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.In other words press cr1t1c1sm ought,to lead ta a better understandlng of

of stories than 1n others!

Empirical Measures of Press 'Performance
] \ i >

- ¢
-

A

.

w-'—‘l’hebehef—1:h::x1:—r'c~1s possible to emp&r&eally—measuré press perforqance________

is not, .to “be sure, un1versa11y he1d.y The press product is complex, covering
a multitude of topics and including many types of content. Evaluating that
product in terms of community wants and d%eds as wqll as accepted profess-. ,

.

- ional standards often seems ihsuperably difficult. Yet the benefits ré- -
[ i

sulting from such measugement argue strongly for attempts at overcgminé

the problems. ooe ' . o,

a '

/
The goal of media cr1t1C1sm, in my v1ew, is not merely to 1dent1fy

N

media failings after the fact or 'serve as a referee for'complalnts against -
. - l S

[ 3

news operations. There is considerable value in such activity, to be 'sure,

My view js that some " of the media w111 improve as a result of such cr1t1c1sm£

" It seems to me, howev r, hat the real- oal of press criticism is«-
€ g P

.
~ +

or at least ought to be--to understand why the press fa;}s and why it suqceeds
)

L .o
press behav1or By eva1uat1ng the press,’we ought to’come closer to under-

standlngdwhat it is that makes one newspaper or one broadcast news operation _-
! ) ‘ \
better, than another Press cr1t1C1sm ought to he1p us understand why the

v

-

- - % -

pressﬁeems to perfom better in SOI\'Ie 51tuat10ns 01' in covermg certa‘ln kinds
. N "
7 - . \ — - - .

L]

To put it another way, I thmk \we need theories wh1ch specify how the

t.'
[

"~
/ .
P ess behaves or performs Such theoxaes ought to spec1fy whick factors 1n-

R e

f uenchress behavmr and the Ways 1A wh1ch such factors mteract 'I'heo’nes

\




-

\(; . ' | . * . :

4

/
of this sort would be based on the resent and thespa t. /But they would

' “elp us pred1ct, And' they wbuld altow us to spec1fx
\

im?rove the press 'n the future. A . // '
Vo ¢
T ——Theories, of ourFe, are bu;lt upon obServat1o§a=\They are general-
, b —_— -
. . izations from that bservat1on And they are verifi / observation.
. " . ‘, q . i . \ 7 -'

' So a theory of press penformance, duite~5imp1y,Hrequi s\obserVation of
i . .

v, - \ ! .. ’ N
press performance. Lo g o
. - N . ‘l ’

v hd ] ‘
, _That doesn t mean,‘howevér, that measurement--the c
i . " } \ i .
’ performance accordinb toisom iterion--is necessar:ly a
|

\ LI B . |
i :

|
assification of

\
\

art of tHeory

‘\ " constructiom and evahuatﬂon' }t is poss1b1e to have obserfyation withodt

| - measurement.’ In the\strlkt sense of the term, 1n other wokds,. it is pos-
51b1e to be emp1r1ca1 w1thout employlng measurement - Mgas

. c1asshf1cat10n, of'perfor?ance 1$n t an essent1a14i§rt %f t eories of
. . 1 . L
' press behav:?or. Only obser\vat1on is essentlaln K

-
C "It is in the reyection of measurement of social ph¢ nomena se
i P ? EL__ .
' . . » - . - Al . N
N ~that\re ection of 1r1cism 1n 5tddy1ng Tress behavlor firids its most soi1d
| : J P

N b . .

SEREE -~ . :
N defense In other wdrds,[those‘who would argue that med1a behavior is 1mmune

. ' 1 to measurement must also Tgue, o be cons1stent that the performance of
. . , . i
J =T other social 1nst1tud10ns cannot@fe measured Re)ectlon .of measureaent of
: . " .

press ﬁerformance seePs t requ1rk, 1ﬂrmy view, a s1m11ar reJectionLof
1

qu1olog1ca1 measureﬂent in general. And nless some cruélal dlst1nct10n
! 4
. is madg¢ between soc1ah and psychologlcal measures, such aareJect1on of
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* business ventures, of course, are regularly assessed in terms of” the finahciall.

'stability they acquire threugh product oﬁtput,

. \ X . E
Many, of course, take just such a pob1t10n ‘Proponents of a qugligative

w *

s

methodology, for example, ' argue tha measurement in and of itself distort

. - f Wt \."
ial reality (EilStead 1970)., $ocial researchers u51ng emp1rical measures .

N
~ / ' .

+do not really observe the wgt&d~about—them,qua11tat1ve)methodeéegis%s—argue oo

They dreate a world in keep1ng with thehr measurement technlques. Absplutists

-
»
L B

\ .
hrgue that no measurement of soc1a1 phenbmena 1s‘p0551b1e :

~\ - . 3

Y . A “ ‘.

, While I'm sympathetic to the cr1t1c1sm ‘of some soc1olog1ca1 and psycho-
) ! ‘ A .

logical measures, I rejeet the notion that measurement is inappropriate. . I

< ' v . - ‘
suspect that many of those who fee} uncomfortab%e w;t& empirical measuves ‘of
— e ) ¢ » * x ;
press performance reject the. notion as well. | < .
. « . ‘ - -
There is, of course, &, long tradition of empirical study of press .

gerformance under the rubric pf bias research: Studiessbf news play in the

coverage of national elections, for -example, were conducted as early as 1952 -
B S Y AL vy Py

(Stempel,  1975). They now seem tq be a fairly staridard part of e1ection year
/ : , . . . . .

'

" research programs. e ¢ , ’

Pa?
- .

In organizational research, in sociolqu and management, where performance
¢ ot . ’ £~

is defined as thé composit goal-directed output of a group, empirical measure; ,
, ; ) : plaht e L

ment also is the norm (Wofford, Gerloff and Cummins, 1977). Perfdfmamce of

?

~

1.

M ' ‘ ({ ’
Thete two research examples--of bias in p011t1ca1 news and of organzza-
| I PR -

tional output--represent two general strategies 1n measur1ng the performanCe
of complex oréanizationsa ~The first strategy is to ‘examine specifiC*organlza-' .

' " ’ 'o § .
tional output at' a given point in time--perhaps dfter some-criicial change in the

L 4 . . .
environment of the organization. .In media research, this ofteh means examining
i ‘ . ¢ * » -
- -~ ,
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~
-

I

', mystery.

coverﬁlge of a pecific’ event--such as an'election or an element of the election--
3

at a preclse p 1nt 1n tmé;‘ The second strategy 1s more global. An attempt is®

t

made in sugh a a1yses to sﬁssess overa11 performance of the organ1zat16n not

Just performance i‘x one s§ec1f1c area at one part1cu1ar time. ‘

s

¢« Global jindices; of course, can be based on a set of spec1f1c measures.’

In newspaper performanEeéna}ysis, for example, it wou1d be _poss1b1e to create

a global measure of a newspaper s performance based on observations of how that‘

1

. .

paper covered a var1ety of specific stories or story top1cs. A story on local
14 ./ ’ ~
government, one on. urban prob‘lems and another Sports Piece a'i‘e only a few of
- 14 v
the many possibilities For the most part however, thls strategy has not bpen (

i

employed in newspaper performance ana1y51s . ' : .

+
L

Perhaps the most p;'uous problem encountered in performance ana1y51s using
N ]

a spec1f1c measure-- or g global measure based on spec1f1c observations- rhas to"

’

4

do with sampling. Any spec1f1c story or area chosen is but one of the many ) R
N o Vo 4
pieces o( output of a news organization,, C.ampalgn news, 1n the case of much.

LY

.of the bias research '1&?0’11)' wsfraction of the news produced by the ‘press - .
dur1ng an election .’per1 ' An evaluatlon of the whole ‘media institution on the

. N 4
. basis of the se1ected oﬁput 1s tenuous aa best, . : , (A ,

.- ‘
a

Researchers emplofang spec1f1c measures, of course, are usua11y qulte

willing to admit that the1r'measure may not adequately r*ct the overa11 )
(Y . . - » )

performance of the ne 1nst1tut10n Thee:roblem, however, is, that Because *

‘
* -

they have focused on1y On one. k1nd of output, they ares not able to spec1fy . '

14

0
what it } about news med1a behavior wh1ch produces exce11ence in one area while

. not necesSa:rlly in another In other words, they can't provide much 1nformatlon

" © . e

wh1ch aklows for an assessment of" the link between one kmd of“performance and

. ‘ : . y - Y
another. The ques thql’>Of general performance as a’consequence remains qUIte a . .
. . « i ) \) * s ) /
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A part1cu1ar problem of specific measures Jf press performance entar11ng

a Jdﬁgment of biasg also is worth notinga As Rosengren (1977) has note%, blas

‘

measures per se are 1ack1ng in a relevant standard of comparzson As a result,

.
o

researchers must be aware of the poss1b1l1ty that the news event 1s, in rea11ty, "

L)

b1ased - On any g1ven day in a p’lltlcal campa1gn, ‘for example, one candidate

[ ) ’

may in rea11ty have done more and said Eore than another. " Balanced: news coVerage
) . .
of the campaign; measured 'solely in terms of inches devoted to the two candidates,

would be an inferior measure of perforﬁance--unless equality itself is the .sole

R a . r 4 . \ ,
@al- . : ' . 4.‘ 7 -

Y

Global measures of performance, of course, are not without their prohlems.

Those wlich ate not based on observations of performapce dn specific tasks rum
the risk of measuring something quite distinct from actual present performance.

»

They ma;<measure instead simple reputation or some othexy aspect of prestige.

Those whilch areebased on snecific observations, as noted, encounter problems

i . A ‘

.of representatlve sampllng in maklng _those obserﬂatlons.

»
L

A. recent example of a global measure of performance will serve to 111ustrate

\ -

the first problem. It should be noted however, that the researchers who used thls

\ » . .

4 measure--Johnstone Slawskd and Bowman (1976)--dld not con51der it a measure of

’
performance; bu't rather of prestige or prom1nence of the news organ1zatzon There

» s

-is 8 relatPonship between this measure of prominence and and ;\“formance, I think o

most will agree, and others might prefer to think of it in performance terms.
\ - LY - 1
' I'm referr1ng, of course, to the n ional study of newspeople conducted in

4

1971 by the Natlonal 0p1n10n Research Center under the d1rect10n of the three

tited sociologists-at the University of 1}11n01s at Ch1cago Circle. Included

o~

L o L -
) .. L4 N ' ol
.

in the study was a question soliciting from respondents their nominations for -

-




'\;tne three'newspapers or other neus organizations which they considereo to be

fairest and Eggt‘re11ab1e It will surprise few of yeu to‘learn,that”the . '
New York T1mes topped the 115£JW1th the most nom1nat1ons. It'was fo1 oued -
ih order, by the Associated Press, the Washington Bégg, the Wall §EIE§£ )

Jourpal and the United' Press Internationaf: The list will surprise'few of N
you, I suspect, becausé you.have bther ‘evidence these are Some of the best ) A
.Y : « ] .

news organizations in the oountry But they also bave other characteristics.
They are large. Theyare eastern. And they are the Same flve news qrganrza-

+
tions wh1ch the Journa11sts said they re11ed on in their work. In other words,

‘the. Johnstone, et al. Gquestion ‘seems #0 measure perfornance But it also

. . ' - . -

l" C e —
measﬁres‘other th1ngs Unspec1féggfggghglLugggures gfnerally have~that
. . . ' \ .
Eharacteristic T ¢ . ¢
. Perhaps th41most creative recent attempt at, employ1ng global measures -
e .
for media ins 1tutlons can be found 1n the published product of the New\England -

’ 4 4

Daily Newspaper Survey proJect (Ghiglione, 197%). The mea8ures are worth exaﬁ—

!
ining in some deta11 because they lack the _common drawbacks of-most unspec1f1ed»e<-’

LA S P NPV

. global measures, yet they seem toigyercome the problems of sampd1ng aSSOC1ated
- "(

with global indices based ‘on spﬂéﬁfic behavior. . .

1] .
The measures I'm speaking of are included in the evaluative essays eval-. . .

I

uators wrote about the ‘100 plus New England dailies. The evaluators didn't o

.
. .

assign pumbers to the newspapers or give.them a performance score,-though they

‘ - ¢ . 14 . - .
could have But they did measure the papers in terms of selected criteria. A

. 4 -

separate oonteﬁt ana1y51s of ihese essays by two of my students .and myselﬁ has ’

produced a set of scores for these papers (Becker, Beam and Russial, 1978). I

reported to this. division on the| reliability of these measuxes and the use :we
’ ‘ i
- "o . - 8 2 ) . -l .

made of them in our secondary analyses a year.ago.
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The New England Survey evaluators discussed their task at some length ;
. - . o e

) befére its undertaking. They. debated the questlon of relevant’ criterla of if«~qi;.

. . \
performance and considered various alternatives. The essays they wrote 1nd1- BT

- - - _
. , ——

-~

Fw;ﬂe— - . cate they hadn't reached complete consensus. But our content‘dnalys1s of the. 5.
B '7 .t;essays showed each evaluator dfgcussed the foIIOW1ng aspects Pf:press performance:
P f . 1. The existenoe of-vaxious kinds of news 1h the new!%ggfr; Spec1f1cally,
the evafuatorsi}ooked for such th1ngs as rout1ne coverage)of meet1n§s and ¢y
. ) ,' off!cal government, activity, 1n1t1at1ve or‘1nyest1gat1ve Pieces, {or1es pro-

: /(FV1d1ng local perspectlve on state, nat1onal or 1nternat1ona1 events, and
L 4
s

tories of’ part1cular 1nterest to m1nor1ty groups. The observat1ons werb

-
x

based on examlnatlon of the issues' of the newspapéiifor a six- week per1oi

L '?. The thoroughness or depth of these stor1es Some of the copy pro-

1

- vided few detalls on 1mportant matters. Other coverafe was more substantial.’
- i // . ’ ! v
- 3, The presentat1on of the news. Evaluators examined the photography,

~

- :typography and editing of the papex. They examined headlines td see if they

: matchedltheﬂstorfes under them ~They also tr1ed to assess quallty ‘or’ writing.
° . in gemeral. ) ’ \ : . i o
. ' 4. The ed1tor1al page/’ Bvaluators commented-on the amount of ed1tor1al

. e .o
space devoted ‘to local, state and national issues, giving part1cular attentidn
‘ ! - .

to the use of "canned" or rionlocally written editorials. The evaluators also .~
v ., ! A . ) »

i .lodked for balancé in the use of columnists and other editorial\mdterials. )

4 In addition to these four areas, evaluators tr1ed to assess the integrity

4 »

of‘the news operation. In doing this, they somet1mes used data not obta1naBle

. from the content analysis itself. For example, they talked when’p9ss1ble with o

L
. ' ~ -

staffers on the papers to learn how frequently copy was 1nfluenced by manage- »
- » \

ment. But they also did something ‘quite simple. They looked for puff p1eces .
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-~ S
. 1n the papers themselves "This wds concrete eV1dencg the paper d1d or dsd

. were not snated in very precise terms. Numbers are precise. I think 1t 1s

specificity. . . . . ) -

- . ' ) . ‘ . -

not write copy to suit advert1sers or other local 1nterests

. —__.What i% particularly strikipg about ‘the New England analysis, it seems
‘ . B - o ’ S
to me, is how much information on press performance the.evalugtors obthimed:
. . . - .
directly from a simple content analysis .of the newspapers. In my opinion,

e

'they'developed measures of performance which were ‘sensitive to ‘community

needs 'yet reflective of existing professional standards. A
. ) q‘ 1 ‘ - .
These measures; to be sure{'cén be -improved upon. In the first place, .

. ¥ 4

the evaluators could easily haVe done more counting. Their measures were’

. -, n

-

emp1r1ca1 to.be sure.*~They w@re based on obse;yatlon of the press product.

And they did emplgy cr1ter1a lead1n to Judgments e Judgments, however,:
mplg g b ’ .

Pl — AN

‘a shame the eva1uators didn't rely on tpem more. They could have ccunted/the-

number of lpcally produged editorials and presented"their data on 'canned"

vs. lecally-written editorials as a ratio. THey could have counted the ndmber_
. . b‘ . ‘. \!‘

of "puff“ pieces. ”They'could have countegithe number of erroneous headlines

- -

AY

or‘typesetting mistakes. THat would.have made the content analysis of the

e;%ays performed by my, two colleagues and I unnecéssary "And it would have g

i .
helped us learn even more from the New Ertgland preject.- o
/
NN Thg—New Englggﬁﬁii:vey measures of performance were global They were .
. 4 o

based on the day-to-day operat1ons “of the ewspapers to ‘see how the papers

performed under, a variety of situations. %Z using a period of this length,
E 3

the project desi'grieis"avoided many of the problems of samphing.inherent in

the specific indices discussed earlier. But they also lost, quite simpry,‘
. ‘ , o

R 1 RS o

-




f

P . 4

.

'<;\ (1973) analysis of trends in media coverage in the 1960s is part1cularly

aeep

o‘. '4 * 4 M ’ I N : '
. N . ¢ N ‘\;’ 9.. 'D- “
, - ) . - 4 . .
» . . [ L 3 .0
. oo , \ & ) i) .
Ly s ’ 4 . T
. ~ v ‘ .
- » ' .
. Perhaps the ideal measume of performance would include both‘global ~
I (-
indlces of the sort constructed in the New England prOJect and mor‘\specific

2

measures of thé type most often, employed in bias analy51s. In othe\ words,

- -ac.

- e e e

news media coverage of a speeafic story or sample of stories could be ex-

—— ~

am1ned in detarl Informat1on obtained from these spec1fic analyses ould W

be combined w1th the more global information to better measure pprforﬁance.

- -

Perhaps the .ideal measure of performance also would include inf

+ . |
r

on the operation of the news 1nstitut10n in the past to. guard against 5

[

-

tion

£ .
¥ing
. -*»
These data could be obtained from working Journa11sts and others

/ 1
In other woiﬂs, reputatiohal measures-

problems.

knowledgeable about the area's media.

'

of. performance might be included as well. ’ '

] .
I think community leaders and non- leaders alike haVe imporiant 1nforma-

Neither ought to be 1gd§red as potential contribu-

-

tion on press performance.

A f
tors to the ideal measure of performance.. J
' ’ . Q

.
- N 2 *° ]

-

The awards given the media institution under study--by professional
I . . . - ~ . ) »
groups9and community Organizations-}alsp.tell the evaluator something’ about
Ce -

the institutions under studyg g ;

’ 'Y

- o

-
-

»

7 N

In constructing our 12631 performance measure, I think e need to be

There are

_;nmgtgmes objective .
~ . ‘ L]

Funkhouser's

’

sénsitive to thé problem ofTa‘proper standard\

" criteria for inferring what the press ought to to be covering.

suggestive heré.. That analySis exam1ned trends in media coverage ‘of var1ous , [f‘

-~

issues during the period and comparedilhose fiends to ava1lable statist1cs N

on development of the real-womMd phenzzpnon itself, Coverage of the Vietnam v

L
- -

ﬂar, for example, was compared with an ypbj ective 1ndicant of the war's
d i’



magnitude;;,number of trgops in Southeast As1an cpuntr.y--to» see how well the
%

.4|

aVerag'e refléctéd the war s development The conc1us1on Funkhduser reached

L3rs . i

ﬁ&; mr,l’edj,a{ cof!efage and real events were. far ,fronL perfectly m&tched

' ‘m!“tdeal easure of press perfomance——tp -summarize, “would 1nc1ude=

TR . N S
mformatmn on the way spec1f1c news events are covered rnformation on the
[ ' ., A ) N -
™~

/
day ta- day’ operauons of the press, as we11 as 1nfomat10n on the med1a

... N

1nst1'g1t10n s past performance. .-J’he 1nformat10n would. be precisely gathered

' .~
.

. and assembled. And ‘it would make compar1sans wherever posslble to real world
. . .
: ’ . . 3 .= v . :

_.situations. S ‘ Lo -~ -
- - . * Y

. .

N - .
theosry testing 've caled- for here. Sens1t1ve 'I;easuré's o.f appropriate

it -
1ndependent varlables-!lboth from the commun1ty in:which the press institution
.

'Measuﬁsi press performance are p___ suff1c1ent for the kinds of

. ’ *s .

operates "and of characterlstlcs of the med1a organlzanqn 1tse1f--are still ‘

- - ‘

necessary. It~ seems, however, the press“' performance measu:;‘és are’ t.he ones

The valqe of the kinds’ of theones wh1ch. wills develop from th1s*

.

-~ K &
empirigal \mrl/, seems ®o me, is that they can he P change the stance '

'\

most in need of ‘our attentlon at present

‘of the press cr tic. Good th_ec_:ries al_zlgvg ,fg"‘m;r«ec‘twe prescnptlons.

. o - .
That, it seems, to me, is what press criticism is all about.,
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