Presidential Communications Strategies and the Rise of Soft News:
News Coverage of the 2003 Iraq War

Duke University

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 Irag 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.
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Table 1: Source Identification and Categorization
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Table 2: News Outlets Sampled
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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
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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
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Table 5: Presidential Sourcing in Pre- and Post-War Coverage

Percentage of
Administration

Percentage of
Total Iraq

Stories Stories Stories Subset that Coverage that
Covering Sourcing the Sourcing  Source the Sources the
Iraq Administration  Bush President 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
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