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The proliferation of new technologies by which to access news has combined with 
salient economic factors to produce a rise in the popularity of the entertainment 
media.  Given the political significance of news content in setting the public agenda 
and affecting voting patterns, this major shift in news format is likely to elicit a 
response in the communications strategies of the President.  This study investigates 
the magnitude and implications of the effects of such political reorganization, using 
news coverage of the 2003 Iraq War as a case study.  Considerations of factors 
governing the interactions between sources and outlets yield a series of hypotheses 
regarding the President’s prominence in the relevant reporting.  The hypotheses 
are tested through a content analysis of Iraq coverage in hard and soft news outlets 
immediately prior to and immediately following the war.  These tests find that the 
President is significantly more prominent than any other source in both hard and 
soft news reporting and that President Bush was more likely to be cited in soft news 
coverage than in hard news coverage both before and after the war. 
 

 

 
Since the inception of the American political system, the free press has 

served as an essential component of democracy.  The press occupies a role in the 

political system that is complex and essential, such that it is often referenced as the 

fourth estate.  In each of its facets, from gatekeeper to watchdog, the activities of 

the press make an undeniable contribution to the participatory democracy, defining 

the issues that determine elections and influencing the public agenda.
i
  With such an 

integral role in politics, trends in media production and content have serious 

political implications for elected officials and have merited a wealth of scholarly 

investigation.  One trend in journalism over the past two decades on which 

communications scholars can agree, and which has the capacity to influence 

political support and voting patterns, is the rise in popularity and availability of the 

soft news media.
ii
  The study of factors governing news content and production is 

of particular salience within the context of this major shift in format as a result of 

the political significance of news content.   

Historically, the press has been shown to affect political action from voter 

turnout to the public agenda.  As such, the role of the traditional media in politics 

has been extensively expounded upon by social scientists.  McCombs and Shaw’s 
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watershed study of media agenda-setting showed that the political issues ranked as 

the most important by voters in Chapel Hill, North Carolina, during the 1968 U.S. 

presidential campaign correlated to those issues most frequently and extensively 

covered by the media outlets available to those voters.
iii

  The media can thus affect 

policy by influencing the issues on which voters make decisions and to some extent 

influencing what voters know about those issues.  Other studies have shown that the 

media can affect the policy agenda or the political actions of politicians.
iv

  

The importance of the media’s traditional role in politics demonstrates that 

the content and format of news are also of political significance, particularly the 

effects of the recent rise in the popularity of soft news on these functions of the 

press.  The last two decades have seen many changes in the production of news, 

among which one of the most important is the increasing number and diversity of 

soft news outlets.
v
  The format of soft news, as defined by Tom Patterson, is 

“typically more sensational, more personality-centered, less time-bound, more 

practical, and more incident-based than other news.”
vi

  The disparate content of soft 

news outlets from that of hard news outlets is significant for the new ways in which 

this type of news is likely to influence consumers’ political priorities.  As noted 

above, news outlets have traditionally affected political priorities through the 

agenda-setting function of the press.  In elections, the media can to some extent 

define the issues that are most important to the election by drawing voters’ attention 

to them.
vii

  The media’s capacity to draw attention to certain issues can also shape 

political values through a priming effect.
viii

  Psychological as well as 

communications literature have shown that exposure to a given topic, whether in a 

relevant context or not, can anchor an individual’s mind and influence his or her 

perception of the importance of that issue.  Priming as a result of media occurs 

when media attention to an issue increases the prominence of that issue in an 

individual’s political judgments.
ix

  The altered news content resulting from soft 

news framing, then, is likely to have an effect through priming and agenda-setting 

on moderates’ political values. 

A demonstration of such an effect is offered by the work of Matthew 

Baum.
x
  His work suggests that through the inclusion of public affairs content in 

soft news, “many otherwise politically inattentive individuals are exposed to 

information about high-profile political issues…as an incidental by-product of 

seeking entertainment.”
xi

  Baum’s data and statistical analysis indicate that soft 

news coverage of foreign affairs has indeed called foreign crises to the attention of 

the politically unaware, increasing their level of political knowledge in relation to 

select issues.  To the extent that this “piggybacking” or foreign affairs coverage 

onto soft news content affects voting patterns of individuals with a low news 

preference, soft news framing of hard news content could thereby increase political 

participation in the entertainment-oriented news consuming demographic.
xii

  

Additionally, soft news coverage of foreign affairs could prime soft news 

consumers to learn more substantial information from other sources.
xiii

  

The work of Matthew Baum also asserts that while hard news outlets 

discuss public affairs, particularly foreign crises, in a manner only accessible to 
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those who are intrinsically interested in politics, soft news aims for more accessible 

terms that appeal to the less informed marginal viewer.
xiv

  These frames tend to fall 

into one of the following categories: us vs. them, human impact, powerlessness, 

economic, morality, or injustice.
xv

  Indeed, human interest stories “have increased 

as a share of the total media coverage over the past 20 years from 15 to 43%.”
xvi

  

The difference in content across media outlets points to a disparate priming effect, 

priming these different groups of news consumers to prioritize different political 

issues. 

One of the most important implications of soft news on the media’s role in 

politics pertains to voting patterns.  Exposure to disparate types of news outlets has 

been shown to have a profound effect on voting behavior.
xvii

  One study 

demonstrated, for example, that as sales of The New York Times increased in a local 

market, the sales of local newspapers decreased among the college-educated 

demographic—those most likely to vote.  Also, as sales of The New York Times 

increased in that local market, voting by the college-educated demographic 

decreased in local elections.
xviii

  The shift in political participation, specifically in 

voter turnout, that resulted from a change in news exposure from local news to 

national news indicates that a shift in exposure from hard news content to soft news 

content may also affect voting patterns. 

In part as a result of the political significance of news content and format, it 

is important to examine the factors governing news production.  As businesses 

seeking profit maximization, the production of news can be analyzed in economic 

terms.
xix

  News content has been driven by economic factors throughout history.  

Prior to the mid-nineteenth century, news publications touted direct affiliations with 

political parties in the United States.  The principle of objectivity came to govern 

journalistic practices in the late nineteenth century when new printing technology 

made appealing to a wider readership economically advantageous for newspapers.  

The significance of economic factors remains prevalent as a determining factor for 

news content today, as news persists as a product that must be sold.  Within this 

system, news outlets attempt to maximize audience in order to sell the audience for 

higher prices to advertisers, thus earning revenue.  Outlets, then, have an incentive 

to tailor content to target the marginal viewer or reader, thereby increasing the size 

of the audience and driving up ad prices and profits.   

In developing effective communications strategies, which are central to 

gaining public support and winning elections, the President must consider the 

incentives of media outlets and the resulting trends in news content.  In the current 

media landscape, where the increased availability of disparate news outlets has 

allowed marginal voters to consume mainly entertainment media, successful 

communication now requires repackaging and relocating the message to appeal to 

an inattentive target audience.
xx

  To be successful in disseminating a message about 

a given issue, the President must take advantage of “the ways in which new 

communications technologies change both the content of news and the organization 

of politics.”
xxi
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MEDIA TRENDS AND THE PRESIDENTIAL MESSAGE 

The interaction of economic considerations with public affairs coverage is 

particularly important in adapting communications strategies to best serve the 

interests of the President.  Among the public affairs topics most conducive to soft 

news coverage, and therefore among the most conducive to successful 

dissemination of the presidential message, is foreign policy.
xxii

  While many major 

domestic issues are likely to be ignored by soft news outlets, foreign policies can 

easily take on sensational or human interest packages, or be framed as national 

crises.
xxiii

  Surveying the topics that are considered to be the most important issues 

facing the country, researchers have found a close correlation between people’s 

evaluations of important issues and the issues most prominently covered in the 

media consumed by those people.
xxiv

  With an increasingly large audience 

consuming soft news and soft news outlets having a propensity to cover foreign 

policy, foreign policy is taking on an increasing prevalence among the issues 

considered most important to the nation.  The issues classified as such today “are 

more prominent in the new formats than on the traditional network programs and 

more important to the audiences viewing these shows.”
xxv

  This trend, resulting 

from the rise of soft news coupled with the agenda-setting function of the press, is 

particularly salient to the President insofar as communications strategies can be 

used to garner public support for foreign policy. 

The foreign policy with arguably the most political salience over the course 

of the current Bush administration has been America’s involvement in Iraq.  At 

times, news coverage of Iraq has seemed ubiquitous and, in retrospect, has 

sometimes seemed misguided.  However, as the news coverage of Iraq in both hard 

and soft news outlets has influenced the public agenda, the trends and changes in 

this news coverage merit a closer examination.  Content analysis of Iraq news 

coverage before and after the war in both hard and soft news outlets could indicate 

the prominence of the President George W. Bush in the relevant reporting and his 

success in packaging a message that aligns with the economic incentives of 

different types of media outlets.  Given the political effects of news coverage, the 

particular significance of foreign policy in news coverage, the rising popularity of 

soft news formats, and the consequent differences in available news content, the 

Iraq war makes an interesting and poignant case study for in-depth analysis.  

 

 
 

Figure 1 
 

Aggregating the selected sources on US foreign policy and the Iraq war, 

there are five major players, as identified by Tom Ricks.  These include: 1) the 

Bush administration; 2) the intelligence community; 3) Congress; 4) the military; 

Source   Message 

  

      Audience 

Outlet   Assessment 
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and 5) the media.  The dynamic between various media outlets and sources is 

reciprocal and operates within the context of indexing and professional journalistic 

norms, as illustrated by Figure 1.  Outlets, limited by factors of access, may choose 

sources for their reporting.  Sources, likewise, can target certain media outlets in 

order to strategically disseminate information.  Sources produce a message that they 

wish to convey through news outlets to a target audience.  This message contributes 

to or supports an assessment ultimately created by the news outlet and published for 

the outlet’s target audience.  Sources, then, may choose outlets to strategically 

disseminate information according to their incentives.  Source selection could also 

be used strategically by journalists to source messages consistent with the outlet’s 

general assessment or to target certain audiences.  The audience in this relationship 

can serve, at least in part, as the motivation for both the source and the outlet.  As a 

source, the President views readers/viewers/listeners as voters, while news outlets 

sell these readers/viewers/listeners to advertisers.  These disparate relationships to 

the audience affect each party’s incentives and actions. 

 

HYPOTHESES 

The preceding analysis of media trends raises the question of to what extent 

these tendencies influence politicians to align their political incentives with the 

media’s economic incentives.  If media outlets have an incentive to report on 

sensational content with low production costs and high ad prices, politicians are 

likely to have an increasing incentive to provide that message, whereby politicians 

can strategically exercise greater control in public agenda setting.  Such strategizing 

can be examined through an analysis of the mainstream media coverage of the 2003 

Iraq war.  Specifically, the research question can be tested through analysis of the 

concentration at which the Bush administration is sourced in soft and hard news 

coverage before and after the war. 

Concerning the relative concentration of sourcing overall in the pre- and 

post-war news coverage of Iraq, my hypothesis is that the Bush administration will 

be the most highly concentrated source prior to the war.  This hypothesis is based 

on the belief that for a given hard news outlet evaluation, the sources with a 

message that is consistent with that evaluation are likely to be more highly 

concentrated.  I believe the national media overwhelmingly supplied an affirmative 

evaluation of the threat of WMD prior to Iraq.  The Bush administration is 

consequently the source most likely to be most highly concentrated on account of 

the political incentives of this party that were consistent with that affirmative 

evaluation.  With political accountability for foreign policy, the Bush administration 

had a strong incentive to legitimize the public policy decision to go to war by 

garnering public support.  One method of doing so, as proven effective by lessons 

in history as well as scholarly investigation on the agenda-setting role of the press, 

is to disseminate a favorable message through the mainstream media.  Therefore, 

the Bush administration is likely to be the most highly concentrated source category 

represented in the mainstream media immediately prior to the Iraq war. 
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The second hypothesis dealing with source concentration appeals to a 

comparison between hard and soft news outlets.  My hypothesis is that officials of 

the Bush administration are likely to have a higher concentration of sourcing in soft 

news outlets than in hard news outlets for both time periods.  This prediction is 

based on the differing incentives of disparate types of news outlets.  The marginal 

viewer for soft news outlets is more likely to be politically moderate and to have 

lower levels of political awareness.  Also, this demographic is more likely to be 

entertainment-oriented and therefore more interested in sensational content—

content most likely to be provided by the Bush administration.  Additionally, the 

dramatic, or “cheap,” framing employed by soft news outlets in coverage of foreign 

policy is much less conducive to congressional or military sourcing.  One exception 

may be human interest stories sourcing members of the armed forces.   

Additionally, I hypothesize that the proportion of stories sourcing the Bush 

administration will be lower in the post-war coverage than in the pre-war coverage 

for both hard and soft news outlets.  I further hypothesize that this effect will be 

greater for hard news outlets than for soft news outlets.  The sources most highly 

concentrated in hard news outlets are likely to be those providing a message 

consistent with the outlet’s foreign policy evaluation.  Since I predict the 

evaluations of most mainstream hard news outlets did change over the course of the 

examined time periods, I also believe the Bush administration’s concentration as a 

source will decline across these time periods.  The sources most highly 

concentrated in soft news outlets, however, are determined by appeals to the 

entertainment-oriented marginal viewer.  The Bush administration is the source 

most likely to provide sensational information in both the pre- and post-war 

coverage and therefore will demonstrate a smaller decline in source concentration 

within soft news outlets.  In short, I predict: 

H1: first, the Bush administration will be the most highly concentrated source prior 

to the war in both hard and soft news outlets; 

H2: second, the Bush administration will be more highly concentrated in soft news 

outlets than in hard news outlets in pre- and post-war coverage; 

H3: third, the Bush administration will demonstrate a decline in source 

concentration following the war in both hard and soft news outlets;  

H4: and finally, this decline will be greater in hard news outlets than in soft news 

outlets. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 I tested my hypotheses by collecting raw data through a battery of keyword 

searches in select hard and soft news publications.  I determined the number of 

stories that covered Iraq and cited specific sources by searching for keywords that 

indicate members of each source category.  Members of each source category are 

indicated in Table 1.  For the sake of simplicity, this analysis was limited to the 

print media.  Source concentrations were limited to two samples of articles from 29 

hard news outlets in the Lexis Nexis major papers file and three soft news outlets 

accessed through Lexis Nexis and Academic Search Premiere.  The selected 
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publications are indicated in Table 2.  For proprietary reasons, news magazine 

archives are more difficult to access than those of newspapers.  As national 

publications with significant circulation sizes, however, three outlets provide a 

sufficient sample size for content analysis (n=504).  For the hard news outlets, the 

two samples are bounded by a time span of two weeks preceding and two weeks 

following the war, i.e. March 5, 2003 through March 19, 2003 and April 15, 2003 

through April 29, 2003.  Because soft news magazines are circulated weekly instead 

of daily, these searches were limited to the month of March 2003 and the month of 

April 2003.  Sources were determined by their contextual relationship to indicators 

such as say, said, announced, or according to.  Each of these searches was limited 

to news coverage by excluding all opinion pieces and editorials. 

 
Table 1: Source Identification and Categorization 

  

I.                    Administration 

a.       President / Bush 

b.      Administration officials 

c.       Bush administration / the administration 

d.      Vice President / Cheney 

e.       Scooter Libby / chief of staff / national security adviser 

f.        Condoleezza Rice / national security adviser / secretary of state 

g.       Colin Powell / secretary of state 

h.       Defense Department 

i.         The White House 

II.                 Congress 

a.       Congressman / Congresswoman 

b.      Senator 

III.               Intelligence Community 

a.       Gregory Hooker, senior intelligence analyst for Iraq 

b.      Maj. Gen. James A. Marks, senior Army intelligence officer 

c.       Intelligence officer 

d.      Intelligence officials 

e.       Intelligence reports 

f.        CIA / Central Intelligence Agency 

g.       Inspector 

h.       George Tenet / CIA Director 

IV.              Military 

a.       Donald Rumsfeld / Defense Secretary / Secretary of defense 

b.      Paul Wolfowitz / Deputy Defense Secretary 

c.       Douglas Feith / under secretary for policy 

d.      Larence Di Rita / chief Pentagon spokesman 

e.       (Air Force) Gen. Richard Myers / chairman of the joint chiefs of staff 

f.        (Army) Lt. Gen. George Casey, directory of the Joint Staff 

g.       (Marine) Lt. Gen. Gregory Newbold / director of operations, Joint 

Staff 
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h.       Gen. Eric Shinseki, chief of staff of U.S. Army 

i.         Richard Perle, chairman Defense Policy Board 

j.       0 0Ret. Marine Col. Gary Anderson 

k.      Lt. Gen. Col. Maj. Brig. Capt. (titles and rank) 

l.         Defense officials 

m.     The Pentagon 

 

Table 2: News Outlets Sampled 

  

Hard News Outlets 

1. The Atlanta Journal and Constitution 

2. The Baltimore Sun 

3. The Boston Globe 

4. The Boston Herald 

5. The Buffalo News 

6. Chicago Sun-Times 

7. The Columbus Dispatch 

8. Daily News 

9. The Denver Post 

10. The Hartford Courant 

11. The Houston Chronicle 

12. Journal of Commerce 

13. Los Angeles Times 

14. Miami Herald* 

15. The New York Times 

16. Newsday 

17. The Observer 

18. Omaha World Herald 

19. Pittsburgh Post-Gazette 

20. The Plain Dealer 

21. San Diego Union-Tribune 

22. The San Francisco Chronicle 

23. The Seattle Times 

24. St. Louis Post-Dispatch 

25. Star Tribune 

26. Tampa Tribune 

27. The Times-Picayune 

28. USA Today 

29. The Washington Post 

  

Soft News Outlets 

1. People 
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2. Entertainment Weekly 

3. Newsweek 

 

DATA AND EMPIRICAL FINDINGS 

The raw data collected from keyword searches for source indicators in the 

selected hard and soft news outlets demonstrates the relative concentrations of the 

four major source categories, including the Bush administration.  These 

concentrations were then calculated as proportions of the total number of stories 

covering Iraq in the selected outlets within the given time periods.  These 

proportions are sufficient to analyze the first hypothesis.   

The data was then analyzed using a two-proportion z-test to test for 

statistically significant differences.  The proportions for pre- and post-war coverage 

within the same source categories were analyzed with a z-test.  For example, the 

proportion of stories sourcing the Bush administration in hard news outlets before 

the war was tested for significant difference from the proportion of stories sourcing 

the Bush administration in hard news outlets after the war.  Data was additionally 

gathered for the subset of stories sourcing the Bush administration that directly 

sourced President Bush himself.  For these data, the number of stories sourcing 

President Bush was computed as a proportion of Iraq stories sourcing the 

administration and again as a proportion of the total Iraq coverage.  A z-test was 

used to test for significance levels for the change in the latter proportion from pre- 

to post-war reporting.  These tests of significance were used to analyze the second, 

third, and fourth hypotheses.   

 

Table 3: Hard News Sourcing       

       

  Before   After    

  (Ordinal Ranking of Sources) 

  n % n % 

Bush Administration 3328 (1) 93%** 2618 (1) 73%** 

Congress 319 (4) 9% 338 (3) 9% 

Intelligence Community 413 (3) 12%** 299 (4) 8%** 

Military 928 (2) 26%** 1348 (2) 38%** 

       

Total 3596   3575   

       

for change from pre- to post-war coverage: **p<0.001   

 

Table 3 reports the number of stories in selected hard news outlets covering 

Iraq before and after the war as well as the size of the sub-sample that sources 

members of each major source category.  The size of the sample subsets also 

indicate the relative rank order for each category in the given time period.  The 

levels of significance in Table 3 are calculated at the 0.001 level.  Table 4 gives the 

same data for soft news outlets, though the tests for statistical significance indicated 

in Table 4 incorporate differences that are significant at both the 0.001 and the 0.05 
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levels.  The data presented in Tables 3 and 4 ultimately support the initial 

hypotheses. 

 

Table 4: Soft News Sourcing       

       

  Before   After    

  (Ordinal Ranking of Sources) 

  n % n % 

Administration 216 (1) 76%** 135 (1) 61%** 

Congress 42 (4) 15% 26 (4) 12% 

Intelligence Community 60 (3) 21%* 30 (3) 14%* 

Military 99 (2) 35% 80 (2) 36% 

       

Total 283   221   

       

for change from pre- to post-war coverage: *p<0.05, **p<0.001  

   

SOURCE CONCENTRATION IN PRE-WAR COVERAGE 

 Findings for Tables 3 and 4 indicate that among the four major source 

categories, the Bush administration constitutes the most highly concentrated group.  

This information is consistent with the first hypothesis.  Additionally, the 

proportion of stories sourcing the administration is overwhelmingly greater than 

any other source category in both hard and soft news outlets.  With 93% of stories 

in pre-war coverage from hard news outlets sourcing the Bush administration, the 

executive outranks the second most concentrated source category by 67 percentage 

points.  An effect of similarly significant magnitude can be observed in soft news 

coverage prior to the war.  In soft news, the Bush administration outranks the 

second most concentrated source category by 41 percentage points.  This effect can 

be observed in Figure 2.  

 

Source Concentration in Pre-War News Coverage
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 An additional point of interest in this data set is the proportion of stories 

sourcing the President specifically.  Table 5 demonstrates that President George W. 

Bush was sourced in 48% of the subset of Iraq coverage in hard news outlets that 

sourced the administration and 82% of the subset of soft news coverage that 

sourced the administration.  Thus, the President was sourced at a significantly 

higher level than any other administration member.  In fact, in both hard and soft 

news, the President was sourced in more articles than the aggregate of any of the 

other three major source categories.  That is to say, as a single source, the President 

was cited in more articles than all members of Congress combined, all members of 

the military combined, and all members of the intelligence community combined.  

This information extends the first hypothesis to state that President Bush himself 

was the most cited source in hard and soft news prior to the war by a significant 

margin.   

 

Table 5: Presidential Sourcing in Pre- and Post-War Coverage 

        

  

Stories 
Covering 
Iraq 

Stories 
Sourcing the 
Administration 

Stories 
Sourcing 
Bush 

Percentage of 
Administration 
Subset that 
Source the 
President 

Percentage of 
Total Iraq 
Coverage that 
Sources the 
President 

Pre-War Coverage           

Hard News 3596 3328 1606 48% 45%** 

Soft News 283 216 179 82% 63%* 

        

Post-War Coverage           

Hard News 3575 2618 1269 48% 35%** 

Soft News 221 135 119 88% 54%* 

        

for change from pre- to post-war coverage: *p<0.05, **p<0.001 

 

 The first hypothesis predicts the same outcome for hard and soft news 

outlets, namely that the Bush administration would be the most highly concentrated 

source category in news coverage of Iraq, for different reasons.  The administration 

was likely to be the most cited source category in hard news because of the 

agreement of the President’s message with the overwhelming assessment provided 

by hard news outlets regarding the legitimacy of war as a foreign policy option.  

The administration was likely to be the most cited source category in soft news 

because the President’s pro-war message was most conducive to sensational 

packaging that appeals most to the politically uninformed marginal reader of soft 

news.  Because the Bush administration was not the only source providing a pro-

war message, but was the most sensational and personality-centered of the four 

major source categories, one might expect the prominence of the Bush 

administration as a source to be stronger in soft news than in hard news, as 

predicted by the second hypothesis.  Tables 3 and 4 show that this is not the case.  
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The proportion of Iraq coverage sourcing the administration prior to the war was 

greater for hard news than for soft news.  However, the data that isolates the 

President as a source is consistent with the second hypothesis.  While the President 

was cited in 45% of hard news coverage of Iraq, he was cited in 63% of soft news 

coverage.  This could be explained by the fact that while any administration official 

would provide the pro-war message consistent with a hard news outlet’s 

assessment, the President himself is the most recognizable figure in government and 

therefore appears with greater frequency soft news, which is typically personality-

centered and drawn to high-profile figures. 

 

PRESIDENTIAL SOURCING IN PRE- AND POST-WAR COVERAGE 

The findings presented in Tables 3 and 4 also show that the Bush 

administration was cited in a smaller proportion of Iraq coverage in the period 

following the war than in the period prior to the war.  This finding holds true for 

both hard and soft news outlets.  In hard news coverage, the administration declined 

from being sourced in 93% of Iraq coverage to being sourced in 73% of Iraq 

coverage, falling 20 percentage points.  In soft news, the administration declined 

from being sourced in 76% of Iraq coverage to being sourced in only 61% of Iraq 

coverage, falling 15 percentage points.  Both of these declines are significant at the 

0.001 level.  The significant declines in sourcing the Bush administration support 

the third hypothesis. 

A similar finding holds true for the proportions of stories citing President 

Bush as a source.  As indicated by Table 5, the President was cited in 45% of total 

Iraq coverage in hard news outlets prior to the war, but only in 35% of total Iraq 

coverage in the period immediately following the war.  This decline is significant at 

the 0.001 level.  For soft news, the proportion of total Iraq coverage citing the 

President fell from 63% to 54%, a decline that is significant at the 0.05 level. 

 

DIFFERENCES ACROSS HARD AND SOFT NEWS COVERAGE 

The data presented in Tables 3, 4, and 5 also show that the effect of the 

administration’s and the President’s decline as a source in Iraq coverage between 

pre- and post-war reporting was stronger among hard news outlets.  For sourcing of 

the administration, this point can be illustrated by observing the magnitude of the 

change in percentage for hard and soft news outlets.  As mentioned above, there 

was a change of 20 percentage points in hard news outlets, whereas soft news 

outlets exhibited only a change of 15 percentage points. 

Data on stories citing the President also support the third hypothesis.  The 

percentage of total Iraq coverage sourcing the President in hard news outlets fell 

from 45% to 35%, a drop of 10 percentage points.  The percentage of total Iraq 

coverage sourcing the President in soft news outlets fell from 63% to 54%, a drop 

of 9 percentage points.  Although the difference of effect appears marginal, z-tests 

for statistical significance indicate a stronger effect for hard news outlets.  While 

the decline in soft news sourcing is significant at the 0.05 level, the decline in hard 
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news sourcing is significant at the 0.001 level.  Thus, data on sourcing both the 

President and the administration show a stronger effect for hard news outlets. 

 

DISCUSSION  

 In aggregation, the data is consistent with the rationales supporting each 

hypothesis.  Namely, the proportions of stories sourcing President Bush and the 

Bush administration in pre- and post-Iraq War coverage for hard and soft news are 

in agreement with the assertion that economic incentives for media outlets to target 

the marginal viewer are aligned with the President’s aim of effectively 

disseminating a self-serving message.  The data also support the contention that this 

effect is stronger for soft news outlets.  This finding is especially significant given 

the rise in popularity of entertainment media and the proven effects of soft news 

content on the voting patterns and political priorities of the marginal reader or 

voter.
xxvi

  The considerable prominence of the President in public affairs reporting 

points to an alignment of incentives between the President and news media outlets.  

Indeed, President Bush was sourced in more than half of the total Iraq coverage in 

soft news outlets both before and after the war and in 41% of the total Iraq coverage 

surveyed.  This data shows that the President has a stronger voice in public affairs 

reporting than any other single source or source category.   

 The prominence of the President as a source in soft news coverage is of 

particular significance.  The data on the Iraq War coverage is consistent with the 

hypothesis that hard news outlets are more likely to cite sources providing a 

message that is in agreement with that outlet’s general assessment of the same 

issue.  The data similarly agrees with the hypothesis that soft news outlets are more 

likely to cite sources that are conducive to the type of cheap framing that most 

appeals to the marginal reader.  While the President’s message may not always 

agree with a news outlet’s assessment, the President will always be a high-profile 

public figure.  In this context, the President is likely to remain a prominent voice in 

soft news while his presence in hard news may vary.  The rise in popularity of soft 

news in the entertainment media, then, affords the President increased influence in 

the agenda-setting function of the press.  The incorporation of these trends into 

presidential communications strategies is likely to result in presidents and 

presidential candidates providing increased access to soft news outlets. 

 Although the data presented in this paper are consistent with the proposed 

hypotheses, the empirical analyses are limited in their capacity to establish 

causation.  Future research could be conducted in this direction.  Additionally, 

while the data in this paper addresses the interaction between the President and the 

media, further investigation could examine interactions between news content and 

news consumers.  This paper shows that President Bush succeeded in disseminating 

a message that remained prominent in news reporting.  A future study might seek to 

determine whether this reporting was successful in influencing the opinions and 

behaviors of the marginal voter.   
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