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Introduction

In the months leading up to the presidential election in November, the press must serve to inform readers of crucial presidential candidate positions on key issues, as related in political speeches on the campaign trail, at party conventions and in press conferences.  As they are the major access point for voter information and thus a prime participant in the political process, the press – in this case, the Washington Post – is obliged to ensure that its readers are adequately prepared for their civic responsibilities by passing on this information, and if necessary, repeating this information in subsequent editions.  
An analysis of the Washington Post during the month of September reveals that an attentive reader could be assured of learning candidate positions on most of the domestic issues listed on the National Annenberg Election Survey, though probably not more.  However, certain issues were not clarified or re-emphasized during that month as opposed to surrounding months, probably because the candidates had stopped or decreased their references to those particular issues.  For example, a focus on economics and health insurance in the campaign speeches redirected the brunt of media attention away from controversial issues like the federal ban on stem cell research or tort reform.  Most of the reporting of the pertinent issues occurred toward the front of the A section, heightening the likeliness that the article would be read by a person of average attention.  At the same time, much of this same coverage was repeated in successive editions of the newspaper, creating retention by redundancy.  The less important issues were more likely to occur in the back sections and even then, they were covered only a few times.
Methods

Using LEXIS/NEXIS and the Washington Post online archive, a search was conducted of full-text Washington Post articles and editorials from the A, B and C sections of the newspaper primarily, but not excluding other sections.  The time length specified was from September 1, 2004 to September 31, 2004.  The following terms or groups of terms were used as keywords – from headlines and article text – in relation with the terms “presidential campaign,” “Bush,” and or “Kerry”: social security, personal investment and stock market; tax cuts, upper class, middle class and permanent; assault weapons ban, NRA and extension; estate tax and inheritance tax; Patriot Act; health insurance, child, worker, business coverage and premiums; stem cell research, science funding and Alzheimer’s; redeployment, military, North Korea and Germany; prescription drugs, Canada, importation and bulk purchase; labor unions and organization; former prosecutor and lawyer; medical malpractice, tort reform and capping; and tax breaks, elimination, overseas, outsourcing, tax cuts, jobs and business.  Data was tabulated and graphs drawn using Microsoft Excel.  All graphs utilize similar formats; that is, all issues (usually the x-axis) are numbered according to appearance in the NAES survey list.
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A survey was taken of the gross number of articles mentioning the NAES issues and more importantly, at least one identifiable candidate position for each issue.  Washington Post coverage of Bush’s support for investing Social Security contributions in the stock market and Kerry’s support of a health insurance plan that would cover more children and more workers – 14 and 17 articles, respectively, far exceeded the coverage on any other issue by at least a 6-article margin.
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This aligns with general campaign trends during the month of September.  During the first half of the month, the Democratic campaign focused primarily on economic and health insurance issues, forcing the Republican campaign to also address these issues.  However, the second half of the month saw an overall concentration on issues more pertinent to the first debate:  the war in Iraq and national security issues as opposed to domestic issues.  Tracking of coverage by date published saw a steep decrease in news coverage of the mainly domestic NAES issues during the second half of the month.  Interestingly, there was little mention of the Patriot Act or the planned redeployment of troops during much of the national security-based coverage in the second half of the month.  One good outcome, however, of the increased coverage in the first half of the month is that readers will be more likely to remember the issues, as the material will have been thrown at them day after day.
Less than half of the issues were covered in great detail, though they had enough detail to gain a minimal amount of knowledge.  Most articles had brief mention of candidate positions but these usually appeared in the bottom of the articles, decreasing the chance that an individual would read those facts.   Most of the main issues in the campaign were given marquee headline in the paper or at least covered in the middle of an article.  Investing Social Security contributions in the stock market was discussed in great detail, as were candidate positions on the assault weapons ban and the so-called “tax cuts for the rich.”  Positions on the assault weapons ban were delineated clearly not by candidate or campaign discourse but by media coverage of the expiration of the assault weapons ban and their own inferences.  On the other side of the spectrum, candidate and media attention decreased for previously controversial issues like importing drugs from Canada, stem cell research, John Kerry’s background as a [image: image3.emf]0
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prosecutor, tort reform and the estate tax.  When they were mentioned, it was usually at the bottom of an article or briefly, with no other background information.  Interestingly, there were almost no references at all to John Kerry being a prosecutor.  Much of the coverage pointed to his running mate John Edwards as being a former prosecutor, mostly in connection with his record with tort reform.
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Audience attention is assumed to be the highest when articles appear on the front page.  However, it should still be high if located in the first 5 pages and a little less so if in the A section at all.  Readers will typically notice stories that are closer to the front of the paper, as that is what appears to the public first when they see the newspaper on a stand.  Given a significantly long attention span, stories will still decay in interest the farther back they get in the paper.  The likelihood that readers will actually read the story or learn the important facts will increase if pertinent and/or interesting information is located at the top of the article.  Health insurance, the permanence of the tax cuts and tort reform both appeared on the front page the most; however, the appearance of stories in the A section showed that health insurance and investments of Social Security money are covered far more.
Conclusion

The attentive reader of the Washington Post should be able to decipher candidate positions on each of the issues, but only with a good deal of patience.  Much of the pertinent information on each of the issues seems to have been buried in the later pages of the newspaper and the lower halves of the article, decreasing the chance that the reader will read the article to begin with, or read far enough down to reach the information.  Candidate positions were only examined carefully when their respective issues were emphasized by the candidates themselves on the campaign trail; otherwise, they and the media seem to lose interest and barely mention them at all.  Knowledge from these issues – that were emphasized and later not so much because of debate concerns – could stay with the reader, as the redundancy of the information during its lengthy coverage would make it easier to retain in long-term memory.  On the whole, the paper does only an average job at preparing the public for its civic responsibilities.  It does inform the reader about candidate positions on the domestic issues related in the NAES, but for the most part, coverage is poor.  “Hot” topics are generally covered well, but the reader is still required to maintain constant vigilance and high attention to this media source if he or she wants to be fully informed.
