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Abstract

I analyze a dataset of news from the New York Times, from 1946 to
1994. Controlling for the incumbent President’s activity across issues,
I find that during the presidential campaign the New York Times gives
more emphasis to topics that are owned by the Democratic party (civil
rights, health care, labour and social welfare), when the incumbent
President is a Republican. This is consistent with the hypothesis
that the New York Times has a Democratic partisanship, with some
"watchdog" aspects, in that it gives more emphasis to issues over
which the (Republican) incumbent is weak. Moreover, out of the
presidential campaign, there are more stories about Democratic topics
when the incumbent President is a Democrat.
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1 Introduction

It is a commonly held view that mass media play a crucial role in the polit-
ical process: this is the case, because mass media, in their quality of news
providers, offer readers and viewers pieces of information about the current
state of affairs, the incumbent politicians’ performance and the behaviour of
candidates during the electoral campaign. Moreover, according to the theory
of agenda-setting effects, mass media outlets can influence the agenda of the
public, by tilting it towards those issues that they decide to cover more ex-
tensively. Such agenda-setting ability could have relevant electoral effects, to
the extent that citizens on average think that a given party or candidate is
more capable of handling problems related to a given issue, and would vote
for that party if such issue turns out to be the most salient one.

Yet, there is very little evidence on whether and how mass media make use
of their agenda-setting power, perhaps in a strategic fashion. In fact, there
is a large empirical literature about agenda-setting proper, namely about
the causal correlation between issue coverage by mass media outlets and the
structure of priorities entertained by readers and viewers. However, apart
from some anedoctical evidence, almost nobody has looked at the behaviour
itself of news providers within an agenda-setting framework. In other words,
taking as given the agenda-setting power thereof, one would like to look at
the editorial choices of news providers across time and in the cross section.

This paper tries to fill this gap by analysing a large dataset of stories
on the New York Times, collected by Frank Baumgartner, Bryan Jones and
John Wilkerson within the Policy Agendas Project, and spanning a period
from 1946 to 1994. The focus of the paper is on the editorial choices of the
New York Times, in terms of the topics being addressed out of and during
the presidential campaigns, and as a function of the political affiliation of
the incumbent President. The idea is to empirically check whether the New
York Times displays some kind of strategic behaviour during the presidential
campaign, by giving additional emphasis to issues which, if salient, would
give an electoral advantage to the Democrat or the Republican candidate.
The presidential campaign period should matter, because it is likely that the
attention of citizens towards the electoral choice swiftly increases as elections
draw nearer. The demand for electorally relevant pieces of information should
indeed follow a similar time path.

Setting aside the problem of data availability, the analysis of the New
York Times’ editorial choices is per se worthwhile, for a set of reasons: first



of all, the New York Times is perhaps the most important newspaper in the
United States, and the most similar to a federal newspaper, in terms of the
geographical pattern of its circulation. Moreover, apart from recent scandals
involving some of its reporters, the reputation of the New York Times for high
quality reporting is witnessed by the number of Pulitzer Prizes being awarded
to its journalists (90), which is the highest among US dailies'. Lastly, on top
of its direct agenda-setting role towards readers, it is well known that many
other newspapers follow the lead of the New York Times, by featuring stories
and topics previously published on it. This phenomenon, which is described
as inter media agenda-setting, should amplify the newspaper’s influence on
the public agenda.

The crucial point is to consistently attribute a political connotation to
the topics being covered by the newspaper in the time series. According to
the issue ownership hypothesis, as formulated by Petrocik [1996], voters have
a priori views on which political party is better able of handling problems
related to a given issue. On some issues the ownership status is a long
term aspect, in the sense that across time the majority of voters consistently
thinks that a given party is better than the other(s). In the US context,
voters on average reckon that a Democratic candidate is better suitable of
handling social welfare issues like civil rights, health care and labour, while
a Republican one is generally perceived as better able of handling problems
related to domestic and international security, namely the law and crime and
defense issues.

A problem with Petrocik’s claims about the issue ownership status is that
he substantiates them with survey data that cover a very short time period,
namely from 1988 to 1991: my contribution to this literature is to present
survey data from Gallup and the National Election Study which cover a much
longer time period than Petrocik’s. The data I gather broadly confirm, with
some qualifications, the issue ownership pattern suggested by Petrocik, pro-
jecting it back to 1972 for the issues of social welfare and crime, and to 1952
for defense. The civil rights’ issue, albeit favouring the Democratic Party by
a slight margin during the late 50s, emerged in the public’s perception as
strongly dominated by the Democrats only as of 19642

As mentioned above, in this paper I check whether during the presidential

'For details see http://www.nytco.com/company-awards-times.html.

2Such time pattern in the ownership of the issue is in fact consistent with the historical
account given by Carmines and Stimson [1990]. More on this in section 3.1 about the issue
ownership dataset.



campaign the New York Times has a partisan behaviour, namely whether it
gives more emphasis to issues that are owned by a given party, at the expense
of issues owned by the other.

Moreover, just because the political identity of the incumbent President
has been predetermined four years before, I study whether the issue balance
of stories chosen by the New York Times during the presidential campaign is
influenced by the political affiliation of the incumbent President. Here some
competing hypotheses can be brought to the data: during the presidential
campaign the New York Times may act as a watchdog, in that, over and
above its partisan component, it gives more emphasis to the issues over which
the incumbent is weak. Alternatively, it can act as a lapdog: this is the case,
if the New York Times, over and above its partisanship, emphasizes issues
over which the incumbent President is perceived as strong.

In the interpretation of the econometric results, it is necessary to check
whether any time variation in the choice of stories by the New York Times
is in fact mirroring some contemporaneous variation in the activity of other
political actors, and in particular of the incumbent President. The choice of
focusing on the incumbent President’s behaviour is clearly dictated by the
fundamental role he plays in the US political system®. As a proxy of the
intensity of the presidential activity with respect to a given subset of issues
in a given moment in time, I use the relative frequency of Executive Orders
concerning these issues, which are enacted by the incumbent President during
the time period.

Besides the use of Executive Orders as a proxy of presidential activity
across issues, there are two key identifying assumptions which substantiate
my empirical analysis: these assumptions are both related to the electoral
effects of the agenda setting power of mass media. The first one is the issue
ownership hypothesis: the induced salience of a given issue gives an electoral
advantage to a given candidate, to the extent that there is a majority of vot-
ers who reckon such candidate as better able of handling it, with respect to
the challenger. The second assumption is related to the features of published
stories about a given issue, and can be summarised by the following state-
ment: “all publicity is good publicity”. The idea is that any story regarding
an issue owned by a given candidate or party would not induce readers to

3In turn, such fundamental role of the President in the US institutional system explains
the fact that the present paper is indeed focused on the Times’ behaviour during the
presidential campaign.



change their perception about the ownership of the issue itself. In other
terms, such hypothesis amounts to assuming that the tone of a story about
a given issue is not so negative about the relative performance -on that issue
itself- of the party or the candidate owning it.

My main result is that the New York Times has a Democratic partisan-
ship, with some watchdog aspects, in that during the presidential campaign
it gives more emphasis to Democratic topics, but only so when the incumbent
President is a Republican. This set of Democratic topics comprises stories
about civil rights, health care, labor and employment, and social welfare.
In fact, controlling for the Executive Orders by the incumbent President,
seasonal effects and a deterministic time trend, I find that the New York
Times, if the incumbent President is a Republican, increases the frequency
of stories about Democratic topics when the presidential campaign kicks in.
This effect is quite sizeable in relative terms: when the incumbent President
is a Republican, there are 26 percent more stories about Democratic issues
during the three months of the campaign than outside of it. Such increase is
indeed larger (33 percent) when one considers the period starting from the
60s. On the contrary, if the incumbent President is a Democrat, the parti-
san effect and the watchdog effect almost cancel each other, so that there is
no discernible change in the count of Democratic stories when the presiden-
tial campaign kicks in. This is true both for the entire sample and for the
post-1960 subperiod.

Regarding the issue balance of stories out of the presidential campaign,
I find that the New York Times devotes more space to Democratic issues,
when the incumbent President is a Democrat. In particular, controlling for
presidential activity, the political affiliation of the incumbent New York State
Governor and New York City Mayor, and the changing identity of the pub-
lisher of the New York Times, there are more than 12 percent more stories
about Democratic topics when the incumbent President is a Democrat. If one
considers the subsample from 1961 to 1994, the effect is indeed larger, with
almost 20 percent more stories about Democratic issues when the incumbent
President is a Democrat.

Regarding the behaviour of stories about Republican topics, namely law
and crime and defense stories, results are quite mixed: however, when con-
trolling for the political affiliation of the incumbent Governor of New York
State, of the incumbent New York City Mayor, and the publisher’s identity,
it turns out that out of the presidential campaign there are less stories about
Republican topics when the incumbent President is a Democrat. This is true



if one considers all stories, stories not dealing with the TriState* or New York
City, and stories with some public policy content. In fact, when considering
the 1961-1994 subsample, such effect of less stories about Republican topics
under a Democratic incumbent is larger in magnitude and more precisely
estimated.

These results indeed mirror, even if with a weaker level of significance, the
ones about Democratic topics: out of the presidential campaign, when the
incumbent President is a Democrat, there are more stories about Democratic
topics and less about Republican ones, as compared to what is published
under a Republican incumbent.

The paper is organised as follows: in section 2 I discuss some related
literature. Section 3 is devoted to the description of the dataset: subsection
3.1 presents the data on issue ownership, while subsections 3.2 and 3.3 are
dedicated respectively to the Executive Orders and the New York Times
dataset. In section 4 I present the empirical strategy. Section 5 discusses the
results, with some robustness checks and refinements; section 6 concludes the

paper.

2 Related literature

2.1 Evidence on the agenda setting hypothesis

The theory of agenda setting effects is built around the idea that mass me-
dia can influence the importance readers and viewers attribute to different
issues’; as vividly explained by Cohen [1963], the press “[...|may not be suc-
cessful much of the time in telling people what to think, but it is stunningly
successful in telling its readers what to think about. The world will look
different to different people depending on the map that is drawn for them
by writers, editors, and publishers of the paper they read.” Lippmann [1922]
notes that pieces of news provided by mass media outlets are a primary source
of information, and sometimes the only one, about public affairs: in the lack
of information provided by mass media, most events related to public affairs

4 As more precisely explained in section 3.3, the New York Times can be considered the
“local” newspaper for the states of New York, Connecticut and New Jersey: the so called
TriState area.

This survey of the literature about agenda setting effects is mostly based on Erbring,
Goldenberg and Miller [1980], Iyengar, Kinder and Peters [1982], Iyengar and Simon [2000]
and McCombs [2002].



would indeed be “out of reach, out of sight, out of mind” for the large ma-
jority of citizens. Hence editors and journalists can have relevant degrees of
freedom in the choice of what is newsworthy, and this way they are able to
influence the perception of citizens about which issues are relevant and to
what extent.

McCombs and Shaw [1972] is the seminal empirical contribution in which
the theory of agenda-setting effects has been put to test: during the 1968 US
presidential election, a sample of voters in Chapel Hill, Carolina, was asked to
mention what were the key issues of the campaign. These reported rankings
were matched with the pattern of news coverage by newspapers and network
television news in the previous month: the found correlation between these
measures of the media and the public agenda was always of a positive sign
and typically very large in magnitude. It is indeed clear that such positive
correlation is not enough to indisputably reach the conclusion that agenda
setting effects are present, i.e. that there is a causal link that goes from the
news media agenda to public priorities.

In fact, after McCombs and Shaw [1972], there has been a host of empir-
ical studies striving to test for the presence of agenda-setting effects, either
replicating their simple correlation exercise, or adopting more sophisticated
empirical designs, ranging from cross sectional and longitudinal to experi-
mental ones.

The cross-sectional evidence, as witnessed by the Erbring, Goldenberg
and Miller [1980] study, does not lend support to the presence of “uncondi-
tional” agenda setting effects; on the contrary, these agenda setting effects
apparently depend -in their presence and strength- on contingent characteris-
tics of viewers and readers®. As convincingly argued by Erbring et al. [1980]
themselves and Iyengar, Kinder and Peters [1982], agenda setting effects have
an intrinsically dynamic nature, in the sense that most of the variation in the
media and the public agenda seem to occur along the time dimension, with
cycles in the attention devoted to issues by news providers and the general
public. Indeed, longitudinal studies of the agenda setting hypothesis find a
significant correlation between the media and the public agenda’, but the

6In particular, only individuals who do not talk about political issues with their friends
and relatives are in fact influenced in their priorities by the media agenda. On the contrary,
individuals that are embedded in a network of informal political communication with their
“neighbors” do not seem to be affected in their salience structure by the media agenda to
which they are exposed.

"See Funkhouser [1973], and MacKuen and Coombs [1981].



causal structure of the relationship is not entirely clarified.

One could argue that the media and the public agenda comove, just
because they both follow the stream of real world events occuring. How-
ever, it is possible that editors and journalists, in the choice of newsworthy
stories within the dense space of real world events, follow criteria that are
systematically different than the ones that the general public would use,
when deciding which events are salient. Indeed, if agenda setting effects are
present, real world events could affect the public agenda through two differ-
ent channels, i.e. in a direct fashion through the perception of citizens and
indirectly through the effect on mass media coverage. On the other hand,
as it is implicit in the previous discussion, a positive correlation between the
issue coverage by mass media and the public agenda could be due to the fact
that news providers “ride the wave” of public attention, namely they choose
to cover more extensively those issues that ex ante are a matter of public
concern.

Considering the US during the 1974-1980 period and adopting a simul-
taneous equations’ approach, Behr and Iyengar [1985] analyse these links
between real world events, television news coverage and the public agenda
for the issues of energy, inflation and unemployment: they in fact show that
only in the case of unemployment real world cues have a direct influence on
public concern. Regarding inflation and energy, public concern is driven by
the news coverage; moreover, the relationship between news coverage and
public concern appears to be unidirectional, i.e. media agenda influences
public concern, and not vice versa, in accord with the pure theory of agenda-
setting effects.

Experimental evidence, as the one provided by Iyengar et al. [1982],
lends the strongest support to the agenda setting hypothesis. Participants in
the experiment were randomly assigned to a treatment and a control group.
Both groups had to view what were alleged to be recordings of the previous
evening’s TV news programme: those in the control group watched the origi-
nal programme, while individuals in the treatment viewed an altered version
of it, with increased coverage of a given national issue. Before and after the
experiment, individuals in both groups were administered a questionnaire
about the most important problem. It turned out that, controlling for the
ex ante personal agenda, individuals in the treatment group systematically
attached a higher ex post importance than those in the treatment to the
issue whose media coverage had been magnified.

As underlined in the introduction, it could be true that voters generally
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reckon candidates coming from a given party as more capable of handling a
given issue. This is the concept of issue ownership, as introduced by Petrocik
[1996]. By analysing news content, answers to open-ended questions about
issue salience, and the vote itself for presidential elections between 1960 and
1992, Petrocik shows that candidates indeed tend to emphasise owned issues
in their political speeches; secondly, given that issues owned by the Demo-
cratic (Republican) party are salient, Republican (Democratic) citizens are
less willing to go and vote for their candidate, indipendents are more willing
to vote for the Democratic (Republican) candidate, and finally Democrats’
(Republicans’) turnout increases, together with their vote for their partisan
candidate.

Apart from these survey-based results, Ansolabehere and Iyengar [1994]
present some experimental evidence about issue ownership effects. According
to their study, which took place in California during the 1992 senatorial and
presidential campaign, viewers of televised political ads were more likely to
express a voting preference for the candidate that dealt with the owned issue
rather than the same candidate dealing with the non-owned one, in this case
the Republican discussing about crime instead of unemployment, and vice
versa for a Democrat.

2.2 Evidence on the political behaviour of mass media

Compared with the dense literature on agenda setting, there are very few
empirical studies about the actual political behaviour of mass media outlets,
which go beyond the rhetorical discussion of some anedoctal evidence®. All
these studies are quite recent, and share the common approach of disregard-
ing the link between media content and public opinion, which is the primary
focus of the literature on agenda setting effects, in order to focus the analysis
on the behaviour itself of mass media outlets as political actors.

Groseclose and Milyo [2003] use a quite subtle cross-sectional design in
order to estimate the relative position of mass media outlets in the political
spectrum. The idea is to trace out which think tanks are quoted by various
mass media outlets’; in turn, the position of each think tank in the political

8For a conservative author looking for (and finding) a systematic liberal bias in the
mass media, see Goldberg [2002]. In a specular fashion, see Franken [2003] for a liberal
approach correspondingly finding some conservative bias in the media.

9In fact, the authors solely consider the pattern of think tank quotes within news stories:
editorials, letters to the editor and book reviews are thus excluded from the analysis.



spectrum is calculated as the weighted sum of the adjusted ADA scores of
those representatives in the House and in the Senate that quote it (in a non
negative way!). In other words, the substance of the exercise is to identify the
partisanship of each mass media outlet by matching it with those Senators
and Representatives that have a similar pattern of think tank quotes; indeed,
the crucial point is that the political position of congressmen can be estimated
by looking at their voting patterns, and this is exactly what is accomplished
by the use of adjusted ADA scores. The authors obtain the stark result that
all sampled news providers except Fox News’ Special Report -in terms of
quoted think tanks- are located to the left of the average Congress member,
i.e. there are signs of a decided liberal bias in the US news media.

Regarding the New York Times, Groseclose and Milyo [2003] estimate an
adjusted ADA score which ranges from 59.0 (back of the envelope calculation
using sentences as units of observation) to 71.2 (maximum likelihood estimate
with citations as units of observation). (Adjusted) ADA scores attribute a
larger score to more liberal congressmen, on a 0-100 scale. Just to have a
rough idea of the relative position of the New York Times, the score for Joe
Lieberman (D, Ct.) is 66.3, while the score for Constance Morella (R, Md.)
is 60.5.

Ansolabehere, Lessem and Snyder [2004] analyse the political orientation
of endorsements by US newspapers, using a panel data design'?. Endorsing
a candidate in a given electoral race is an explicit political act decided by the
managing editor of the newspaper. It turns out that there is an upward trend
in the average propensity to endorse, and in particular in the propensity
to endorse an incumbent candidate. Additionally to such increasing pro-
incumbency bias, there are some changes in the average ideological slant of
endorsements: while in the 40s and in the 50s there was a clear advantage
of Republican candidates, this advantage continuously eroded in subsequent
decades, to the extent that in the 90s the authors find a slight Democrats’
lead in the average endorsement choice. This result is in fact consistent with
the Groseclose and Milyo [2003] finding about a generalised liberal bias of
news media during the 90s, as witnessed by the pattern of think tank quotes.

In particular, the endorsement policy followed by the New York Times for

10The analysis is performed on two different sets of newspapers, with different time
ranges: a small set of 15 newspapers for more than 60 years, namely from 1940 to 2002,
and a large one of 67 newspapers for recent years. Endorsements are included in the
sample if regarding statewide races (Governor, Lieutenant Governor, Attorney General,
etc.), the US Senate and the US House of Representatives.
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electoral races occurring in the TriState area can be inferred from Table 3 in
the paper: an average Democratic stance in the endorsement policy indeed
emerged uncontroversially from the start of the 70s, while during the 40s, 50s
and 60s there was a slight advantage of Republican candidates. It is however
true that in the New York State area the New York Times endorsed more
Democratic than Republican candidates already as of the second half of the
50s.

Lott and Hassett [2004] study the coverage of economic news by a panel of
389 US newspapers from 1991 to the first half of 2004, and from 1985 to 2004
for a subsample comprising the top 10 newspapers and the Associated Press.
For each release of official data about a set of economic indicators'!, the
authors analyse how newspapers decide to report on them, as reflected by the
tone of the related headlines. The idea is to check whether newspapers display
some kind of partisan bias, by giving more positive or negative coverage to
the same economic datum, as a function of the political affiliation of the
incumbent President. In fact, controlling for the released economic data,
considering all newspapers and pooling all news about different economic
data, the authors find that there are between 9.6 and 14.7 percent less positive
stories when the incumbent President is a Republican (Table 2 in the paper).

Regarding the New York Times, for the 1985-2004 period the authors
find a similar pattern of less positive stories under a Republican incumbent,
but such effect is mildly significant (at 10% confidence level) only in one
specification (Table 7, panel B).

The empirical approach adopted by Lott and Hassett is very similar to the
one I follow here, because of this common focus on the time series behaviour
of news providers. However, their analysis is chiefly based on the correlation
between the political affiliation of the incumbent President and the average
tone adopted by newspapers in the coverage of economic news. On the
other hand, presidential elections and campaigns play a very minor role in
their econometric analysis, while they represent the central aspect of my
identification strategy!?.

Finally, Ansolabehere, Snowberg, and Snyder [2004] is focused on the re-
porting behaviour of newspapers with respect to a very specific, controversial
and still measurable object, namely campaign finance contributions. The idea

Tn particular, the authors focus on quarterly announcements about GDP growth, and
on monthly releases of data about durable goods’ purchases, retail sales and unemploy-
ment.

12See section 4 below.
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is to compare the amount of contributions reported by the 5 largest US news-
papers with the actual amount candidates have received. Such comparison is
feasible, just because candidates must give the Federal Election Commission
(FEC) detailed pieces of information about the amount of received contri-
butions. It turns out that the average amount of contributions for each US
House candidate, as reported by these newspapers, is more than three and a
half times larger than the actual amount communicated to the FEC. Regard-
ing a US Senate candidate, the same ratio between what is reported in the
press and the actual amount raises to a startling 7.6. Moreover, these ratios
are systematically higher for challengers in both House and Senate races. As
the authors underline, such exaggeration bias displayed by newspapers could
be a natural consequence of the fact that extreme cases and events are intrin-
sically more newsworthy than average ones: hence newspapers are inclined
to portray very large contributions as the norm.

3 Data description

3.1 The issue ownership dataset

As briefly anticipated in the introduction, the seminal contribution in the
issue ownership literature is Petrocik [1996]. In fact, all subsequent contri-
butions that are based on an issue ownership hypothesis and that focus on US
evidence grossly take as given Petrocik’s partition of issues into Democratic,
Republican and performance ones'®. However, Petrocik [1996] substantiates
such classification with survey data covering a very short time period, which
spans from 1988 to 1991 only. It is therefore empirically unclear whether the
ownership status of policy issues as stated by Petrocik is indeed a long-term
phenomenon.

In fact, my contribution to this literature is to collect survey data on issue
ownership which cover a much longer time period than Petrocik’s!*. Using
Gallup surveys, and the National Election Study when Gallup data is not
available, I am able to gather issue ownership percentages'® that date back

13See Feeley [2001], Benoit, Hansen and Petrocik [2003]. The experimental study by
Ansolabehere and Iyengar [1994] on issue ownership effects is indeed based on the working
paper version of Petrocik [1996].

14See Petrocik [1996], table 3.

5By issue ownership percentages I am referring to the percentage of respondents be-
lieving that a Democrat is better able of handling a given issue, minus the percentage
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to 1972 for the issues of social welfare and crime, to 1956 for civil rights, and
to 1948 for defense. These data are presented in Table 1.

I use Gallup polls as the primary source of information, because of the
more direct way questions about issue ownership are worded, if compared
with the National Election Study. The typical Gallup format is to ask re-
spondents about which party or candidate they think is better able of han-
dling a given issue: thus, the question itself specifies the issue about which
respondents must express their opinion.

On the contrary, one can obtain information about issue ownership from
the NES only in a indirect fashion. Since 1960 the NES has administered
a question about which is -according to the respondent- the most impor-
tant problem facing the country. Moreover, starting from 1972, this question
about the most important problem (henceforth: MIP) has been coupled with
one about “[...]which political party [...]would be most likely to get the gov-
ernment to do a better job in dealing with this problem [...]”!¢. Therefore
the respondent, given that she has mentioned an issue when asked about the
MIP, can express his valuation about the ownership status thereof.

It is clear that these pieces of information about issue ownership provided
by the NES are less reliable than the ones one can obtain from the Gallup
Polls, for at least two reasons. Both of these reasons are indeed related to the
fact that each NES respondent has determined with her previous answer to
the MIP question what issue will be subsequently discussed with respect to its
ownership status. First of all, unobservable factors determining the answer
to the MIP question could be correlated with factors affecting the answer to
the ownership one, i.e. there is a potential selection bias. Secondly, even if
the previous statistical problem is not a very serious one, still the number of
respondent naming a given issue as the most important one could be so small
that the confidence level one can attach to the issue ownership percentage is
correspondingly low.

Regarding Gallup, I have searched for all questions about the ownership
status of a given issue during presidential elections’ years, from 1948 to 1992.
In particular, I was interested in questions concerning those issues which,
following Petrocik [1996], one would ez ante code as permanently owned by
the Republican or the Democrats, namely defense and crime on one side, and

trusting a Republican more.
16Tn the NES, the questions about the most important problem and the ownership status
of that problem are respectively coded as VCFO0875 and VCF9012.
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civil rights and social welfare on the other.

When for a given year the ownership question about a set of issues was
asked more than once (e.g. more than one question about civil rights being
administered at different times during the same presidential year, or about
different facets of the same issue), I have averaged the issue ownership per-
centage, in order to obtain a synthetic measure. As it is apparent from
Table A.1 and A.2, the yearly frequency with which Gallup has administered
questions about the ownership status of a given issue is definitely increasing
across time, exponentially so during the late 80s and the 90s. The drawback
of this is of course the limited availability of dense Gallup data for the 50s
and the 60s, which turns into a problem of complete data unavailability for
the welfare and the crime issues. In fact, as Table 1 shows, the crime issue is
the one for which the NES is most frequently exploited as an ancillary source
of information, as I use it for 1976, 1980 and 1984.

Regarding the civil rights and the welfare issues, Table 1 broadly confirms
Petrocik’s claim about a permanent Democratic ownership thereof, albeit
with some qualifications.

As discussed by Carmines and Stimson [1990], a more precise stance of
the Democratic party on the racial issue started to emerge during the late
50s, and to consolidate during the early 60s: this was mainly due to the
increasingly weaker bargaining position of the Southern Democrats within
the party. Indeed, the first column of Table 1 shows that in 1956 and 1960
there was a tiny Democratic advantage on the ownership of civil rights, which
exploded in 1964, with a lead of almost 35 percent. Then the Democrats’
have maintained an advantage of at least 10 percent on the issue, even if
with some time variation, which is documented by a maximum of almost 30
percent in 1984 and a minimum of almost 11 percent in 1972 (NES figure).

Data concerning the social welfare issue, i.e. about which party would be
better able of “helping the poor and the needy” cover a shorter time span,
starting from 1972, but show much less time variation, with a consistent and
permanent perceived advantage of the Democrats. The minimum advan-
tage for the Democrats occurs in 1980, with still more than 25 percent, and
reaches a peak in 1992, with more than 35 percent. Unfortunately, pieces of
information about the health care issue are available only for 1992 (Gallup),
and the Democrats’ advantage here is almost 28 percent.

As detailed above, the longer sample of surveys I have collected indeed
confirms -with some qualifications- the ownership status of those issues that
Petrocik [1996] classifies as Democratic. On the other hand, the additional
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pieces of information I have gathered provide a more complex picture of the
time series behaviour of the “Republican” issues of domestic and interna-
tional security.

Regarding the crime issue, I am able to obtain ownership percentages
for six presidential elections, from 1972 to 1992: in 1972, 1980, 1984 and
1988 there is a Republican advantage, which reaches its peak in 1984, with
a lead of almost 39 percent. In 1976 and 1992 there is in fact a reversal,
with a Democratic advantage of more than 9 per cent and almost 4 percent,
respectively. Just because during two presidential years over a sample of six
there is a Democratic lead, it is not entirely clear whether one can safely
code the crime issue as a Republican one.

Finally, the defense and foreign policy issue is the one for which the
longest stream of Gallup surveys is available, for all presidential years from
1948 to 1992, with only one gap in 1956. Moreover, there are at least two
Gallup survey questions concerning the defense and foreign policy issue for
each presidential year. By looking at the last column of Table 1, one can
firmly claim that the Republican party owns such issue, just because in nine
over eleven cases there is a GOP lead, with a minimum of less than one
percent in 1948 and a peak of more than 44 percent in 1992. The two
exceptions to this Republican ownership occur in 1964 and 1980: in 1964
Gallup posed two survey questions about the handling of the Vietnam war
(see Table A.1), and respondents largely attributed a primacy to Johnson’s
party, with a difference of almost 42 percent. In 1980 ten questions about
foreign policy and defense were asked, with two concerning the Iran situation
(see Table A.1 again). A problem with these 1980 polls is that the most recent
ones were administered in the early days of September, so that the final part
of the hostage crisis in Iran did not receive an adequate coverage.

3.2 The Executive Orders dataset

The Policy Agendas Project!” (http://www.policyagendas.org/), based
at the University of Washington and directed by Frank Baumgartner, Bryan

1"The data used here were originally collected by Frank R. Baumgartner and Bryan
D. Jones, with the support of National Science Foundation grant number SBR, 9320922,
and were distributed through the Center for American Politics and Public Policy at the
University of Washington and/or the Department of Political Science at Penn State Uni-
versity. Neither NSF nor the original collectors of the data bear any responsibility for the
analysis reported here.
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Jones and John Wilkerson, provides a set of connected datasets about po-
litical issues in the United States, as put forward by proper institutional
actors like the President and the Congress, discussed by the news media
and evalued by public opionion. In fact the Project comprises Congressional
Hearings, Public Laws, random samples of Executive Orders and stories on
the New York Times, together with Gallup polls about the most important
problem. The major topic of each unit of observation, be it a Congressional
Hearing, a story on the New York Times, or an Executive Order, has been
coded according to a homogenous classification system, in order to allow for
consistent linkages across the various datasets.

The present section briefly describes the Executive Orders’ dataset, which
-as mentioned in the introduction- I use in my empirical analysis as a proxy
for the activity of incumbent Presidents across issues. Such dataset features a
random sample of Executive Orders enacted by the Presidents of the United
States, from 1945 to 2001: given the ancillary nature of the Executive Orders’
dataset with respect to the analysis of the New York Times’ issue coverage,
in what follows I will restrict my attention to the 1946-1994 period, i.e. the
time window covered by the New York Times dataset.

Executive Orders have been classified according to the major topic being
addressed, within a set of 19 issues, which range from Macroeconomics to
Health Care, from Law and Crime to International Affairs'®. The complete
set of issues can be found in Table 2, where I report some summary statis-
tics about the relative frequency of Executive Orders dealing with each of
them. Topics have been ordered according to their frequency (column [1]), in
a descending fashion. For reference, the first column of Table 2 reports the
identification number of the topic, as originally coded in the Policy Agen-
das Project. The most frequent topic is Federal Government Operations,
with almost 24 percent of all Executive Orders: it comprises presidential ap-
pointments and in general acts of organisation of the Executive. Defense is
the second topic by relative frequency, with 21 percent of all orders, while
International Affairs is the third one, with 11 percent.

The last two rows of Table 2 report the relative frequency of Executive
Orders about those aggregates of topics which, in accord with the issue own-
ership dataset, I classify as Democratic and Republican ones!?. The set of
Democratic issues comprises Civil Rights, Health Care, Labour & Employ-

8There are 3,283 Executive Orders for the 1946-1994 period.
19Gee section 4.4 below.
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ment and Social Welfare; the set of Republican ones comprises Law & Crime
and Defense.

Column [2] and [3] again present the relative frequency of Executive Or-
ders dealing with the various issues, but conditionally on the political affilia-
tion of the incumbent President. In particular, column [2] refers to Executive
Orders enacted by a Democratic President, while column [3] does the same
for Orders by a Republican one. Some sizeable differences are evident when
comparing these conditional frequencies: for example, there are almost 26
percent Executive Orders about Federal Government Operations under a
Republican incumbent, while the corresponding figure is around 22 percent
for Democratic incumbents. Under a Democratic incumbent there are almost
12 percent Orders concerning Labor & Employment and more than 5 percent
about Civil Rights; the corresponding numbers for Republican incumbents
amount to 7 and 3 percent respectively. On the other hand, there are around
3 percent Executive Orders about Macroeconomics and Banking & Finance,
while the corresponding figures under a Democratic incumbent do not reach
2 percent.

Given the conditional behaviour of Executive Orders about Civil Rights
and Labor & Employment, which is matched by a similar behaviour of Health
Care Orders?’, there are more than 18 percent Executive Orders about Demo-
cratic Topics when the incumbent President is a Democrat, as compared to
12 percent under a Republican one. Finally, there are 23 percent Executive
Orders about Republican topics under a Democratic incumbent, and almost
22 percent under a Republican.

3.3 The New York Times dataset

As explained in the previous section, the Policy Agendas Project features
a random sample of stories from the New York Times Index, from 1946 to
1994, for a total of 36,403 stories. Each story has been classified according to
the major topic it is dealing with: more precisely, there are 27 topics being
coded, i.e. 8 topics more than in the Executive Orders’ dataset. Apart from
the major topic being addressed, the dataset provides additional pieces of
information about the position of the story on the newspaper, its geographical
and institutional relevance, and of course the date of publication.

20Executive Orders about Social Welfare in fact follow an opposite pattern, with a higher
frequency under a Republican incumbent, but this effect is not strong enough to cancel out
-within the aggregate of Democratic topics- the pattern found for the other three topics.
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First of all, the New York Times, even if it is as closer as one could get to
a “federal” newspaper, has indeed kept its role as a local one, which provides
pieces of news that are of specific interest for those living in the States of
New York, Connecticut and New Jersey?!; moreover, the New York Times
can also be reckoned as a local newspaper for New York City. Stories featured
in the New York Times database are indeed coded according to whether they
focus solely on New York City, or on events happening in the three States
of New York, Connecticut or New Jersey (variable nymetro). The residual
category comprises all pieces of news that do not have any specific link with
the New York City or the New York State area.

Secondly, stories are classified according to whether they are featured on
the front page of the newspaper or not (frontpage variable); moreover, of
each piece of news it is known whether it features domestic events, foreign
events with US involvement, or foreign events without US involvement (or
discussion of the US position with respect to them; domestic is the variable).
Finally, stories are coded according to whether they mention actions by some
tier of the US government (publicpolicy variable).

In the original dataset the unit of observation is the single story, which is
classified according to the categorical variables mentioned above, and some
other variables??. Just because my focus is on the behaviour of the New York
Times with respect to the presidential campaign, the idea is to construct the
monthly count of stories about the different topics. Additionally, I have inter-
acted the major topic of the story with its various geographical, institutional
and positional features I have mentioned above, in order to obtain more spe-
cific time series for each given topic. To make an example, for each of the 27
topics one can obtain the monthly count of stories dealing with NYC events,
with New York State ones or with none of the former. The same procedure
has been applied to the other categories mentioned above, i.e. frontpage,
domestic and publicpolicy, one by one interacted with majortopic.

On Table 3, I present some descriptive figures about the relative frequen-
cies of stories about the different topics, in order to give a broad picture of
the news choice by the New York Times. Again, for reference, apart from the
name of the topic as coded in the original dataset, I report the identification
number of the topic, again according to the coding scheme by Baumgartner
and Jones. The topics are ordered on the basis of the relative frequency of

21 This is the so called TriState area.
22More on this on the website of the Policy Agendas Project.

18



stories, which is reported in column [1]. In the next three columns I cal-
culate these frequencies conditionally upon the geographical partition given
by the nymetro variable. Hence the first number on column [2] represents
the percentage of NYC stories about Banking over the total of NYC stories,
and so on for column [3] (stories about the TriState) and [4] (stories with no
reference to the TriState or to NYC).

The most frequent topic for a story on the New York Times is Banking,
Finance and Domestic Commerce, as more than 14 percent of stories are
about it. The second topic is International Affairs, with more than 13 percent
of stories about it: in fact, this confirms the common wisdom about the
New York Times, according to which it is a newspaper with a clear focus
on international events. The third topic by relative frequency is Federal
Government Operations, which comprises all stories about general elections,
i.e. presidential and congress ones: more than 8 percent of the total sampled
pieces of news concern this topic. The fourth item is Defense, with more
than 7.5 percent of stories featuring it as the main topic.

There are some topics that are very relevant at the local level, while they
are much less so at the federal one, and vice versa. For some of these top-
ics, almost by definition such differential frequency pattern should emerge:
this is for example the case for the topics of International Affairs and Fed-
eral Government Operations, that per se should have a non-local relevance,
while the opposite must be true for the topic of State and Local Government
Administration. Indeed, almost 16 percent of non local stories are about
International Affairs, while pieces of news about this topic represent slightly
more than 1 percent of the NYC stories, and much less than 1 percent of
the TriState ones. By the same token, stories about Federal Government
Operations are almost 9.5 percent of the non local ones, 1.5 percent of the
NYC ones and almost 4 percent of the TriState ones. Regarding stories about
State and Local Administration, they represent the most frequent topic at
the NYC and TriState level (almost 22 and 28 percent respectively), while
less than 2 percent of the non local pieces of news have it as main topic.

The geographical patterns I have described above should come as no sur-
prise at all, just because they derive by the nature itself of the topics. Apart
from this, there are some topics that per se could be relevant at the federal
level as well, but in practice they happen to be much more important, in
terms of relative frequencies of stories about them, at the NYC and TriState
level. The two main examples of this tendency are the Law & Crime issue,
and the Housing one. It is an unwritten law of journalism that crime stories
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are more relevant to readers the nearer is the place in which the correspond-
ing events have taken place. The same kind of reasoning can be made about
Housing stories. Indeed, it turns out that almost 15 percent of the stories
about NYC concern the Law & Crime topic; similarly, more than 11 percent
of the pieces of news about the TriState deal with Law & Crime, while only 4
percent of the stories with a federal geographic relevance (column [4] of Table
3) have it as main topic. A quite parallel pattern emerges with respect to
the Community Development and Housing issue: more than 8 percent of the
NYC stories are about housing, 5.5 percent of the TriState stories concern
this issue, while less than 1 percent of federal stories deal with it.

Table 3 closely parallels the structure of Table 2 about Executive Orders;
in particular, in the last two rows I report the relative frequency of stories
about Democratic and Republican topics, for all news and conditional on
the geographical relevance. More than 8 percent of all stories are about
Democratic topics, while the corresponding figure for Republican ones rises
to more than 13 percent. The relative advantage of Republican issues over
Democratic ones on the pages of the New York Times is around 6 percent
for New York City and federal stories; it is almost null for TriState stories.

The fact that the modal topic on the New York Times is Banking & Fi-
nance could be due to the fact that there is a large number of short stories
about financial events. This is in fact confirmed by Table 4, in which, along
with the unconditional relative frequencies of stories about the different top-
ics, I have reported the split between stories on the front page and not on the
front page. The topics are here ordered according to the relative frequency
of stories on the front page, and quite a different pattern emerges: the most
covered topic on the front page is International Affairs, with more than 18
percent of the total number of stories. Defense and Federal Government Op-
erations follow, with slightly more than 15 percent of stories each. It turns
out that Banking and Finance stories constitute only 3.8 percent of the total
stories on the front page, compared with more than 15 percent on internal
pages. A similar behaviour is exhibited by Arts and Entertainment stories:
it is the fifth topic in terms of total stories, with more than 6 percent of
stories, but it jumps back to a mere 1.17 percent on the front page. The kind
of argument I have sketched for Banking & Finance stories could similarly
apply to Arts and Entertainment ones.

Coming back to the comparison between Democratic and Republican is-
sues, the last two rows of Table 4 indeed show that the relative advantage
of stories about Republican topics over Democratic ones, being less than 5
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percent on internal pages, jumps to more than 11 percent on the front page.

4 Empirical strategy

4.1 Identifying assumptions

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the political behaviour of the New
York Times. The idea is to study such behaviour by looking at the time series
variation in the choice of issues being addressed in its articles. The time series
dimension is intrinsically relevant for a news media like a newspaper, in that
the act of reading it is typically based on the demand for new pieces of
information.

In a presidential political system like the US, almost by definition pres-
idential elections play the most crucial role: thus the presidential campaign
is the period during which the agenda setting power of a newspaper is most
valuable, just because voters typically make up their mind about whether
and whom to vote as President immediately before the elections, i.e. during
the campaign period.

As briefly anticipated in the introduction, the empirical analysis per-
formed here and the interpretation of its findings are based on the following
set of identifying assumptions:

(1) The issue ownership hypothesis holds.
(2) “All publicity is good publicity”.

(3) The relative share of Executive Orders about a subset of issues proxies
the relative intensity of the activity of the incumbent President with
respect to those issues.

First of all, the choice per se of the issues a newspaper addresses during
the presidential campaign has an electoral effect, to the extent that the first
two assumptions hold. In other terms, it must be true that the majority of
voters reckons candidates belonging to a given political party as better capa-
ble of handling problems related to a given issue, than candidates belonging
to the rival party. Moreover, an increased amount of stories about this issue
has the predicted effect of favoring the political party owning it, if the stories
being published are never too negative about the relative performance on the
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issue itself of the political party in question. This is the role played by the
assumption of “All publicity is good publicity”.

Given some change in the issue balance of stories the New York Times
publishes during the presidential campaign, such change can be attributed
to the strategic choice of the newspaper itself if no other political actor is
differentially changing its behaviour of news creation along the same time
pattern. The prime suspect from such perspective is of course the incumbent
President.

Assumption (3) concerns the news-creation activity performed by incum-
bent Presidents, and the way to control for it in the empirical analysis. The
relative frequency of Executive Orders concerning a given set of issues en-
acted by the incumbent President at time ¢ should proxy for the share of
time and effort her administration devotes to those issues.

4.2 Some definitions

As it is implicit in the preceeding discussion, there are two control variables
which are relevant for analysing the political behaviour of a newspaper along
the time series dimension.

The first of these control variables is the political affiliation of the incum-
bent President.

One would like to ascertain whether there exists a systematic association
between the political colour of the incumbent President and the kind of stories
the New York Times publishes, in terms of the main topics being addressed.
Given the issue ownership hypothesis, the natural question arising is whether
there is any systematic correlation between the political affiliation of the
incumbent President and the presence of stories concerning issues that are
owned by her political party.

In fact, within an empirical specification that does not control for the
activity of the incumbent President across issues, it would be impossible to
identify the reasons behind any such correlation, or lack thereof; in partic-
ular, it would be unclear whether the newspaper is exactly mirroring the
incumbent President’s activity across issues, or it is departing from it in a
way that is conditional on his political affiliation.

On the contrary, the possibility of controlling for the relative intensity
of presidential activity across issue, as proxied by the fraction of Executive
Orders related to a given subset of issues, allows to disentangle, at least to
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some degree, the independent role of news creation played by the incumbent
President.

Suppose that, after controlling for the presidential activity across issues,
out of the presidential campaign there are systematically more stories about
Republican topics when the incumbent President is a Republican. There are
two plausible explanations for this kind of behaviour.

First of all, this bias could be due to the fact that the newspaper is acting
as a pressure group with respect to these Republican issues, and is taking
into account the fact that a Republican incumbent could be more responsive
to pressures that are related to owned issues. In other words, the idea is
that the newspaper, over and above the incumbent’s behaviour, is devoting
more room to stories about Republican issues when the incumbent President
is a Republican, exactly because this incumbent could be more responsive to
implicit and explicit appeals that deal with her “natural” issues, i.e. with
the issues that are owned by her political party.

Alternatively, this bias introduced by the newspaper could be demand-
led. Suppose that the issue ownership hypothesis holds, and that citizens
have elected a Republican President, just because they think that the most
relevant problems would arise in the policy fields that are owned by the Re-
publican Party. Therefore, within a political agency framework, they want to
obtain pieces of information about what the Republican incumbent is deliver-
ing with respect to those problems. The newspaper responds to this demand
for specific information by publishing more stories concerning Republican
issues?.

Up to now, the explanations I have discussed keep the political identity of
the incumbent President as given. The point here is that, exactly because of
the issue ownership hypothesis, it could be true that the political colour of the
incumbent President is endogenous to the balance of news on the mass media
between Democratic and Republican issues before the last presidential

23 Another demand-led explanation for the newspaper’s bias has some behavioural
flavour: if readers on average expect that a Republican president would be more active in
the owned issues, then they are a priori more interested in stories about these issues. The
newspaper accomodates this expectation by publishing more stories about issues owned by
the incumbent, as any deviation that goes against the readers’ ex ante bias could create
a cognitive dissonance effect, which in turn may lower the newspaper’s readership and
advertising revenue. This argument resembles the Mullainathan and Shleifer [2002,2003]
one, about the fact that readers who think in a categorical way more easily remember
stories which match their ex ante bias.
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elections, in the sense that it is more likely to have a Democratic President
when such balance tilts towards Democratic topics. The mechanism here
is one of lagged endogeneity: if the issue ownership hypothesis holds, then
the balance of news before the last presidential elections should matter in
determining the identity of the current incumbent, while the balance of news
after the elections by definition does not have any effect on the identity of
the President, who has already been chosen?!.

On the other side, it could be the case that the newspaper -out of the
electoral campaign- features more stories about the topics over which the
incumbent President is weak, still controlling for presidential activity across
issues. Such bias could be due to the fact that the newspaper acts as a per-
manent watchdog with respect to the incumbent President, and concentrates
its attention on the issues over which she is perceived as weak by public
opinion.

The main focus of this paper is on the electoral behaviour of the New
York Times. Indeed, the second control variable which is relevant within a
time series framework is the campaign status, i.e. the fact of being under
the presidential campaign. A peculiar aspect of the US electoral system is
that presidential elections are exogenously fixed in their periodic occurence,
by a law commanding that they must be held on the first Tuesday following
the first Monday of November, every four years?. While the end point of
the presidential campaign is exogenously fixed by Election Day, the starting
point is not exogenous, and depends on the choices made by the agents
involved, i.e. the candidates and the candidates’ parties, the mass media and
the public. Nonetheless, a typical dictum is that the presidential campaign
starts on Labour Day?®, namely the first Monday in September, and ends
with Election Day.

The mechanism at play here is that the newspaper, by increasing during
the presidential campaign period the frequency of articles about issues owned
by a given candidate, at the margin would induce its readers to go to the
ballot and vote for the candidate in question. Given the three identifying

24 A way to control for this potential endogeneity of the incumbent’s political affiliation
is to insert into each equation the relative issue balance of news during the last presidential
campaign. See section 5.4.

25This is true for midterm elections as well, that are held again in November, two years
after the Presidential elections. The focus of this paper is on presidential elections only.

26 A broader concept of the campaign takes the convention of the challenger’s party, dur-
ing which the presidential candidate is officially nominated, as the starting point thereof.
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assumptions stated above, such differential issue balance of stories during the
presidential campaign would be a symptom of the fact that the newspaper
is partisan towards the party owning the issues that are more extensively
covered.

Such statement can be summarised in the following definition:

Definition 1 A newspaper has a Democratic (Republican) partisanship if
during the presidential campaign it devotes more space to issues owned by
the Democratic (Republican) party, at the expense of neutral or Republican
(Democratic) issues.

It could be the case that during presidential campaigns The New York
Times behaves differently, as a function of the political affiliation of the in-
cumbent President. In fact, over and above the electoral partisanship of the
newspaper, as described by definition 1, the political colour of the incum-
bent President could be given an interpretation within a lapdog/watchdog
dichotomy. The idea is the following: if it turns out that -during the pres-
idential campaign- the New York Times gives less emphasis to Democratic
topics and/or more emphasis to Republican topics when the incumbent is a
Democrat, over and above his Democratic or Republican or lack of partisan-
ship, this is consistent with the fact that the newsaper acts as an electoral
watchdog with respect to the incumbent President. This is so, because the
newspaper differentially focuses the attention away from topics over which
the incumbent President’s party is on average perceived as strong, towards
topics over which it is perceived as weak.

On the contrary, if the newspaper differentially gives more emphasis to
Democratic topics and less to Republican ones when the incumbent is a
Democrat, this finding is consistent with the fact that the newspaper be-
haves as an electoral lapdog towards the incumbent President. Again, this
interaction effect is additive with respect to the partisanship component.

This analysis can be summarised in the following definitions:

Definition 2 The newspaper is an electoral lapdog of the incumbent Presi-
dent if ceteris paribus during the presidential campaign it devotes more space
to the issues over which the incumbent is strong, and/or less to issues over
which the incumbent is weak.

Definition 3 The newspaper acts as an electoral watchdog if ceteris paribus
during the presidential campaign it dedicates more space to the issues over
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which the incumbent is weak, and/or less space to the issues over which the
incumbent President is strong.

4.3 A difference in difference approach

Given the three identifying assumptions stated above and the definitions
introduced in the preceeding section, the electoral behaviour of the New
York Times can be analysed through a difference in difference approach. Let
us start with the simplest linear specification, in order to explain the link
between the estimated coefficients and the definitions given in the previous
section.

Without loss of generality, let yP?FM be the relative frequency of stories
about Democratic topics the New York Times publishes during period ¢. One

can write the following difference in difference specification for y”#M:

yPPM = By+B,1(incP,= D) + B,1(Pcamp,= 1)
+B;1(incP,= D & Pcamp,= 1) +~vz"""4¢, (1)

where 1(incP;, = D) is a dummy that equals one when the incumbent Pres-
ident at time tis a Democrat, 1(Pcamp; = 1) is a dummy that equals one
during the presidential campaign period®’, and the third dummy represents
the interaction term, i.e. it equals one when there is a presidential campaign
and the incumbent is a Democrat; zPM stands for the relative frequency of
Executive Orders concerning Democratic topics enacted by the incumbent
President at time ¢, and ¢; is the error term.

The coefficient 3, on the first dummy refers to the behaviour of the news-
paper during the term, as a function of the political colour of the incumbent.
If B, turns out to be statistically different from zero and positive, this is con-
sistent with the newspaper finding it worthwhile to emphasize Democratic
issues when the incumbent President is a Democrat, even after controlling
for the pattern of Executive Orders. On the contrary, if 5; happens to be
negative, this is consistent with the fact that the newspaper is acting as a
permanent watchdog with respect to the incumbent.

2T Across all specifications presented in section 5, the presidential campaign dummy
equals one for the months of August, September and October immediately before the
presidential elections.
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The presidential campaign dummy must be interpreted according to defi-
nition 1: if 3, is statistically different from zero and positive, this is consistent
with the newspaper having a Democratic partisanship. Conversely, if (3, is
statistically significant and negative, this is a symptom of the fact that the
newspaper has a Republican partisanship.

Finally the interaction dummy is meant to capture the differential be-
haviour of the newspaper during the presidential campaign as a function of
the political colour of the incumbent President. If 35 is positive and signif-
icant, this is consistent with the fact that the New York Times is captured
by the incumbent President during the presidential campaign, i.e. it acts as
an electoral lapdog. Conversely, if (5 is found to be negative and significant,
this is consistent with the newspaper acting as an electoral watchdog of the
incumbent President during the presidential campaign.

A difference in difference table can further clarify the interpretation of
the coefficients:

campaign no campaign simple diff.
DEM President | ype = By + 81+ Ba+ B3 | Yo = Bo+ 51 | Ayp = By + B3
REP President | yp. = 8+ 55 Yrn = By Ayr = B,
simple diff. Ype — Yre = B1 + B3 Ypn — Yrn = 51 | Ayp — Ayr = B

where the part concerning Executive Orders has been omitted. The es-
timated (3, and (35 coefficients can be directly read through definitions 1, 2
and 3, and matched with the electoral behaviour of the New York Times.
In particular, the differential behaviour of the New York Times when the
presidential campaign kicks in and the incumbent President is a Democrat is
captured by 5,4+ 35, while 3, represents the differential behaviour of the New
York Times during the presidential campaign under a Republican incumbent.

The 3, coefficient stands for the differential behaviour of the New York
Times out of the presidential campaign, as a function of the political affilia-
tion of the incumbent President: it should be read according to the discussion
developed in the preceeding section.

4.4 Democratic vs Republican topics

As briefly mentioned in section 3.2 and 3.3, on the basis of the Gallup and
NES data on issue ownership, within the set of topics coded by Baumgartner
and Jones, I classify the following ones as being owned by the Democrats:
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1. Civil Rights

2. Health Care

3. Labour and Employment
4. Social Welfare

For every month, I sum up the count of stories about these four topics:
this aggregate count represents the number of stories about Democratic top-
ics. Broadly following the survey evidence on issue ownership, I consider Law
& Crime and Defense as Republican issues, and I correspondingly sum up
the count of stories about these two topics, in order to obtain the number
of stories about Republican topics. The idea is to create aggregate counts
of Democratic and Republican stories for various subcategories thereof: in
particular, apart from all stories, I will be considering domestic ones, New
York City stories, TriState ones, and those that do not deal with New York
City or the TriState (no_ny stories), stories with and without a public policy
content, front page stories and stories not on the front page.

4.5 Econometric specification

In order to analyse the time series behaviour of the New York Times in the
issue space, I use a count data model®. The idea is that x!, the count of sto-
ries about issues i € {DEM, REP} during period ¢ can take on nonnegative
integer values only.

The simplest model for count data is the Poisson one, according to which
the conditional distribution of x! given a set of explanatory variables z! is
exactly a Poisson. More formally, the conditional density of z! given z} can
be written as follows:

F(af] i) — P @ gy

'3 Y
x}!

where 1i(z!) is the conditional mean of z} given z}. For a Poisson distribution
it is also true that the conditional variance equals the conditional mean, i.e.

2For an introduction to count data models, see Cameron and Trivedi [1998] and
Wooldridge [2001].
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The following step is to give a parametric specification to u(zi) = m(z!, 3;):
on this account, an usual assumption in the literature (see Cameron and
Trivedi [1998] and Wooldridge [2001]) is to let m(zi, 3;) be log-linear, i.e.

m(zy, B;) = exp|Bizy]
Given this count data model, the conditional expectation for zP  namely

the count of stories about Democratic issues at time t, can be written as
follows:

DEM/| . DEM>__ Bo + B11(incP, = D) + By1(Pcamp, = 1)
B(a™ |27 )= e { +B51(inc; = D & Pcamp; = 1) + ~'wPEM 2)

where wPEM s a set of controls. Equation (2) corresponds to equation (1),
having assumed a log-linear Poisson model.
The conditional expectation for z7EF ie. the count of stories about

Republican issues at time ¢, can be parallelly written as:

do + 611(incP;, = D) + §31(Pcamp, = 1)
REP|, REP\_ 0+ 01 ‘ 2 ¢
B ™) =exp [ +831(inc; = D & Pecamp; = 1) + ¢'wlFP

In particular, the presidential campaign dummy equals one for the months
of August, September and October immediately before the presidential elec-
tions. The vectors wPEM and wl*FP always include a linear and quadratic
time trend, a set of monthly dummies (January is the baseline month), and

the total number of stories at time ¢. This last variable should control for

the time-varying size of the New York Times. Moreover, wPEM and wiFP
respectively include zPEM and z[*EP) i.e. the relative frequency of Execu-

tive Orders concerning Democratic and Republican issues enacted at time t.
Standard errors are calculated using the Huber/White sandwich formula, in
order to obtain inferences that are robust to heteroskedasticity.

5 Results

5.1 Baseline specification
5.1.1 Stories about Democratic topics

The baseline results for the count of stories about Democratic topics (Civil
Rights, Health Care, Labour and Employment and Social Welfare) are pre-
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sented in Table 5, for the various subcategories of stories I have summarised
in section 4.4. Fach column of the table represents the category of stories
being analysed; for each explanatory variable, the incidence rate ratio is re-
ported, with robust z-statistics in brackets.

Across the different categories of stories, a consistent pattern emerges:
during the term, there are more stories about Democratic topics when the
incumbent President is a Democrat. This effect is significant at 1% confidence
level for all stories (column [1]), domestic ones (column [2]), stories not about
NYC or the TriState (no_ny stories, column [3]), stories with no public policy
content (column [7]), and stories not on the front page (column [9]). This
positive effect is larger and significant at 5% confidence level for front page
news, while it is significant at a milder 10% for stories with a public policy
content. Finally, the effect is still positive but not significant at ordinary
confidence level for TriState and NYC stories (column [4] and [5]). This result
could be consistent with the fact that at a more local level what matters is
not only the political identity of the President, but the political colour of
incumbent state and local governments (especially the Governor of the State
of New York and the New York City Mayor). More on this in section 5.2.1.

The incidence rate ratio specifies how many more Democratic stories are
published out of the presidential campaign when the incumbent President is
a Democrat, with respect to the baseline scenario of the President being a
Republican. This effect ranges from 10 percent more stories for the subset
of stories with a public policy content, to almost 38 percent more front page
stories; in particular, there are 18 percent more stories if one considers all
news, and 19 percent more domestic stories. One must analyse these findings
in the light of the discussion featured in section 4.2: the New York Times
behaviour out of the presidential campaign, as expressed by the coefficient
[, does not reject the hypothesis that the newspaper finds it worthwhile
to give more emphasis to policy fields that are owned by the Democratic
incumbent when he is in fact a Democrat.

The focus of my analysis is on the strategic behaviour of the New York
Times during the presidential campaign. The second variable reported in Ta-
ble 5 is the presidential campaign dummy, which -as explained above- equals
one for the months of August, September and October immediately before the
presidential elections. Moreover, the third variable captures the interaction
between the two events of the presidential campaign and of the incumbent
President being a Democrat. Across all categories of news, the effect of the
presidential campaign (3,) is estimated to be positive, and typically (i.e. for
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the majority of subcategories of news) is found to be significantly different
than zero. On the other side, the interaction term has a negative coefficient
across all subcategories of news, but only in the case of domestic stories it is
significantly different than zero, at 1% confidence level.

Getting into more detail, the first effect is positive (the incidence rate
ratio is larger than one) and significant at 1% confidence level for all stories,
domestic ones and stories not on the front page (columns [1], [2] and [9]). It is
significant at 5% confidence level for news without public policy content and
NYC news (columns [7] and [5]). In particular, the magnitude of the effect for
NYC stories is huge, as -when the incumbent President is a Republican, there
are more than double stories about Democratic issues and NYC during the
presidential campaign than out of it. The effect is still positive and significant
at 10% confidence level for no_ny stories, and stories with a public policy
content. Finally the effect is not significantly different from zero for TriState
and front page news. Regarding the magnitude of the effect, it ranges from 19
percent more stories during the presidential campaign for the no_ny subset,
to more than double NYC stories. In general this presidential campaign effect
is larger in magnitude than the Democratic incumbent one. Considering all
news (column [1]), when the incumbent President is a Republican there are 26
percent more pieces of news about Democratic topics during the presidential
campaign, than out of it. The magnitude thereof is approximatively the same
for domestic stories (column [2]).

Reading these results with an eye on definition 1, one cannot reject the
hypothesis that the New York Times has a Democratic partisanship.

As mentioned above, the coefficient of the interaction term is consistently
negative, but is only significantly different than zero (at 1% confidence level)
for domestic stories. However, one should be interested in understanding
whether the occurence of the presidential campaign plays any systematic role
when the incumbent President is a Democrat. This is in turn is accomplished
by testing whether 3,4 35 = 0, for the various categories of news. In Table 5,
I report the p-value for this test, and it turns out that the null hypothesis of no
effect of the presidential campaign when the incumbent is a Democrat cannot
be rejected at ordinary confidence levels. In other words, these findings are
consistent with the fact that the NYT increases the number of stories about
Democratic topics during the presidential campaign only if the incumbent
President is a Republican. When the incumbent President is a Democrat,
the aggregate count of stories about Democratic topics is already high out
of the presidential campaign, as synthetised by the positive coefficient on
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the incumbent President dummy, and the presidential campaign does not
produce any additional effect.

Taking into account definitions 2 and 3 and considering domestic stories,
one is inclined not to reject the hypothesis that the New York Times, with
respect to Democratic topics, acts as an electoral watchdog towards the in-
cumbent President, in that during the presidential campaign it differentially
gives more emphasis to topics over which the incumbent is weak.

The fourth row in the table displays the effect of the relative share of Ex-
ecutive Orders: in only two cases over nine the incidence rate ratio is larger
than one, indicating a positive correlation between the share of Executive
Orders about Democratic topics and the count of stories about them. How-
ever, this effect is never statistically significant. The same holds true for the
seven cases in which the point estimate of the incidence rate ratio is less than
one.

Finally, it turns out that the larger is the newspaper (as proxied by the
total number of stories being sampled each month), the higher is the count of
stories about Democratic topics: this is a scale effect, which is very precisely
estimated and is consistently positive.

5.1.2 Stories about Republican topics

In Table 6 I summarise the Poisson regression results about stories concerning
Republican topics, namely Law & Crime and Defense stories. The structure
of the table exactly parallels the one of Table 5.

First of all, regarding the effect of the incumbent President being a Demo-
crat, the general finding is that across the different subcategories of news
this effect is statistically not distinguishable from zero (incidence rate ratios
equalling one), apart from the case of news with no public policy content,
where the effect is positive at 10% confidence level. In five cases out of nine,
the sign of this effect is positive, is zero in the case of domestic stories, and
negative in the remaining ones.

Secondly, the effect of the presidential campaign dummy is not signifi-
cantly different from zero in all but two cases, namely for TriState and NYC
stories. For TriState stories, there are 67 percent more stories about Re-
publican topics during the presidential campaign than out of it, when the
President is a Republican: this effect is different from zero at 5% confidence
level. On the contrary, there are almost 41 percent less NYC stories about
Republican topics during the presidential campaign than out of it, at 5%

32



confidence level. Across different categories of stories, in seven cases out of
nine there are less Republican stories during the presidential campaign than
out of it.

Thirdly, the effect of the interaction term is positive and significantly
different from zero (at 10% confidence level) only for stories with public policy
content. For all other categories, this interaction effect is not significantly
different than zero, and in seven cases out nine this effect has a positive sign
(incidence rate ratios larger than one).

Regarding Executive Orders, in six cases out of nine there is a positive
correlation with the count of stories about Republican topics, but the effect
is never significant at ordinary confidence levels. The effect is negative and
mildly significant (10% confidence level) for stories about New York City.

5.2 Additional controls: New York State Governor,
New York City Mayor and publisher’s identity

As already discussed in section 3.3, the New York Times can be considered
the main newspaper for the city of New York, and for the states of New York,
Connecticut and New Jersey (the TriState area). Hence, one would like to
check whether the results obtained in the preceding section are indeed robust
to the inclusion of controls related to the political situation in New York City
and in the State of New York, which is the most important one within the
TriState area. In particular, the idea is to control for the political colour of
the incumbent Governor of New York State, and of the incumbent New York
City Mayor.

Secondly, regarding its ownership structure, the New York Times, which
was founded in 1851 by Henry J. Raymond and George Jones, was bought by
Adolph S. Ochs in 1896. Since then, the Ochs-Sulzberger family has contin-
uously kept the ownership of the New York Times, till nowadays. However,
in the time span that is covered by the dataset, four different members of
the Ochs Sulzberger family have played the role of publisher: Arthur Hays
Sulzberger, son-in-law of Adolph S. Ochs, from April 1935 to April 1961,
Orvil Dryfoos, son-in-law of Arthur Hays Sulzberger, from May 1961 to May
1963, Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, from June 1963 to January 1992, and finally
Arthur Sulzberger Jr., son of Arthur Ochs Sulzberger, from February 1992 to
nowadays. The changing identity of the publisher could indeed be relevant
with respect to the editorial choices of the newspaper.
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The next subsection discusses the results for the count of stories about
Democratic topics, while the subsequent one deals with the count of Repub-
lican stories.

5.2.1 Stories about Democratic topics

In Table 7, the count of stories about Democratic topics, namely Civil Rights,
Health Care, Labour & Employment and Social Welfare, are regressed against
the set of variables being used in table 4 and 5, plus five additional dummies,
that control for the political affiliation of the incumbent NYS Governor, of the
incumbent NYC Mayor, and the publisher’s identity. As for the incumbent
President, the NYS Governor dummy equals one for the months in which the
incumbent is a Democrat, and zero otherwise. The same applies to the NYC
Mayor dummy?’. Regarding the publisher’s identity, I use three different
dummies for the last three publishers, and leave Arthur Hays Sulzberger as
the baseline publisher.

The presidential campaign dummy is still positive for all nine different
subset of stories, as in table 4; moreover, across the different categories of
news the levels of significance for the coefficient closely correspond to the ones
being obtained with the baseline specification. In particular, this presiden-
tial campaign coefficient is significant at 1% confidence level for all stories,
domestic stories and stories not on the front page; it is significant at 5% con-
fidence level for stories with no public policy content and NYC ones. Again,
the incidence rate ratio of the presidential campaign dummy for NYC stories
is larger than two, implying that the count of NYC stories about Democratic
topics more than doubles when the presidential campaign kicks in (and the
incumbent President is a Republican).

The interaction term, which equals one when the presidential campaign is
occurring and the incumbent President is a Democrat, is still negative, but -
again- is significantly different than zero at ordinary confidence levels only for
domestic stories. Similarly to what obtained with the baseline specification,
one can never reject the hypothesis that the presidential campaign does not
produce any effect on the count of stories about Democratic topics when the
incumbent President is a Democrat.

29Vincent R. Impellitteri was Mayor of New York City from 1950 to 1953, and was in
fact elected as an Independent. However, given his lifelong affiliation to the Democratic
Party, I have coded him as a Democrat.
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The inclusion of the NYS Governor and NYC Mayor dummies should
matter especially for what concerns the estimated effects of the political
affiliation of the incumbent President. Indeed, even if the presence of a
Democratic President is still associated with a higher number of Democratic
stories in the various categories of news, the coefficients of the incumbent
President dummy featured on Table 7 are typically smaller than the ones
obtained with the baseline specification, and less precisely estimated. The
only exception occurs for the subset of TriState stories: while in Table 5 the
coefficient was positive and insignificant (even if not far away from a 10%
confidence level of significance), after controlling for the political affiliations
of the NYS Governor and NYC Mayor (see column [4] of table 7), it turns out
that there are 53 percent more TriState stories about Democratic topics when
the incumbent President is a Democrat. This effect is now quite precisely
estimated, as it is significantly different than zero at 1% confidence level.
Moreover, the political affiliation of the incumbent NYS Governor seems to
matter as well, as there are 60% more TriState stories about Democratic
topics when the incumbent Governor is a Democrat. Again, this effect is
significantly different than zero at 1% confidence level.

Coming to the effect itself of having a Democratic NYS Governor, across
the nine categories of stories only in the case of TriState ones this effect is
precisely estimated and positive: in the other cases this effect is statistically
not distinguishable from zero.

Regarding the political affiliation of the incumbent NYC Mayor, the pres-
ence of a Democrat NYC Mayor is associated with less stories about Demo-
cratic topics. This effect is particularly strong for NYC stories, as there are
almost 40 percent less stories about Democratic topics when the NYC Mayor
is a Democrat (the effect is significant at 5% confidence level). This negative
effect, even if smaller in magnitude, is quite precisely estimated (1%, 5% and
5% confidence level, respectively) for all stories, domestic ones and stories
not on the front page.

Finally, regarding the publishers’ effects, it turns out that there are more
stories about Democratic topics with the last two publishers. This is true
for all categories of stories, with the notable exception of TriState ones, in
which case the effect is negative (and is statistically different than zero at
5% confidence level for the Arthur Ochs Sulzberger dummy). In particu-
lar, with the last two publishers there are significantly more stories about
Democratic topics if one considers all stories, domestic and no_ny ones (Ta-
ble 7, columns [1], [2] and [3]). The effect is larger in magnitude for the last
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publisher (Arthur Sulzberger Jr.) than for the preceeding one (Arthur Ochs
Sulzberger).

5.2.2 Stories about Republican topics

Table 8 reports the results on stories about Republican topics. Regarding the
presidential campaign dummy, only for TriState and NYC stories its effect is
estimated to be significantly different from zero at ordinary confidence levels.
This effect is negative for NYC stories (around 40 percent less stories about
Republican topics during the presidential campaign), while it is positive for
TriState ones (63 percent more stories about Republican topics). For all other
categories of news, the estimated effect is not statistically distinguishable
from zero.

The interaction term as well is not statistically different from zero at
ordinary confidence levels across all categories of stories, apart from the case
of news with public policy content: here there are almost 30 percent more
stories about Republican topics when the presidential campaign kicks in and
the incumbent President is a Democrat; the effect is mildly significant at
10% confidence level.

Coming to the association between the political affiliation of the incum-
bent President and the count of stories about Republican topics, with the
inclusion of the two dummies for the NYS Governor and the NYC Mayor
some statistically significant results emerge. For all stories, no_ny ones and
stories with public policy content, there are less news about Republican top-
ics when the incumbent President is a Democrat: the effect is statistically
different from zero at 10% level for the former, and at 5% level for the last
two categories. Again in a counteractive fashion, there are more TriState sto-
ries about Republican issues when the incumbent President is a Democrat
(column [4], 10% significance).

The presence of a Democratic NYS Governor is not associated with any
statistically meaningful difference in the count of stories about Republican
topics, apart from the case of NYC stories, as there are 39 percent less
stories about Defense and Law & Crime when the incumbent Governor is a
Democrat. This effect is quite precisely estimated, at 1% confidence level.

Regarding the political colour of the incumbent NYC Mayor, there are
consistently less stories about Republican issues when he is a Democrat. This
effect is very precisely estimated (1% confidence level) for all stories, no_ny
ones, stories with public policy content, front page ones and stories not on
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the front page. A lower confidence level is attained for NYC stories (column
[5], 5% confidence level) and TriState ones (column [4], 10% confidence level).

As with the count of stories about Democratic topics, the last two pub-
lishers seem to be associated with more stories about Republican ones. The
effect is more precisely estimated for the Arthur Ochs Sulzberger dummy:
such effect is statistically significant than zero at 1% confidence level for all
stories, no_ny ones, and stories not featured on the front page.

5.3 The New York Times’ behaviour as of the 60s

The purpose of this section is to further check the robustness of the findings
about the political behaviour of the New York Times, by studying its editorial
choices in most recent years, namely from 1961 to 1994.

A closer look to the behaviour of the New York Times as of the 60s is
indeed motivated by the concurrent availability of more detailed pieces of
information about issue ownership®’. Moreover, as illustrated in section 3.1,
the civil rights’ issue clearly emerges as a Democratic one only with the
Kennedy and Johnson presidency.

The next subsection presents results about Democratic issues, while the
subsequent one discusses Republican topics.

5.3.1 Democratic topics

Table 9 summarises results for Democratic topics, from 1961 to 1994. Addi-
tional controls include the relative frequency of Executive Orders concerning
these issues, and the affiliation of the incumbent New York State Governor
and New York City Mayor.

When comparing estimates on Table 9 with ones from Table 7, the broad
picture about the political behaviour of the New York Times with respect
to Democratic topics is clearly confirmed. In fact, all coefficients concerning
the incumbency and campaign status are larger than ones estimated on the
entire sample, with comparable or higher significance levels.

In particular, the presidential campaign dummy coefficient for all stories
and domestic ones (column [1] and [2]) is still significant at 1% confidence
level: when the presidential campaign kicks in and the incumbent president
is a Republican, there are respectively 33 percent and almost 32 percent more

30See section 3.1 above.
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stories about Democratic issues than out of it, as compared to a 26 percent
increase for the entire sample. The increase in NYC stories concerning Demo-
cratic issues is even stronger than the one found with previous specifications:
there is now a threefold increase in the count of stories about these topics
during the presidential campaign, with 1% significance level, instead of 5%.
As mentioned above, all estimated coefficients for the presidential campaign
dummy are larger in the 1961-1994 sample, with increased significance (from
10% to 5%) for stories having a public policy content.

Regarding the interaction term, in all but two cases (stories not dealing
with NYC or NYS, and stories with public policy content, columns [3] and [6])
incidence rate ratios in Table 9 are smaller than the ones estimated on the full
sample, and systematically less than one. In particular, the interaction term
for domestic stories is again significantly different than zero at 5% confidence
level; moreover, the interaction term is significant at 10% confidence level for
NYS stories, with a very small incidence rate ratio (column [4]). It follows
that this is the only case, in which one can reject -at almost 5% confidence
level- the null hypothesis that the presidential campaign does not produce
any effect when the incumbent President is a Democrat: given a Democratic
incumbent, there are in fact less NYS stories about Democratic issues as the
presidential campaign kicks in.

When considering the association between the political affiliation of the
incumbent President and the count of stories about Democratic issues, it
turns out that it is still significantly positive as in the entire sample, and
systematically larger in magnitude. While for the entire 1946-1994 period
there are around 12 percent more stories about Democratic topics when the
incumbent President is a Democrat (column [1] in Table 7), such estimated
difference jumps to almost 20 percent when considering the 1961-1994 sub-
period, with a 1% confidence level instead of 5%. By the same token, there
almost 21 percent more domestic stories about Democratic issues under a
Democratic incumbent for the 1961-1994 period, as compared to an esti-
mated gap of less than 12 percent for the entire sample. Again the signif-
icance level is 1% for the 1961-1994 subperiod, as compared to a 5% level
in Table 7. It is worthwhile to notice that -during the 1961-1994 subperiod-
under a Democratic incumbent, there almost 80 percent more NYS stories
about Democratic topics, and 33 percent more Democratic stories having a
public policy content. Such figures should be compared with corresponding
53 and 21 percent figures for the entire sample, at the same confidence level

(1%).
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Finally, the point estimate for the effect of Executive Orders is positive
in seven cases out of nine, it is null for stories not dealing with NYS or NYC,
and it is negative for front page ones. However, only in the case of NYC
stories such effect is significantly different from zero at ordinary confidence
levels (10%).

5.3.2 Republican topics

Table 10 reports the regression results for Republican topics, from 1961 to
1994, with the same set of controls used for Democratic topics, plus an ad-
ditional dummy for the 1964 presidential campaign. As I will explain below,
the idea is to control for the only presidential year during which there is a
clear Democratic advantage on the otherwise Republican issue of defense3!.

The picture about the political behaviour of the New York Times with
respect to Republican issues, which emerges from the study of the 1961-1994
subperiod, is definitely stronger than the one provided by the analysis of the
entire sample period.

Regarding the role played by the affiliation of the incumbent President,
in six cases out of nine the point estimates indicate a negative correlation
between a Democratic incumbent and the count of stories about Republican
issues. Moreover, such negative effect is very precisely estimated (1% confi-
dence level) in four cases, namely for all stories, stories not dealing with NYS
or NYC, stories with public policy content and stories not on the front page.
There are around 15 percent less stories about Republican topics when the
incumbent President is a Democrat, if one considers all stories; in fact, such
effect jumps to 25 percent less stories in the case of stories having a public
policy content.

Coming to the electoral behaviour of the New York Times, point estimates
for the presidential campaign dummy are negative in seven cases out of nine
(incidence rate ratios less than one), but only in the case of NYS and NYC
stories the effect is statistically significant at ordinary confidence levels. It is
negative and significant at 10% for NYC stories, while it is strongly positive
and significant for TriState ones (1% confidence level and more than double
NYS stories about Republican topics during the presidential campaign).

In the 1961-1994 subperiod there are three presidential elections with a
Democratic incumbent: in 1964 and 1968 with Lyndon Johnson, and in 1980

31See section 3.1 for a discussion of this, and Table 1.

39



with Jimmy Carter. In 1964 and 1968 US military forces were fighting the
Vietnam War, while in 1980 a dramatic foreign crisis involved Iran, with 55
US citizens taken as hostages by Iranian students in the Tehran Embassy.
As mentioned above, during 1964 Gallup polls show a strong approval of the
way the Johnson administration was handling the Vietnam War.

When allowing for a separate dummy for the 1964 presidential campaign,
it turns out that the interaction term is positive and strongly significant (1%
confidence level) in five cases out of nine, i.e. for all stories, domestic ones,
those not dealing with NYS or NYC, stories with public policy content and
stories not on the front page. In fact, there are around 60 percent more
Republican stories during the presidential campaign under a Democratic in-
cumbent, excluding 1964 (column [1]); the effect is even stronger for pieces of
news not dealing with the Tristate or NYC (84 percent more stories, column
[3]) and for those having a public policy content (more than 93 percent). In
all of these five cases, one can easily reject the null hypothesis that -having
excluded 1964- the presidential campaign does not produce any effect on the
count of stories about Republican topics, when the incumbent president is a
Democrat.

On the other hand, the 1964 presidential campaign, i.e. the only one
during which the Democratic party enjoyed a clear ownership advantage on
the defense issue, is indeed associated with less stories about Republican
topics: in eight cases out of nine the point estimates for the incidence rate
ratios are less than one. Moreover, the effect is statistically different from zero
(incidence rate ratios different from one) at 1% confidence level for domestic
stories, NYC ones and those featuring a public policy content, while the
confidence level is 5% per stories not on the front page and 10% for all
stories.

These combined pieces of evidence about the 1961-1994 period are not at
odds with the hypothesis that -during the presidential campaign- the New
York Times has a watchdog attitude towards the incumbent Democratic Pres-
ident. This is the case, because the Times does not refrain from dedicating
more space to stories about law & crime and defense, during those cam-
paigns which are characterised by a clear Republican ownership, at least on
the defense issue.

Regarding the relationship between Executive Orders and the count of
stories about Republican topics, it turns out that in six cases out of nine the
point estimates of the incidence rate ratios are larger than one. However,
only for NYC and front page stories a 10% confidence level is reached: in
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particular, there is a negative association with the former, and a positive one
with the latter.

5.4 Endogeneity issues

As briefly discussed in section 4.2, it could be the case that the political
affiliation of the incumbent President is not exogenously given, but depends
on the issue balance of stories featured on mass media outlets before the
last presidential campaign. The issue ownership hypothesis is exactly based
on such mechanism: if citizens reckon that a given issue is important, just
because they have been informed so by the coverage of news providers during
the campaign, then they are more likely to vote for the candidate owning this
issue.

Of course, it is reasonable to think that the final outcome of presidential
elections is not entirely determined by the issue coverage of the New York
Times. However, such issue coverage could be correlated with the aggregate
issue balance of stories on the whole set of news providers in the United
States: this aggregate issue balance during the last presidential campaign
is omitted in my regressions and could be a source of bias in the estimates.
This is the case, if the current issue balance of stories on the New York
Times is correlated on a long term basis with the issue balance during the
last presidential campaign, which in turn is correlated with the aggregate
issue balance of stories on the entire network of US news providers.

In order to control for this, the idea developed here is to include in the
Poisson regressions the relative frequency of domestic stories about Demo-
cratic topics, during the three months of the last presidential campaign. The
results of this exercise are presented in Table 11, and should be compared
with the ones featured on Table 7, as the same set of controls has been used.
In particular, I am including in the regressions the relative frequency of Ex-
ecutive Orders concerning Democratic topics, the political affiliation of the
incumbent NYS Governor and NYC Mayor, and the publisher’s identity.

The sign and significance of the relevant coefficients are left unaltered:
there are more stories about Democratic topics during the presidential cam-
paign, when the incumbent President is a Republican. In particular, there
are around 26 percent more pieces of news about Democratic topics when
the presidential campaign kicks in, if one considers all stories, domestic ones,
stories with and without public policy content, and stories not on the front
page. The effect is very precisely estimated (1% confidence level) for all sto-
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ries, domestic ones and stories not on the front page; moreover, there are more
than double NYC stories about Democratic topics, at 5% confidence level.
The point estimate of the interaction term is always negative (incidence rate
ratios less than one), but only for domestic stories it is significantly different
than zero at 5% confidence level.

The inclusion of the relative frequency of stories about Democratic topics
during the last presidential campaign is motivated by the potential (lagged)
endogeneity of the incumbent President’s political affiliation: as explained
above, one might be worried that a positive association between the count of
stories about Democratic topics and the fact that the incumbent is a Demo-
crat could be due to reverse causality, as it is more likely to have elected a
Democratic President when the issue balance of stories during the last presi-
dential campaign was tilted in favour of Democratic topics. Indeed, across all
subcategories of stories it is still true that the presence of a Democratic in-
cumbent President is associated with more stories about Democratic topics;
the level of significance of the coefficients in Table 11 exactly corresponds to
the one obtained in Table 7. Moreover, the point estimates for the incidence
rate ratios are quite close to the ones presented in Table 7.

6 Concluding remarks

In this paper I have analysed some aspects of the political behaviour of the
New York Times from 1946 to 1994, by considering the time series variation
in the count of stories about topics that should give an electoral advantage
to the Democratic or the Republican party. My main focus is on the editorial
choices of the New York Times during the presidential campaign, and as a
function of the political affiliation of the incumbent President.

The strongest finding is that during the presidential campaign the New
York Times gives more emphasis to topics that are owned on a long term ba-
sis by the Democrats, i.e. civil rights, health care, labour and social welfare,
but only when the incumbent President is a Republican. Out of the presiden-
tial campaign, even when controlling for presidential activity as proxied by
Executive Orders related to those issues, the political affiliation of the incum-
bent New York State Governor and New York City Mayor and the identity
of the publisher, it turns out that there are more stories about Democratic
topics when the incumbent President is a Democrat. In fact, because of this,
when the incumbent President is a Democrat the presidential campaign has
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no effect on the count of stories about Democratic topics. These results do
not reject the hypothesis that the New York Times has a Democratic parti-
sanship, with some “watchdog” aspects, just because during the presidential
campaign it differentially gives more emphasis to issues over which the (Re-
publican) incumbent is weak. These results are indeed stronger in magnitude
when considering the 1961-1994 subperiod, for which more detailed pieces of
information about the ownership status of issues are available.

The findings about the Republican topics of law & crime and defense
are less clear. In fact, when controlling for the political affiliation of the
incumbent New York State Governor and New York City Mayor, out of
the presidential campaign -for some categories of news- there are less stories
about Republican topics when the incumbent President is a Democrat. When
considering the 1961-1994 subperiod such effect of less Republican stories
under a Democratic incumbent is larger in magnitude and more precisely
estimated.

Moreover, considering the same subperiod, under a Democratic incum-
bent there are more stories about Republican topics when the presidential
campaign kicks in. This effect is quite strong in magnitude and very pre-
cisely estimated when excluding the 1964 presidential campaign, namely the
only year during which the defense issue (with reference to the handling of
the Vietnam War by Lyndon Johnson) was clearly owned by the Democratic
party.

Up to my knowledge, this is one of the few attempts of analysing the po-
litical behaviour of a news provider by looking at the time series variation in
its editorial choices. I have performed this exercise within an issue ownership
framework, which allows to classify issues according to whether their salience
would give an electoral advantage to one or the other party.

Much work remains to be done. The next step is to apply such methodol-
ogy to other mass media outlets: the first best would certainly be to analyse
the editorial choices of a panel of news providers, in order to estimate the
fixed effects of their position in the ideological spectrum, as proxied by the
average issue balance of stories, over and above the study of their time series
behaviour.

At this point, one can formulate a conjecture, according to which the
behaviour of the New York Times within the issue space is in fact a typical
strategy, that is followed by other news providers. The idea is to check
whether other news providers, whose explicit political orientation can be for
example disentangled from their endorsement choices, during the presidential
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campaign systematically publish more stories about issues that are owned by
their preferred candidate. In particular, a natural question to ask is whether
conservative newspapers are indeed characterised by an issue pattern in the
time series which is specular to the one displayed by the New York Times.
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