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PRESIDENTIAL ENDORSEMENT PATTERNS
WITHIN DAILY NEWSPAPER CHAINS
The mass commt .ication 1literature contains many studies
involving the impact of newspaper chain ownership,on both the

Tquality” and diversity of news and editorial content.l

There
has been substantial chain growth, particularly in large national
chains, over the past two decades.2 Large chain .- threats to
diversity of ideas are of prime concern.

one of the most frequently-cited studies in this area
related chain ownership to editorial autonomy [hereinafter

referred to as Chain Newspaper Autonomy].? That study suggested

that chain ownership causes member newspapers to make homogeneous
presidential candidate endorsements within the chain. If we
extend this measure of endorsenent ﬁomogeneity to the coveradge of

news and opinion in gereral, this finding in cChain Newspaper

Autonomy implied that chain ownership is associated with reduced
diversity éf editorial content.

Tﬁis study will investigate the extent to which 'individual
newspapers' editorialiautonomy may be damaged by chain ownership
as reflected by presidential campaign endorsement patterns. It

updates the findings originally presented in chain Newspaper

Autononmy. However, it goes further by revising the method used
in that previous study. These changes significantly alter the
conclusions regarding the association of chain ownership and
presidential endorsement patterns. The hypothesis of this study
is that chain newspaper ownership is associated wifh greater

presidential candidate endorsement homogeneity than would be




expected by random chance alone.

T

Effects of Newspaper Endorsements on Political Behavior

Chain newspaper presidential campaign endorsement patterns
are important to the extent that newspaper endorsements affect
political behavior. The 1literature on this subject can be
divided into those studies which examine the effects of
endorsements in non-presidential elections_.4 and in presidential
elections.5 In both sets of studies, the results are mixel.

The preponderance of evidence suggests that in non-
presidential elections, newspaper endorsements can, in certain
circunstances and under limited conditions, affect the outcome of
pelitical contests. Mayoral elections, state and local
legislative contests, trial court elections ané other non-
partisan cohtests were affected to some degree by newspaper
endocrsements, Those votsrs who identified themselves as
"Independents,” as last-minute deciders, or as marginally
interested in the  contests seemed to be the most affected by
newspaper endorsements. However, each of the studies details the
tenuous nature of the effects.

The effects of newspaper endorsements in presidential
elect:ions are more controversial. While the majority of studies
do find some effect, the authors of most studies are careful to
point out that effects vary from city to city, between types of
voters and from election year to election year. Twoe studies do

not find endorsement effects on presidential voting behavior

(Counts, and Hurd and Singletary). Since a larger number of




studies do find that newspaper endorsements have some effect, and
since later studies have improved upon and updated earlier
efforts with similar results, it is veasonable to assume that
endorsements can, under certain circumstances, affect political
behavior. With that assumption, it is then important to
determine whether chain ownership of newspapers affects editorial

autonomy in endorsement decisicns.

Chain Editorial Policies

Bagdikian reported that in the early 1980's 20 corporations

contreclled over half of daily newspaper circulation.6 By 1986,

that number had been reduced to 15.7

This concentration of
ownership puts into the hands of these 15 companies the potential
for affecting the knowledge and opinions the public comes to
possess on many nhational and international matters. In thi.
context, the ©role that concentrated ownership plays in
determining the edicorial policy of the individual newspapers
swned by tﬁése companies becomes important.

Thé direct means of determining the nature of 'corporate
headguarters interfefence with the editorial dJecisions of
individual newspapers is to ask the chain newspaper owners
themselves. This method yields many testimonials by chain owners
that editorial policies are set at their individual .newspapers.8

Not only might one suspect that these are self-serving
comnents that may not accurately describe the true level of
editorial autonomy within chains, but there is some independent
evidence that suggests this is the case. Bagdikian presents some

anecdotes that belie autonomy in some chains.? In chain
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Nawspaper Autonomy, the authors conclude that "clearly these data

run counter to the insistence of chain spokesmen that their
' 10

4

endorsement policies are independent frem chain direction.?
This calls for some indirect method to independently measure
the influence of chain headquarters on local presidential

endorsenent decisions. Beyond Chain Newspaper Autonony,

apparently no research has been devoted to this specific
question. .Indeed, many studies have made comparisons between
chain and non-chain newspapers on such criteria as the quantity
of space devoted to various types of editorials or the average
number of letters to the editor. However, only one other study
deals with the issue of whether newspapers within chains are
forced to collude on various editorial positions. Wagenberg and
Soderlund found no appearance of editorial collusion among four
newspapers selected from a Canadian chain.11

other.studies examine newsp:-, 2r endorsement decisioﬁ-making,
without r;ference to ownership variables. Ragland12 found that
amor.j :yew Mexico daily newspapers that endorsed a ‘mayoral
candidéfe since '1581, 50% of the time the publisher made the
ultimate decision as to who, if anyone, would be endorsed. The
publisher and editor jointly made the decision 28% of the time,
an editorial board decided 14% of the time, and 7% said the

13 found that 1978

editor alone decided. Clarke and Evans
congressional. contest endorsement decisions were usually made by
editorial page editors without the participation of the political
reporters covering the campaigns. A minority of. political

reporters (40%) participated in endorsement discussions. The




more "industrious" political reporters were more likely to have

access to the editorial page staff.

In Chain Newspaper Autonomy, a mocre ambitious ‘indirect

method of measuriné chain headquarters interferencé in local
editorial decisions was employed. That study performed a
secondary analysis of data collected by Editor & Publisher
magazine in its Quadrennial Presidential Poll for the years 1960~
1972.14 The E&P poll asks all daily newspapérs Whether'tpey are
endorsing a particular presidential candidate, are declining to
endorse anyone, or are yet undecided (the poll results: are

published shortly before each eiection).

Chain Newspaper Autonomy defined a chain as three or more

dailies in different cities under common ownership. Chains with
85% or more of its newspapers endorsing the same presidential
candidate were defined as homcgeneous. The unit of analysis was
individual chains that were not weighted by circulation size.
The proportion of homogeneous chains was 80% in 1950, 64% in
1964, 76% 'in 1968 and 91% in 1972. Wwithout conducting any
statistical tests on. these data, the authors concluded that these
percentages were higﬁ enough to indicate that individual chajn

newspapers did not have endorzement autononmy.

Method
Data for this study were compiled from Editor & Publisher
magazine's 1976, 1980 and 1984 Quadrennial Presidential Poll.15
Data for the 1988 presidential election were not comparable to
previous polls, because the magazine staff used an earlier cutoff

16

date for newspaper responses, As a.result most newspapers
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reported that they hadn't yet endorsed a candidate. In the 1984
.poll, 450 nawspapers reported they had endorsed a candidate while
only 246 did so in 19s8s. The comparability problem was further
compounded when the magazine staff tried to make up for this
shortfall by telephoning selected large newspapers for their

decisions.17

Therefore, 1988 data are not included in this
analysis.

A list of responding newspapers and their endorsements was
compiled from each of the three poll articles. Circulation size

and ownership information for each newspaper listed was obtained

from the appropriate Editor & Publisher International Yearbook.

This study uses the standard industry and scholarly definition of
newspaper chain--two or more dailies in different cities under
common ownership. This results in a 60% 1ncrease in the number
of chains than would have been included under the non-standard

definition used in chain Newspaper Autonomy. This makes the

results here comparable to the existing research literature on
chain ownership.
Another alteration was made in the definitiecn of

homogeneity. In chain Newspzaper Autonomy, the- homogeneity

threshdéld was 85%. Here, all the newspapers in a chain must
endorse the same candidate for the chain to be considered
homogeneous. The concept of endorsement autonomy means that
individual newspapers within a chain have the ability to endorse
any candidate. Thus, if even one newspaper endorses a different
candidate than the others within the chain, the chain allows

endorsement autonomy and is not homogeneous.




Another change involves how the data were analyzed. Chain

Newspaper Autonomy used individual chains as the unit of analysis

and did not weight by circulation size. This assumes that 'all
chains have the same potential impact on political behavior.
However, a chain that controls 6 million circulation should have
considerably more potential impact on politic.l opinions and
behavior than a chain of 10,000. This study weights each chain
by its circulation.

In order to test the hypothesis, it is necessary to compare
the actual level of endorsement homogeneity within chains with
some standard. This standard is the level of homogeneity found
in randomly-created chains consisting of newspapers grouped
without regard to their ownership. By constructing several such
random groupings, the mean and standard deviation of the
homogeneity level can be cenmputed. With this information, it is
possible to infer whether the actual level of homogeneit: within
chains is significantly greater than the results obtained by
random chance.

The 1list of all responding newspapers, regardless of
ownership type, was entered into a computer database for each of
the three election years. Each election year had a unique number
of responding 2-paper, 3-paper, 4-paper, etc., chains. A randgm-
number genarator selected newspapers into these predetermined
groupings for each Year. This process was repeated 30 +times.
The mean and standard deviation from these 30 runs were compared
to the actual 1level of within-chain homogeneity using a one-
tailed t-test. The one-tailed test is theoretically appropriate
since we have ne reason to expect that the homogeneity of
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endorsements within actual chains would be purposefuily lower

than random chance.

Results

In 1976, 37.4% of all daily newspapers, representing 55.2%
of total daily circulation, responded to the E&P survey. In
1980, 60.2% of dailies with 60.5% of total circulation responded.
For the 1984 E&P poll, 39.1i% of dailies responded with 56.7% of
total circulation.

Table 1 reports on the endorsement patterns of all daily
newspapers in the E&P surveys that endorsed either the Republican
or Democrat candidate. These data show that chains were not more
likely than non-chains to endorse the GOP .candidate. Further,
chain newspapers were not more likely than non-chains to endorse

the overall press-favored candidate. This last finding runs

contrary to the earlier data analyzed in Chain Newspaper
Autonomz.lg

' In, addition, the data in Table 1 also show that endorsements
skewed ﬁeavily in favor of the Republican candidate each election
regardless of thevtype of newspaper ownership. Thus, we would
exXpect a large degree of apparent homogeneity within chains to-be
caused merely by the high propensity of each newspaper to endorse
the GOP candidate. This is further evidence of the need to
compare the actual homogeneity of endorsements within chains to
the high level we would expect to find due to random chance

alone. This comparison is found in Table 2.




TABLE 1

PERCENT OF CHAIN AND NON-CHAIN NEWSPAPERS ENDORSEMENTS BY YEAR

Republican Democrat Number of

Newspapers

1976:
Chain 83% 17% 264
Non-Chain 86 14 . 229
Total 84 16 493
1980:
Chain 79 21 353
Non-Chain 77 23 206
Total 78 22 559
1984: .
Chain 86 14 289
Non-Chain 86 14 151
Total 86 14 450

Note: The numbers of newspapers in this table and in the
subsequent analysis are taken from the individual listings in the
E&P articles, not from their summary tables. These figures vary
Eizéhtly. Newspapers that were "undecided," "uncommitted," or
endorsed another candidate are excluded from these figures.

The results in Table 2 are mixed for the-three presidential
election years. The critical value at the .05 level for the one-
tailed f—test employed in Table 2 is 1.70. Thus, the actual
level 0of homogeneous endorsements within chains in 1976 falls
just short of being statistically greater than the level found by
randonm. chance. For 1980, wea can be fairly confident that the
actual 1level of homogeneity is significantly greater than the
random results. However, in 1984, the levels of actual and
random homogeneity are not close to being statistically
different. Therefore, we are unable to reject the null
hypothesis that there is no greater presidential endorsement

homogeneity within chains than that expected by random chance.
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TABLE 2
HOMOGENEITY OF PRESIDENTIAL ENDORSEMENT PATTERNS:
100% HOMOGENEITY IN CIRCULATION-WEIGHTED CHAINS

Year Actual Kandomly- t
Chains Created Value
Chain Sets
(n = 30)
1976 51.8% 38.3% 1.68

(s.d.=8.04)

1980 53.3 28.1 4,68%%%
(S-d¢=5.39) ’

19384 42.4 37.2 0.68
(s.d.=7.68)

***p<.001 for a one-tailed t-test

Note: Percentages represent circulation in homogeneous chains as
a proportiun of tetal chain circulation. Newspapers from 54
chains responded to the survey in 1976, 71 in 1980, and 56 in
1984. The 40 - dailies that endorsed Anderson in 1980 are excluded
from this analysis.

In addition, these results appear to ke greatly affected by
the endorsement status of the Tribune Company chain. The Tribune
Company is among the top five national chains when ranked by
circulation. In 1984, the six Tribune Company newspzpers
responding to the E&P survey were heterogeneous in their
endorsements. In 1976 and 1980, only four and three Tribune
Company papers, respectively, responded and they all endorsed the
Republican candidate. We Xknow that with the heterogeneous
endorsements in 1984, Tribune Company newspapers probably had the
ability to be heterogeneous in 1976 and 1980. Had they been, the

actual level of homogeneity in Table 2 would have been reduced to
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35.4% in 1976 and 38.4% in 1580 due to the 1large circulation
represented by the responding Tribune nhewspapers. This level of
homogeneity for 1976 is below the figure obtained by random
chance. For 1980, the t-value would have been reduced to 1.982
which is statistically significant at only the .05 level. This
lends further support to the conclusion that we cannot reject the

null hypothesis of this study.

Discussion

The earlier study of presidential endorsement patterns
within chains concluded:

...these data would appear to contradict clearly

the proposition advanced by spokesmen for chain

ownership, and the hypothesis of this study, that

members of chains are quite independent iggtheir

political endorsement editorial policies.

This study presented here was unable. to draw the same
conclusion for three more recent presidential elections. One
important basis for the different ccnclusions must surely be the
very different methods used to address the issue of endorsement
homogeﬁeity within chains.

There may also be important real changes over the two time

periods studied. Chain Newspaper Autonomy found the average

proportion of homegeneous chains to be 78% for the election yéars
1960~-1972. Using the method of that study for the 1976-1984
election years anialyzed here, the proportion of homogeneous
chains drops to £5%. This large drop in homogeneity may appear
paradoxical given the fears engendered by the large increase in
the size of newspaper chains since the first study. "1iXon
reported tﬁe average chain size to be 5.2 dailies in 1968, a

11
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figure that had declined somewhat from its peak of 5.6 in 1930.20

By 1986, this nuicber had jumped to 9.1,2%

This seeming paradox has occurred because the large national
chains that dominate the newspaper industry in recent years have
a more heterogeneous endorsement pattern than the smaller
regional chains that typified the industry 25 years ago. For
instance, in 1980 some of the largest chains such as Gannett,

Thomson, Donrey, Park, Lee, Media General, Knight-~Ridder, Cox and

Harte~Hanks all were heterogeneous in their. endorsement

patterns.22

The 1largest chains now own a wide variety of types of
newspapers--metro and rural papers, large and small circulation
papers, papers in different regions of the country. It nay be
that region of the country, circulation size, metro vs. rural, or
some other local characteristics have mére influence on
endorsement decision patterns than chain ownérship per se, 23 In
the future, as indi-yidual chains grow in size, endorsement
homogen?ity may continue to decline. Furthermore, large national
chains .are thought to be more concerned about maximizing profits
than small regionél chains. If this is +true, local newspaper
ranagers within the large chains may have more editorial autonemy
as long as they meet their profit goéls.

Chains exhibited greater homogeneity in the three
presidential elections studied here, even though the differences
were not significant in two of the thrse cases. This non-
significant tendency toward greater homogeneity within chains is

sometimes caused by overt policies by chain management. Scripps-
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Howard, one of the larger national chains, has such a policy. 1In
1980, Scripps-Howard required all their newspaper editors to meet
with chain editorial management executives to vote on who +the
group would endorse. One editorial was prepared to run in all
Scripps~Howard newspapers.24

However, in most cases greater homogeneity may be the result
of other, more subtle, forces. The socialization of newsworkers
and newspaper executives, the pressure to conform to professional
and industry norms, the need to meet superiors! expectations
within the organization, and the desire to piease powerful
sources outside the organization are recognized as forces that
may affect media content, 2> By extension, some of this research
literature suggests that chain newspaper management need not
explicitly state endorsement policy to enforce homogeneity. A
climate may be created within which chain managers' wishes
regarding endorsements are implicitly understood by editors and
publishers at each newspaper.

Newspéﬁer presidential endorsements continue to heavily
favor khe Republican candidate in each election. Since E&P

magazine began its gquadrennial poll in 1932, the Republican

candidate has received more endorsements than the Democrat
26

candidate every year except in .1964. This reflects .the
essentially conservative tendencies of the powerful elite in
general, including newspaper pﬁblishers. According to Donohew,
newspaper publishers tend to identify most closely with members
of the business community, lawyers, bankers, and public
officials.27 Peterson et al. found that newspaper business
editors had statistically significantly more favoyable attitudes

13




toward capitalism and toward business in general than the general

public.28

Aside from publishers in some Northeastern seaboard
newspapers,29 news executives® reference groups tend to be among
the more Republican elements of society, and their newspaper
endorsements reflect this.

Thus, chain ;wnership may play no role, or only a minor one,
in affecting the content pr rformance of daily newspapers as most
of the studies cited in footnote one indicate. The findings
reported here are consistent with thié literature. Chains
exhibited statistically greater ﬁomogeneity in one of the éhree
vears studied, but not in the other two. Further, attributing
homogeneity to the Tribune Company chain in two of the three
Yyears, when we& Xknow tﬁéy allow heterogeneity, significantly
overstates the level of homogeneity in the national samples.
Therefore, this study further substantiates the idea that, on
balance, chain ownership does not have much to do with content
performance. ‘

Hovever, there is s 1e evidence that chains may have an
adverse'impact on ﬁhé economic performance of newspapers. Some
studies associate chain ownership with higher advertising
prices,30 or other economic harms.31 Future research should
place a greater emphasis on studying the economic performance of
chain versus non-chain newspapers. For now, we lack adequate

evidence that chain ownership is associated with greater

presidential endorsement homogeneity.
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