainments.

But while this debate has generally centered around aggregated statements of how
the Internet is universally “good” or “bad” for society as a whole, there has been
surprisingly little consideration of how identities (both personal and social) can lead to

widely variant patterns of usage from one person to the next. Individuals have an offline

self that they bring to the computer when they sit down to use it; and these identities are
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likely to shape what we seek out online. There is reason to believe that some Internet
users will seek out spaces where they can become more informed and/or politically
active, while others will look to avoid these issues. In a sense, the arguments being made
are not mutually exclusive; the Internet leads to both high levels of political activity for
some types of users yet will simultaneously have no positive impact on political activity
levels for other types of users.

The next section will explore the debate regarding how the Internet has a positive
or negative effect on communities and politics. I will then introduce some important
findings about the self-concept and identities that must be considered in serious
discussion of how and why people use the Internet. At that point, four hypotheses will be
developed and tested showing how the Internet usage of people with varying identities
and self-construal types will engage in significantly different patterns of exposure and
activism regarding online politics.

Community and the Internet

As mentioned earlier, there are some scholars who feel that the Internet will
atomize people and make them disconnected from their community needs similar to the
effects of television (Putnam 2000), and are sometimes referred to as “Dystopians” (Katz
& Rice 2002B). For dystopians, the Internet can be seen as primarily an individual-
centered entertainment and shopping venue, where serious collective political action is
unlikely to surface (Putnam 2000; Galston 2002; Galston 2004). The Internet is viewed as
an electronic technology which allows us to consume hand-tailored entertainment in
private, even utterly alone. People may become reasonably well-informed spectators of

public affairs, but many fewer will actually partake in politics (Putnam 2000). In other
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words, Putnam sees the Internet as rendering our leisure time as more private and passive
“spectatorship” (Jensen 2006: 40); where more and more of our time and money are spent
on goods and services consumed individually and a declining interest in making personal
sacrifices towards the common good (Putnam 2000). Yet, when people do undertake
political action, it is too often something that requires no more effort than a few seconds
of pointing-and-clicking, often in the form of donating money instead of personal time
(Putnam 2000), which is heralded as being far from ideal or adequate for a healthy
democracy. People will typically spend little/no personal time with meaningful offline
political activities, but will instead sign up for mass mailings or other passive
consumption of information that requires virtually no forms of personal commitment or
sacrifice (Putnam 2000: 63).

Others have emphasized that time spent on the internet acts as a substitute for
other offline activities such as spending time with friends and family, leading users to
feel a sense of isolation from their immediate community, even leading to higher rates of
depression for those who use the internet for several hours a day (Klotz 2004). Contrary
to utopian claims, the Internet is likely to resemble a contentious and chaotic marketplace
of ideas containing many different groups, leading to little consensus or collective unified
action (Vacker 2000). Some have even suggested that the quality of material being
reported on the Internet is increasingly problematical, with concerns that this may lead to
an even further reduction in political participation (Katz & Rice 2002B).

Additionally, since the Internet is a vehicle that enables the user towards endless
choice and personal selection, some scholars feel it is unlikely that the Internet can

reduce already declining social capital or sense of community among users (Galston
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2002, 2004; Wachbroit 2004; Putnam 2000). They discount any notion that online groups
are solutions for our current civic ills, let alone be comprehensive models of a better
future (Galston 2002). These scholars generally see what they refer to as “Choice”,
“Voluntary”, or “Associational” communities being distinguished by: low barriers to exit,
low barriers to entry, and interpersonal interactions shaped by mutual adjustment
(Galston 2004; Putnam 2000; Wachbroit 2004; Sunstein 2007; Bishop 2008). These
characteristics lead to online communities that are highly homogenous, where there are
low levels of personal commitment, and activities are largely centered on personal
interest and entertainment; while noting that the ability to easily ignore people does not
create any incentives for accommodation (Galston 2005). Moreover, these kinds of
groups threaten to undermine democracy and traditional community (Wachbroit 2004;
Sunstein 2007) while fostering intolerance.

By their very nature, Internet groups are almost entirely selective communities
with very low barriers to entry and no barriers to exit. These “weak” communities are not
seen as sufficient for meaningful social change, as people often leave these communities
whenever asked to sacrifice personal time or effort for the cause. They act as a pseudo-
community (Putnam 2000) and do not create meaningful ties which are bonded stroﬁgly,
the kind of connections that can emotionally connect people to make personal sacrifices
towards a cause (Galston 2004). These communities have no tangible real-world value, as
memberships in them are by-and-large characterized by low levels of commitment and do
not often lead people to participate in “real” off-line activity.

According to Putnam (2000) the Internet only exacerbates the decreasing amounts

of social trust and social capital that have been suffered over the last 40 years, a trend
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which has cut across all population and geographic sections of the US (Putnam 2000).
Moreover, Putnam (2000:171) sees “virtual social capital” as “a contradiction in terms”
and purports that at a macro level, the Internet will lead to decreasing amount political
involvement and possibly less knowledge of political issues across society, especially
among younger people. In this view, the enthusiasts of “virtual community” who see
these networks as the basis for utopian communitarianism are overly optimistic about the
emergence of the Internet, Rather, this new communicative technology is more likely to
fragment the public and make them too passive and individualistic to engage in political
endeavors (Putnam 2000).

Critics of this perspective point out that before the advent of the Internet there had
already been a move from all-encompassing socially controlling communities towards
more individualized and fragmented personalized “networked” communities
(Haythornthwaite & Wellman 2002; Wellman 1999). For decades in the US, people have
lived their lives through a series of overlapping personal social networks or partial
communities, giving way to the opportunity of “networked individualism”
(Haythornthwaite & Wellman 2002). Overall, people have remained connected to their
communities, but do so in a more socially networked and selective way. Individuals
manage their social networks as a more-or-less selective community, and utilize this
network to obtain information, personal support, and develop a sense of belonging
(Haythornthwaite & Wellman 2002; Wellman 1999). Moreover, these scholars point out
that the Internet has been unfairly blamed for a loss of civic-mindedness and political

involvement. To the contrary, the presence of the Internet actually encourages and creates
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new forms of connectedness and involvement for its users, which often leads to higher
levels of civic engagement (Hampton & Wellman 2002; Haythornthwaite 2007).

These scholars, sometimes referred to as “utopians” (Katz & Rice 2002B), point
out that there is a positive connection between online and offline activities that leads to
more civic engagement. The Internet can expand community by making people
“Glocalized” (Hampton & Wellman 2002), which allows people to re-define community
to include people living beyond their immediate locale rather than replacing them with
like-minded others who live far away. The Internet is viewed as a tool which empowers
people to become more active both within their local communities while also
transcending the limitations of time and space (Giddens 1991) making Internet users both
more locally and globally active than are non-users. Most importantly, however, is a
rejection that online and offline behaviors are mutually exclusive. Instead, online
activities have the ability to generate increased knowledge and interest in a person’s
community and make them more active in their local communities and national political
interests.

Findings have shown that those who use the Internet are found to be more
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