
By Lynda Lee Kaid and Joe Foote 

How Network Television Coverage 
Of the President and Congress Compare 

Availability of live coverage 
of House does not seem 
to have led to more network 
coverage. President still 
dominates network news. 

b While the US. Constitution established 
the legislative and executive as co-equal 
branches of government, since the end of 
the 19th century that balance has increas- 
ingly tilted toward the president. With the 
advent of television, the disparity between 
the ability of the president and the ability of 
the Congress to communicate directly with 
the American people has become more 
evident.' 

There is considerable reason to believe 
that this disparity greatly favors the presi- 
dent. Former U.S. Senator J. William 
Fulbright claimed that the president's abil- 
ity to use television had done as much to 
expand the powers of his office as a consti- 
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tutional amendment.2 Public support for 
the president and his policies has consist- 
ently risen after major speeches on network 
television.3 While few news sources can 
obtain network access on a regular basis, at 
least one story about the president is auto- 
matically carried most days on all three 
networks. Grossman and Kumar have 
argued that the president's interactions 
with the press are of primary importance in 
portraying his image to the public, and 
their analysis shows that a president can 
count on substantial favorable coverage 
both in the print and broadcast nedia.4 
Gans has even maintained that proximity 
to the presidency is a ticket to newsworthi- 
ness for second and third-tier news sour- 
ces,5 and Epstein has insisted that network 
producers have established a de facto peck- 
ing order for news priorities which places 
presidents first, senators in the middle and 
House members last.6 

If the president dominates the executive- 
legislative race for news coverage, the 
Senate similarly overshadows the House. 
In the only major study to date of congres- 
sional coverage, Robinson and Appel 
found the ratio of the Senate to House 
stories on network television news to be 
nearly two-to-one.' This is hardly surpris- 
ing since Blanchard has reported that far 
more news media resources are devoted to 
Senate than House coverage.* Political 
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scientists have ascribed this coverage dis- 
parity to  the smaller size of the Senate, its 
platform for presidential hopefuls and the 
visibility of senators from larger states.9 A 
more thorough investigation, using con- 
tent analysis of media coverage in path 
models predicting coverage of senators in 
the 83rd, 89th, 91st, and 93rd Congresses, 
suggests that other factors may be a t  work. 
Weaver and Wilhoit found that, while staff 
size, state size, seniority and committee 
leadership positions appear to be impor- 
tant explanations of AP wire coverage, the 
greatest predictor of senatorial visibility 
was the quantity of a n  individual senator's 
activities. 10 

For  many years observers argued that 
opening up the House of Representatives 
to  live coverage of floor proceedings might 
help redress the imbalance in coverage 
between the House and other executiveand 
legislative bodies." Although such live 
coverage has been available since March of 
1979, no studies have considered the 
impact of this increase availability. 

Even when congressional stories, 
whether House or Senate, survive the rigid 
filtering process imposed by the newsgath- 
ering system, exposure does not guarantee 
favorable coverage. Robinson and Appel, 
after examining network coverage for five 
weeks, coded 84% of the stories as neutral 
and 16% as negative. None of the stories 
was considered to  have a positive slant.12 
This pattern seemed to  be constant across 
all three networks. In a survey of House 
members, Foote found that congressmen 
are not in disagreement, believing over- 
whelmingly that network coverage is inade- 
quate, superficial and negativistic. C ' m -  
gressmen expressed confidence in neither 
the networks' ability to  understand the 
intricacies of the legislative process nor 
their aptitude for pursuing story lines that 
involved complex issues.13 

In response to  issues discussed above, 
the content analysis reported here consi- 
dered the following research questions: 

I )  How does network news coverage of 
the president differ from coverage of the 
House and Senate in terms of number of 
stories, time devoted to  the stories, place- 
ment of the stories, and use of film within 

Q U A R T E R L Y  

the stories? 
2) What differences exist among net- 

works in such coverage? 
3) What difference has opening floor 

proceedings of the House of Representa- 
tives made to  media exposure of that body? 

Method 
This content analysis of network televi- 

sion evening news, using Vanderbilt Uni- 
versity's Television News Index and Ab- 
stracts, covered six months of network 
evening news. The six months included the 
three month period of April, May and June 
of 1977 and the three month period of 
April, May and June of 1979. The separate- 
year, three month samples were drawn for 
four reasons: 1 )  1977 and 1979 were both 
First Sessions of the 95th and 96th Con- 
gresses, respectively, and therefore com- 
parable in their patterns of legislative 
development; 2) neither year was an elec- 
tion year, allowing maximum examination 
of non-electoral and non-campaign events; 
3) April, May and June are traditionally 
months of intense legislative activity and in 
off-election years are more immune to  
campaign influences than months later in 
the year; and 4) the House opened its floor 
proceedings to  cameras for the first time in 
March of 1979; thus the two year sample 
would provide comparable periods of cov- 
erage before and after that event. 

This six-month period yielded 1,123 
items which focused on the president, the 
Senate, the House or some combination 
thereof. Several categories were used by the 
coders. In addition to  coding the date of 
each story, coders recorded the following 
data on each item: 

Network: ABC, CBS, NBC 
Placement: broken down into 7-minute 

intervals 
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Network TV Coverage of the President and Congress 
TABLE I 

Coverage of the President and Congress 

President Senate 

Ave. Time 
per storya 2.6 min. 1.6 min. 

Placementa 

1st 7 min. 46.9% 24.6% 

2nd 7 min. 26.2% 3 I .6% 

3rd 7 min. 14.6% 27.5% 

4th 7 min. 12.2% 16.4% 

Filma 

No 33.5% 54.5% 

Yes 66.5% 45.5% 

N of storiesa 588 244 

achi square is significant at p<.05. 

Participants: seven categories were pos- 
sible here-the president, the Senate, the 
House, the president and the Senate, the 
president and the House, the House and 
the Senate, a combination of all three 

Primary focus: President, Senate, 
House, combination 

Film: film used or not used 
Time constraints and the large number 

of items did not permit each item to be 
coded by multiple coders, resulting in a 
comprehensive intercoder reliability com- 
putation. However, in a preliminary pilot 
exercise, coders completed a sample set of 
the data with agreement on 87% of the 
category codes for the stories in the sample 
set. 

Results and Discussion 
Coverage of the President and Congress: 

Throughout the six-month period (three 
months in 1977 and three months in 1979) 
we located 1,123 stories which focused on 
the president, Congress or some combina- 
tion. Table 1 presents the findings accord- 
ing to the categories used in coding the 
data. 

Reprelentativer.” Unpublished doctoral dissertation. U nivcrsily 
of Texas at Austin. 1979. 

House Combination 

1.6 min. 2.3 min. 

28.5% 42.9% 

33.3% 29.8% 

24.2% 16.7% 

14.0% 10.7% 

47.8% 46.4% 

52.2% 53.6% 

207 84 

61 

As has been the case in previous studies, 
the president clearly dominates the net- 
work coverage. Overall, the president was 
the primary focus of 588 stories (52.3%), 
while the Senate was the focus of 244 
(21.7%) stories, the House was featured in 
207 (18.4%), and 84 stories (7.5%) were 
combinations. Since the combination cate- 
gory accounted for such a small percentage 
of the stories, this category was not consi- 
dered in the remainder of the analysis. 

The president not only received more 
coverage in terms of story quantity, but 
also received more coverage in terms of 
total time. Stories about the president 
totalled 25.10 hours, but the Senate cover- 
age was only 6.5 1, and the House coverage 
was 5.49. The average time of a story about 
the president was 2.6 minutes, considerably 
higher than the average 1.6 minutes de- 
voted to each story about the Senate or 
House. 

Stories about the president were also 
placed earlier in a newscast. Almost half 
(46.9%) of all stories about the president 
occurred in the first seven minutes of the 
newscast. Congress could expect much less 
desirable placement. Most stories about 
the Senate and House were placed in the 
second seven miputes. and a substantial 
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TABLE 2 

Comparison of Networks, in Percent 

ABC CBS NBC 

Focus 

President 
Senate 
House 
Combination 

Story Time 

0-1 min. 
1-2 min. 
2-3 min. 
3 min. and over 

N of Stones 

55.0% 
18.6 
19.5 
6.8 

50.9% 
23.4 
18.0 
7.7 

5 I .6% 
22.6 
7.9 
7.9 

31.3 
23.0 
20.7 
24.9 

338 

35.1 
24.3 
20.9 
19.6 

444 

27.9 
28.4 
23.2 
20.5 

34 1 

President 

Plocemenr 

1st 7 min. 
2nd 7 min. 
3rd 7 min. 
4th 7 min. 

46.8 
22.0 
18.3 
12.9 

45.8 
27.6 
13.8 
12.9 

48.3 
29.0 
11.9 
10.8 

Film 

No 
Yes 

37.6 
62.4 

I86 

32.9 
67. I 

226 

29.5 
70.5 

176 N of Stones 

Senate 

PlocemenP 

1st 7 min. 
2nd 7 min. 
3rd 7 min. 
4th 7 min. 

Film 

No 
Yes 

20.6 
28.6 
23.8 
27.0 

20.2 
36.5 
32.7 
10.6 

33.8 
27.3 
23.4 
15.6 

54.0 
46.0 

63 

59.6 
40.4 

104 

48. I 
51.9 

77 N of Stones 

House 

Placement 

1st 7 min. 
2nd 7 min. 
3rd 7 min. 
4th 7 min. 

33.3 
24.2 
25.8 
16.7 

22.5 
41.3 
25.0 
11.3 

31.1 
32.8 
21.3 
14.8 
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Film 

No 
Yes 

N of Stones 

%hi square is significant at p<.OS. 

number of stories were buried in the final 
14 minutes. 

The president dominated most other 
categories as well. For instance, two-thirds 
of all stories about the president contained 
film as part of the coverage. However, just 
barely over half (52.2%) of stories about 
the House, and only 45.5% of Senate sto- 
ries were accompanied by film. 

This study clearly reaffirms the domi- 
nance of the president of the United States 
over the House and Senate in terms of net- 
work television evening news exposure. 
When one officer of the government re- 
ceives more than twiceas much network air 
time over a six-month period than his two 
legislative counterparts put together, has 
access to  stories that are 40% longer, 
secures "top of the book" coverage nearly 
twice as often, and is given film coverage of 
his activities two-thirds of the time, his 
media superiority becomes apparent. 

This pattern of presidential dominance 
in network news could have a n  effect on the 
viewer's perceptions of national events. 
Because the public is accustomed to  seeing 
the most important news first in a news- 
cast, one could infer that those who domi- 
nate the top of the newscast are more 
important participants in our governmen- 
tal system than those who occupy lesser 
status in news broadcasts. That such domi- 
nance in terms of coverage can be impor- 
tant to  public perceptions is well docu- 
mented by the findings of Singleton14 and 
Haight and Brodyl5 that favorable cover- 
age for the president results in higher popu- 
larity ratings in opinion polls. While the 
president is indeed the chief figure in our 
tri-partite system and merits considerable 

I4 Donald L. Singhton."The Role of Broadcasting in Presi- 
dential Popularity An Exploration in Presidential Power." 
Unpublished doctoral dissertation. University of Oklahoma. 
1977. 

'5 Haight and Brody, op. cii. 

45.5 55.0 41.0 
54.5 45.0 59.0 

66 80 61 

media exposure, his network news domi- 
nance severely limits the television options 
of the 535 members of the Congress acting 
as  representatives of a co-equal branch. 

Comparing Networks: Comparisons of 
the coverage of the three networks in Table 
2 revealed very few differences in patterns 
of coverage of the president and Congress. 
CBS seemed to  devote more stories to  
Congress, particularly the Senate, than did 
the other two networks. This difference, 
however, is probablya result of the slightly 
higher number of total stories appearing on 
CBS, since the chi square distribution was 
not statistically significant. 

The results were basically the same when 
network coverage of the president, Senate 
and House were considered separately. On 
stories about the president, the networks 
did not differ significantly in their story 
placement or  number of stories using film. 
Stories about the Senate did not vary sig- 
nificantly among networks in terms of film 
usage, but there were significant differen- 
ces in terms of placement. NBC placed sto- 
ries on the Senate earlier (first seven min- 
utes of newscast) than did the other net- 
works. ABC tended t o  place such stories 
later-i.e. more ABC stories on the Senate 
occurred in the last seven minutes than was 
the case for the other two networks. No 
network differences in the placement, o r  
film usage were apparent for the stories on 
the House. 

Those espousing the "mirror theory" of 
network news would interpret these 
marked similarities as a healthy conformity 
based on "what is news'' as  seen by objec- 
tive journalists at work. Organizational 
theorists, however, might use these figures 
t o  substantiate their claim that television 
news is produced through a series of de- 
fined processes which routinize newsgath- 
ering and reduce uncertainty in the news- 
processing system. From this semi-indus- 
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Network 

ABC 

CBS 

NBC 

Time (hrs) 

Placement 

1st 7 min. 

2nd 7 min. 

3rd 7 min. 

4th 7 min. 

Film 

No 

Yes 

N of Stones 

J O U R N A L I S M  Q U A R T E R L Y  

TABLE 3 

Comparing Coverage in 1977 with 1979 

President 

I977 

30.7% 

38.6% 

30.7% 

10.46 

54.7% 

27.3% 

11.6% 

6.4% 

21.8%d 

78.2% 

267 

1979 

32.4% 

38.3% 

29.3% 

13.84 

40.5% 

25.2% 

17.1% 

17.1% 

43.0%d 

57.0% 

321 

Values with same superscript differ at p<.O5. 

trial process would come a news product 
influenced by organizational constraints, 
accounting for many inter-network sim- 
ilarities in news content. 

Comparing 1977 and 1979. As indicated 
earlier, one of the major reasons for using 
both 1977 and 1979 was a desire to deter- 
mine if live coverage of the House of 
Representatives, which began in the inter- 
vening time, had affected the exposure 
received by the House in network evening 
newscasts. However, the Senate and the 
president are considered, as well, in order 
to provide a basis of comparison. 

As Table 3 indicates, 1979 increased cov- 
erage for all three categories. The President 
received 20% more stories in 1979 than in 
1977. The largest increases were for the 
Senate. The number of stories devoted to 
the Senate more than doubled, increasing 
from74in 1977to 170in 1979.Theamount 
of time devoted to these stories nearly 
tripled, from 1.39 hours in 1977 to 5.12 

Senate 

1977 

17.6% 

48.6% 

33.8% 

1 .39  

I8.9%b 

37.8% 

37.8% 

5.4% 

62.2% 

37.8% 

74 

I979 

29.4% 

40.0% 

30.6% 

5.12a 

27.1%b 

28.8% 

22.9% 

21.2% 

51.2% 

48.8% 

I 70 

House 

1977 

28.4% 

43.2% 

28.4% 

2.09 

31.6W 

31.6% 

32.6% 

4.2% 

55.8%e 

44.2% 

95 

1979 

34.8% 

34.8% 

30.4% 

3.40 

25.9%C 

34.8% 

17.0% 

22.3% 

41.1%e 

58.9% 

I12 

hours in 1979. This increase was almost 
exclusively a result of increased stories 
about “individual senators.” This type of 
item merited only 16 stories in 1977, but 
there were 106 such stories in 1979. 

The number of stories about the House 
of Representatives increased also, but the 
increase of 18% was not nearly as great as 
the 130% increase for the Senate. The 
number of stories about the House in- 
creased from 95 to 112, and the amount of 
time devoted to these stories increased 
from 2.09 to 3.40. The president received 
additional coverage in 1979, but the in- 
crease from 1977 was only 20%. Clearly, 
however, the live coverage of the House 
proceedings does not appear to have re- 
sulted in substantially more stories in 1979. 
The time devoted to a story about the 
House did increase, however. The average 
story in 1977 was only 1.32 minutes long, 
while the average story in 1979 was 1.82. 

There were significant differences in 
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story placement in all three categories. The 
president received fewer stories in the first 7 
minutes in 1979 than he did in 1977. The 
Senate on the other hand, did significantly 
better in placement in 1979. The House 
fared less well. The significant difference 
here was that the House got fewer stories in 
the first 7 minutes and considerably more 
in the last 7 minutes in 1979 than was the 
case in 1977. 

Differences in film usage were also ap- 
parent. Stories about the president con- 
tained significantly less film in 1977 than in 
1979. In 1977,78.2% of all stories about the 
president contained film, but this was true 
for only 57.0% in 1979. No significant dif- 
ference was present in film usage in stories 
about the Senate, but stories about the 
House benefited from film significantly 
more in 1979 than in 1977. In 1977, only 
44.2% of stories about the House used film, 
but 58.9% contained film in 1979. 

Given the overall presidential dominance 
of news coverage it seemed important t o  
analyze other aspects of the relationships in 
coverage of the two branches. In addition 
t o  the increased coverage accorded sena- 
tors as prospective presidential candidates, 
this study found that regular House and 
Senate legislative coverage improved in 
terms of placement and film coverage when 
the subject matter involved the president in 
some way. Using the “participants” cate- 
gory, we found that stories about the 
House and/or  Senate which also included 
the president received placement in the first 
seven minutes of newscast 47.8% of the 
time. Story time was also longer(2.59 min- 
utes) than the average Senate or  House 
story, and film was used 66% of the time. 
Thus, it would appear that proximity t o  the 
president, interest in the presidency, or  
conflict with the president can be a pass- 
port to  greater network exposure. 

$6 Foole. tip. cir. 

S o m e  addi t ional  facts  of interest 
emerged when the types of coverage given 
the two branches were compared. The pres- 
ident, himself, was the main subject of most 
stories focusing on the executive branch of 
government. However, coverage of the 
House was much more likely t o  stress con- 
gressional committee hearings and action 
than House leaders. Such coverage made 
up  almost 50% of all coverage given to  the 
House across both years studied here. 

In conclusion, it is difficult t o  under- 
stand the lack of increased coverage af- 
forded the House after televised proceed- 
ings began, particularly as this would have 
provided an important source of all-impor- 
tant video/film segments for use on  the 
evening news. For whatever reasons, it 
appears that the television networks did 
not take advantage of this opportunity. In 
fact, only a handful of occasions were 
noted in which a network actually used any 
of this footage from the daily House proceed- 
ings. 

Perhaps some of the difficulty lies in the 
types of congressional activities upon 
which the media have traditionally focused. 
The media (and many other observers) 
have traditionally assumed that most of the 
important activities of the legislative 
branches occur in committees o r  hearings, 
rather than on the floor itself. 

One final explanation might account for 
the failure t o  uncover any significant 
increase in coverage between 1977 and 
1979. There was considerable initial res- 
entment on the part of the networks, which 
had originally objected to  not havinggreat- 
er control of the coverage placed in their 
own hands.16 Such concerns may have 
caused the networks t o  treat the coverage 
as less important initially. The passage of 
time may have rendered these attitudes less 
prominent. and additional research of later 
time periods may prove more fruitful. 
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