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One good example of a content analysis of this type s a study of presiden-
tial campaign coverage in 1980 by Michael J. Robinson and Margaret A. Shee-
han.'® We discuss the procedures they followed and some of the strengths
and weaknesses of their analysis,

At the beginning Robinson and Sheehan had to select the news coverage to
be included in their study. Given the overwhelming amount of print and
broadcast coverage that a presidential election campaign stimulates, there
was no way that they could carefully analyze it
all. In 1980 there were more than 1,000 daily
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Second, because Robinson and Sheehan’s resources were limited, they
had to decide which of the media outlets to select. In other words, which tele-
vision network and which wire service would be chosen? Based again on au-
dience size, as well ag professional prestige, they selected CBS and the Asso-
ciated Press (AP). But AP refused to cooperate—an example of one of those
disturbing yvet all too frequent developments that cause the best laid research
plans to go awry. Consequently, the researchers switched reluctantly to
United Press International {UPD), even though it had far fewer clients and
generally placed fewer stories in daily newspapers. CBS and UPI, then,

became their case studies for 1980.

What products of these two media outlets should be included in the study?
This was the third decision facing Robinson and Sheehan. CBS produces sev-
eral versions of the nightly news, as well as morning news shows, midday
news shows, news interviews, and news specials. And UPI offers several
news services, among them an “A” wire, which is the national wire; a city
wire; and a radio wire. The “A” wire itself has two versions: the night cycle,
which runs from noon to midnight, and the day cycle, which runs from mid-
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night to noon. The researchers decided to use the day “A” wire, for reasons of
scope of coverage as well as accessibility, and the CBS nightly news (the 7:00
p.m. Eastern time edition), primarily for financial reasons and convenience.

Fourth, they had to decide which of the material from these news shows
and wire copy to include. They decided to include only campaign or campaign-
related stories. Thus they used any story that “mentioned the presidential
campaign, no matter how tangentially; mentioned any presidential candidate
in his campaign role; mentioned any presidential candidate or his immediate
family in a noncampaign, official role (almost always a story about the presi-
dent); or discussed to a substantial degree any campaign lower than the pres-
idential level.” 2% Just over 5,500 stories on UPI and CBS—22 percent of UPI
and CBS total news coverage—met these selection criteria.

Fifth, Robinson and Sheehan had to decide what time period to include in
their study. Although a presidential campaign has a fairly clear ending point,
election day, the beginning date of the campaiga is uncertain. The re-
searchers decided to include weekday coverage throughout 1980 (that is,
from January 1 to December 31). They gave no justification for excluding the
weekend news.

Finally, Robinson and Sheehan made an important decision to exclude
some of the content of both CBS’s and UPI's news coverage. They decided
not to include any photographs, film, videotape, or live pictures and to rely ex-
clusively on verbal (CBS) or written (UPI) expression. They defended this de-
cision on the grounds that it is more difficult to interpret the meaning of visu-
als and that the visual message usually supports the verbal message.
Moreover, they thought that comparing the visual component of CBS with
that of UPI would be difficult.

Having selected the news content to be analyzed, Robinson and Sheehan
then decided on the unit of analysis to use when coding news content. Gener-
ally, they analyzed the story, although at times they analyzed the content sen-
tence by sentence and word by word. Most content analyses of this type have
also used the story as the unit of analysis, but it is unfortunate that Robinson
and Sheehan did not explain this choice in any detail or discuss how difficult
it was to tell where one story ended and another began.

Having selected the news content to be used in the measurement of cam-
paign news coverage, Robinson and Sheehan then had to decide the content
categories to be encoded and the definitions of the values for these content
categories. They coded some twenty-five different aspects of each 1980 cam-
paign story. Some of these were straightforward, such as the story’s date,
length, and reporter. Other categories that pertained to the central subject
matter of the study were not as readily defined or measured.

The researchers were primarily concerned with five characteristics: Were
CBS and UPI (1) objective, (2) equitable in providing access, (3) fair, (4) serious,
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and (5) comprehensive? Consequently, they needed to decide how to mea-
sure each of these attributes of news coverage.

Robinson and Sheehan measured th
four ways: by the number of explicit a
journalists about the personal qualitie
times the journalists expressed perso
the campaign; by counting the numbe
tive, analytical, or judgmental; and by

e objectivity of the press’s coverage in
nd unsupported conclusions drawn by
s of the candidates; by the number of
nal opinions concerning the issues of
r of sentences that were either descrip-

counting the number of verbs used hy
journalists that were ejther descriptive, analytical, or insinuative, Clearly,
each of these content categories involved judgments by the researchers con-
cerning what constituted an explicit and unsupported conclusion, what con-
stituted a personal opinion, and what constituted a descriptive versus an ana-
Iytical sentence. The researchers provided examples of different types of
coded content, and they also gave some brief definitions of what each of the
categories meant to them: for example, descriptive sentences “present the
who, what, where, when of the day’s news, without any meaningful qualifica-
tion or elaboration,” analytical sentences “tell us why something occurs or

predicts as to whether it might,” and judgmental sentences “tell us how some-
thing ought to be or ought not to be,” 21

To determine whether the press granted appropriate access to each of the
presidential candidates, Robinson and Sheehan measured how much cover-
age (in seconds for CBS and in column inches for UPD) each of the candidates
received. They did not say whether this coding procedure presented any dif-
ficulties, although they did evaluate whether the amount of access granted
each candidate was justified.

Determining whether press coverage was fair was much more difficult than

measuring access, since an evaluation of fairness requires that the tone of
campaign coverage be measured. Establishing tone in a reliahle and valid way
is not easy. Robinson and Sheehan defined tone and fairness in these terms:
Tone pertains not simply to the explicit message offered by the journalist
but the implicit message as well. Tone involves the overaj] (and admit-
tedly subjective) assessment we made about eqch story: whether the story

was, for the major candidates, ‘good press,” “bad bress,” or something in

between, “Fairness,” as we define it, involves the sum total of & candi-
date’s press tone; how Jar from

neutrality the candidgte’s press scove lies. 22
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excluded information about political events (such as the failure of the Iranian
hostage rescue mission), polls, comments made by partisans, remarks of
“criminals and anti-Americans” (such as Fidel Castro and the Ayatollah
Khomeini), and statements made by the candidates themselves.? In short,
their measurement of fairness depended on the wisdom of their decisions re-
garding the encoding of campaign stories. Some of these decisions are ques-
tionable, such as using an arbitrary three-to-one ratio to determine good
press/bad press and excluding political events, polls, and the words of the
candidates themselves from the analysis.

The seriousness of press coverage was measured by coding each story
and, at times, each sentence, according to whether it represented policy
issues, candidate issues, “horserace coverage,” or something else. Policy
issues were ones that “involve major questions as to how the government
should (or should not) proceed in some area of social life”; candidate issues
“concern the personal behavior of the candidate during the course of his or
her campaign”; and hotse-race coverage focuses on “any consideration as to
winning or losing.” Because of the difficulty of encoding entire stories into
only one of these categories, the researchers shifted to the more exacting
sentence-by-sentence analysis. Some sentences did not fit into one and only
one of these categories, but “the majority of sentences were fairly easy to
classify as one form of news or another.” 2 The seriousness of UPI and CBS
campaign coverage in 1980 was then measured by comparing their amount of
policy issue coverage with the policy issue coverage in other media in previ-
ous presidential election years.

Finally, to evaluate how comprehensive press coverage was in 1980, Robin-
son and Sheehan coded campaign stories as to the level of office covered:
presidential, vice presidential, senatorial, congressional, and gubernatorial.
More than 90 percent of both CBS and UPI campaign coverage was of the
presidential and vice presidential races.??

Over the Wire and on TV represents one of the most thorough content
analyses ever performed by political scientists. Certainly, in regard to the
time period covered and the sheer quantity of material analyzed, it was an am-
bitious study. The value of the study was weakened, however, by the inade-
quate explanation of the content analysis procedures. The definitions of the
categories used were brief and the illustrative material sketchy. Furthermore,
Robinson and Sheehan dispensed with the issue of measurement quality in
only one paragraph, where they reported that intercoder reliability figures
among four members of the coding team averaged about 95 percent agree-
ment.28 However, they failed to report any details about how this reliability
was measured or about the agreement scores for different content categories.
Despite these shortcomings, this study exemplifies how content analysis can
reveal useful information about a significant political phenomeneon. It also
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illustrates how practical limitations—such as AP's refusal to participate, as
well as financial constraints—all too often limit what researchers can actually
accomplish,

Advantages and Disadvantages
of the Written Record

Using documents and records, or what we have called the written record, has
several advantages for researchers, First, it allows us access to subjects that
may be difficult or impossible to research through direct, personal contact,
because they pertain either to the past or to phenomena that are geographi-
cally distant. For example, the record keeping of the Puritans in the Massa-
chusetts Bay Colony during the seventeenth century allowed Erikson to
study their approach to crime control, and late eighteenth-century records
permitied Beard to advance and test a novel interpretation of the framing of
the U.8. Constitution, Neither of these studies would have been possible had
there been no records available from these periods,

A second advantage of data gleaned from archival sources is that the raw
data are usually nonreactive, As we mentioned in previous chapters, human
subjects often consciously or unconsciously establish expectations or other
relationships with investigators, which can influence their behavior in ways
that might confound the results of a study. But those writing and preserving
the records are frequently unaware of any future research goal or hypothesis
or, for that matter, that the fruits of their labors will be used for research pur-
poses at all. The record keepers of the Massachusetts Bay Colony were
surely unaware that their records would ever be used to study how a society
defines and reacts to deviant behavior. Similarly, state loan officers during the
late 1700s had no idea that two hundred years later a historian would use
their records to discover why some people were in favor of revising the Arti-
cles of Confederation. This nonreactivity has the virtue of encouraging more
accurate and less self-serving measures of political phenomena.

Record keeping is not always completely nonreactive, however. Record
keepers are less likely to create and preserve records that are embarrassing
to them, their friends, or their bosses; that reveal illegal or immoral actions;
or that disclose stupidity, greed, or other unappealing attributes. Richard
Nixon, for example, undoubtedly wished that he had destroyed or never
made the infamous Watergate tapes that revesled the extent of his adminis-
tration’s knowledge of the 1972 break-in at Demeocratic National Committee
headquarters. Today many record-keeping agencies employ paper shredders
to ensure that a portion of the written record does nof endure, Researchers
must be aware of the possibility that the written record has been selectively
preserved to serve the record keepers’ own interests.
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A third advantage of using the written record is that sometimes the record
has existed long enough to permit analyses of political phenomena over time.
The before-and-after research designs discussed in Chapter 5 may then be
used. For example, suppose you are interested in how changes in the 55-mile-
per-hour speed limit (gradually adopted by the states and then later dropped
by many states on large stretches of their highway systems) affected the rate
of traffic accidents. Assuming that the written record contains data on the in-
cidence of traffic accidents over time in each state, you could compare the ac-
cident rate before and after changes in the speed limit in those states that
changed their speed limit. These changes in the accident rate could then be
compared with the changes occurring in states in which no change in the
speed limit took place. The rate changes could then be “corrected” for other
factors that might affect the rate of traffic accidents. In this way an inter-
rupted time series research design could be used, a research design that has
some important advantages over cross-sectional designs. Because of the im-
portance of time, and of changes in phenomena over time, for the acquisition
of causal knowledge, a data source that supports longitudinal analyses is a
valuable one. The written record more readily permits longitudinat analyses
than do either interview data or direct observation.

A fourth advantage to researchers of using the written record is that it
often enables us to increase sample size above what would be possible
through either interviews or direct observation. For example, it would be ter-
ribly expensive and time consuming to observe the level of spending by all
candidates for the House of Representatives in any given year. Interviewing
candidates would require a lot of travel, long-distance phone calls, or the
design of a questionnaire to secure the necessary information. Direct obser-
vation would require gaining access to many campaigns. How much easier
and less expensive it is to contact the Federal Election Commission in Wash-
ington, D.C., and request the printout of campaign spending for all House
candidates. Without this written record, resources might permit only the in-
clusion of a handful of campaigns in a study; with the written record, all 435
campaigns can easily be included.

This raises the fifth main advantage of using the written record: cost. Since
the cost of creating, organizing, and preserving the written record is borne
by the record keepers, researchers are able to conduct research projects on a
much smaller budget than would be the case if they had to bear the cost
themselves. In fact, one of the major beneficiaries of the record-keeping ac-
tivities of the federal government and of news organizations is the research
community. It would cost a prohibitive amount for a researcher to measure
the amount of crime in all cities larger than 25,000 or to collect the voting re-
turns in all 435 congressional districts. Both pieces of information are avail-
able at little or no cost, however, because of the record-keeping activities of
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the FBI and the Elections Research Center, respectively. Similarly, using the
written record often saves a researcher considerable time. If is usually much
quicker to consult printed government documents, reference materials, com-
puterized data, and research institute reports than it is to accumulate data
ourselves. The written record is a veritable treasure trove for researchers.

Collecting data in this manner, however, is not without some disadvan-
tages. One problem mentioned earlier is selective survival. For a variety of
reasons, record keepers may not preserve all pertinent materials but rather
selectively save those that are the Jeast embarrassing, controversial, or prob-
lematic. It would be surprising, for example, if political candidates, campaign
consultants, and public officials saved correspondence and memoranda that
cast disfavor on themselves. Obviously, whenever a person is selectively pre-
serving portions of the written record, the accuracy of what remains is sus-
pect. This is less of a problem when the connection between the record
keeper’s selfinterest and the subject being examined by the researcher is
minimal.

A second, related disadvantage of the written record is its incompleteness.
Large gaps exist in many archives due to fires, losses of other types, person-
nel shortages that hinder record-keeping activities, and the failure of the
record maker or record keeper to regard a record as worthy of preservation,
We all throw out personal records every day; political entities do the same. It
is difficult to know what kinds of records should be preserved, and it is often
impossible for record keepers to bear the costs of maintaining and storing vo-
lumineus amounts of material,

Another reason records may be incomplete is simply because no person or
organization has assumed the responsibility for collecting or preserving
them. For example, before 1930, national crime statistics were not collected
by the FBI, and before the creation of the Federal Election Commission in
1971, records on campaign expenditures by candidates for the U.S. Congress
were spotty and inaccurate.

A third disadvantage of the written record is that its content may be
biased. Not only may the record be incomplete or selectively preserved, but it
also may be inaccurate or falsified, either inadvertently or on purpose. Mem-
oranda or copies of letters that were never sent may be filed, events may be
conveniently forgotten or misrepresented, the authorship of documents may
be disguised, and the dates of written records may be altered; furthermore,
the content of government reports may tell more about political interests
than empirical facts. For example, Soviet and East European governments ap-
parently released exaggerated reports of their economic performance for
many years; scholars (and investigators) attempting to reconstruct the ac-
tions in the Watergate episode have been hampered by alterations of the
record by those worried about the legality of their role in it. Often, historical
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interpretations rest upon who said or did what, and when. To the extent that
falsifications of the written record lead to erroneous conclusions, the problem
of record-keeping accuracy can bias the results of a research project. The
main safeguard against bias is the one used by responsible journalists: con-
firming important pieces of information through several dissimilar sources.

A fourth disadvantage is that some written records are unavailable fo re-
searchers. Documents may be classified by the federal government; they may
be sealed (that is, not made public) until a legal action has ceased or the po-
Titical actors involved have passed away; or they may be stored in such a way
that they are difficult to use. Other written records—such as the memoranda
of multinational corporations, campaign consultants, and Supreme Court
justices—are seldom made public because there is no legal obligation to do
s0 and the authors benefit from keeping them private.

Finally, the written record may lack a standard format because it is kept by
different people. For example, the Chicago budget office may have budget
categories for public expenditures different from those used in the San Fran-
cisco budget office. Or budget categories used in the Chicago budget office
before 1960 may be different from the ones used after 1960. Or the French
may include items in their published military defense expenditures that differ
from those included by the Chileans in their published reports. Conse-
quently, a researcher often must expend considerable effort to ensure that
the formats in which records are kept by different record-keeping entities
can be made comparable.

Despite these limitations, political scientists have generally found that the
advantages of using the written record outweigh the disadvantages. The writ-
ten record often supplements the data we collect through interviews and
direct observation, and in many cases it is the only source of data on histori-
cal and cross-cultural political phenomena.

Conclusion

The written record includes personal records, archival collections, organiza-
tional statistics, and the products of the news media. Researchers interested
in historical research, or in a particular event or time in the life of a polity,
generally use the episodic record. Gaining access to the appropriate material
is often the most resource-consuming aspect of this method of data collec-
tion, and the hypothesis testing that results is usually more qualitative and
less rigorous (some would say more flexible) than with the running record.
The running record of organizations has become a rich source of political
data as a result of the record-keeping activities of governments at all levels
and of interest groups and research institutes concerned with public affairs.
The running record is generally more quantitative than the episodic record
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and may be used to conduct longitudinal rese
running record can often be obtained inexpen
frequently relinquishes considerable control
prise in exchange for this economy.

One of the ways in which a voluminous, nonnumerical written record may
be turned into numerical measures and then used to test hypotheses is
through a procedure called content analysis. Content analysis is most fre-
quently used by political scientists interested in studying media content, but
it has been used to advantage in studies of political speeches, statutes, and ju-
dicial decisions.

Through the written record, researchers may observe
that are geographically, physically,
out such records, our ability to re
cross-cultural phenomena, and
would be seriously hampered,

arch. Measurements using the
sively, although the researcher
over the data collection enter-

political phenomena

and temporally distant from them. With-
cord and measure historical phenomena,
political behavior that does not oceur in public
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@- rms Introduced

CONTENT ANALYSIS. A procedure by which verbal, nonquantitative records
are transformed into quantitative data.

EPISODIC RECORD. The portion of the written record that is not part of a reg-
ular, ongoing record-keeping enterprise.

INTERCODER RELIABILITY. Demonstration that multiple analysts, following the
same content analysis procedure, agree and obtain the same measurements.
RUNNING RECORD, The portion of the written record that is enduring and
covers an extensive period of time,

WRITTEN RECORD. Documents, reports, statistics, manuscripts, and other
recorded materials available and useful for empirical research.




POLITICAL SCIENCE RESEARCH METHODS

Suggested Readings

Hovey, Kendra A., and Harold A. Hovey. CQ’s State Fact Finder 2004, Wash-
ington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2004,

Miller, Delbert C. Handbook of Research Design and Measurement. Thousand
Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 2002.

Stanley, Harold W., and Richard K. Niemi. Vital Statistics on American Poli-
tics: 2003-2004. Washington, D.C.: CQ Press, 2003.

Van Dunk, Emily. “Getting Data through the Back Door: Techniques for
Gathering Data from State Agencies.” State Politics and Policy Quarterly
(Summer 2001); 210-218.

Webb, Eugene J., and others. Unobfrusive Measures, Rev. ed. Thousand
Oaks, Calif.: Sage Publications, 1999,




