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Abstract

Newspapers play a critical role in democracy–providing one of the few substantive and trustworthy
sources of information for voters. Previous research has found that newspaper coverage of partisan
elections is biased in the direction of the editorial board’s endorsement. I extend this research to
ballot measures. Newspapers may engage in selection bias, dedicating more space to discussing
one side of a ballot measure than alternative voting options, or presentation bias, presenting one
side of a ballot measure campaign more favorably than alternative voting options. In this research,
I answer these questions: First, is newspaper coverage biased in ballot endorsement elections?
Second, what types of bias do papers engage in? Finally, does the bias of newspaper coverage in
ballot elections affect the outcome of ballot measure elections? I collect a sample of 36 initiative
elections across five media markets to evaluate coverage. Using this data, I perform a content
analysis examining how newspapers cover ballot initiative elections. I find that newspaper engage
in both selection and presentation bias. Additionally, while the tone of coverage is not directly
associated with support for initiative measures, positive press coverage does decrease the relative
impact of a newspaper’s editorial endorsement.



Introduction

The implications of press coverage of political campaigns is a habitual issue of interest to po-

litical scientists, journalists, and voters in elections (Groeling, 2013). Journalistic ethics encourage

fair and balanced reporting in which journalists subordinate political leanings in the pursuit of pro-

fessionalism (Bennett, 2016; Davis, 1996). While newspapers can inform on partisan issues in the

editorial section, there is supposedly a wall separating political reporting from editorial decisions

(Seib, 1994). Previous scholarship has found the editorial wall to be rather porous in candidate-

centric campaigns, with editorial endorsements coloring the coverage of candidates especially in-

cumbents (Kahn and Kenney, 2002). But can decisions on the editorial page also influence the

coverage of policy-centric campaigns, specifically ballot measures.

There is a wide range of studies on the role of the press on a number of issues including the

relationship between the press and national elections (Kahn and Kenney, 2002), female candidates

(Entman, 2010; Meeks, 2012), explicitly partisan media (Chiang and Knight, 2011; Dilliplane,

2014), and media type (Druckman, 2005). Scholars have failed to investigate relationships in an-

other important area – the press and ballot measures. This relationship is of particular importance

because voters rely on information cues on low-information elections such as ballot measures. Vot-

ers are “deeply uncertain about how ballot measures relate to their own preferences and interests

and thus how to cast a vote on a proposition.” (Selb, 2008, p. 322). Lupia (1994) finds that voters

are likely to turn to credible interest groups to serve as an information aid on ballot measures es-

pecially television and press (Dalton et al., 1998). Fahey et al. (2018) find that favorable editorial

endorsements on ballot measures lead to, on average a 4.4 percent increase in the number of ‘yes’

votes on a ballot measure within the newspaper’s media market.

Also understudied are the types of bias that editorials might reflect. We know that editorials

are biased in partisan elections (Kahn and Kenney, 2002), But again, scholars don’t know whether

there is a similar bias related to ballot measures. Newspapers may engage in selection bias, dedi-

cating more space to discussing one side of a ballot measure than alternative voting options. News-

papers may also be engaged in presentation bias, presenting one side of a ballot measure campaign
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more favorably than alternative voting options.

In this research, I answer three questions: First, is newspaper coverage biased in ballot en-

dorsement elections? Second, what types of bias do papers engage in? Finally, does the bias of

newspaper coverage in ballot elections affect the outcome of ballot measure elections? I collect

a novel dataset of newspaper articles from six major newspapers in Florida over 36 unique bal-

lot initiatives, a total of 214 unique ballot measure coverage events. Using this data I perform a

content analysis examining how newspapers cover ballot initiative elections; coding articles based

on whether the encourage a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’ vote on a particular measure. Using this population of

article, I explore what types of bias newspapers engage in. I find evidence that newspapers engage

in both selection and presentation bias, and that this bias can indirectly influence support for ballot

measures.

The Role of Newspaper Coverage in Ballot Measure Elections

The role of elections

Newspapers play a critical role in democratic governance. Even as readership in local newspa-

pers is declining, local papers are a keystone media of information (Nielsen, 2015). Local newspa-

pers are often the only news media reporting on day-to-day public affairs. Furthermore, commu-

nities are responsive to the content published in local newspapers. The loss of a local newspaper

has been found to decrease political knowledge (Mondak, 1995), political engagement (Gentzkow

et al., 2011), accountability of politicians (Snyder Jr and Strömberg, 2010; Strömberg, 2015) and

government accountability (Gao et al., 2018). This body of research indicates that citizens still

read and respond to the content published in their local newspaper. This is likely due in part to

newspapers serving as one of the few readily available, knowledgeable and trustworthy sources of

information for citizens (Lupia and McCubbins, 1998). Since newspapers still serve an integral

role informing citizens scholars ought to be interested in evaluating how newspaper cover elec-

tions.
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How media covers elections and how that coverage informs voter evaluations has already been

examined in the context of candidate-centric elections. Kahn and Kenney (2002) (see also: Druck-

man and Parkin, 2005) test the assumption that there is a “wall” separating editorial coverage in

newspapers from campaign press coverage. The editorial wall is a ethical separation of a news-

paper’s editorial content from remaining straight journalistic coverage. The authors test this as-

sumption. Collecting newspaper articles from a state’s largest newspaper for each senate election,

the authors analyze 60 senate elections over a six year period. They find that the wall separating

editorial and candidate coverage did not exist in senate elections. Newspapers did alter the tone

of coverage in favor of the endorsed candidate, after an endorsement was issued. The authors

also found that senate incumbents fared better in re-election when they were both endorsed by the

newspaper and received significant coverage. Citizens who read newspapers daily were affected

the most by the tone of election coverage.

Kahn and Kennedy conclude that their empirical findings need additional testing. Subsequent

articles on the effects of coverage have focused on either senate elections (Druckman and Parkin,

2005; Schiffer, 2006) or presidential elections (D’Alessio and Allen, 2000; Dunaway, 2008). While

these studies have expanded and qualified the findings first presented in Kahn and Kennedy, they

all explore the role of candidate-centric campaigns.

It is worth considering if candidate-centric campaigns are the most appropriate venue to ex-

amine the role of newspaper editorial coverage. Senate and presidential campaigns receive a dis-

proportionate amount of attention in political coverage. The actions of the candidates are covered

daily in newspapers. Candidates are widely quoted over the course of the campaign, and have

distinct personalities that are covered by the media. Additionally, readers are more likely to have

preconceived opinions and notions about these types of candidates, being informed by previous

elections and position taking of senatorial and presidential candidates. While it is possible that the

editorial wall is diminished during these campaigns, it could be the actions, behavior, and person-

ality of these candidates in campaigns driving this breakdown.

Conversely, ballot measure elections are policy-centric campaigns. Ballot measure elections
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require voters to become aware about a nascent, often complicated, policy issue. Ballot measure

elections do not have clear previous electoral careers or personalities that journalists can report

on. Furthermore, ballot measure elections are more representative of down ballot elections, being

less frequently covered and reported on by journalists. For example, some ballot measures in my

preliminary analysis fail to be reported on until the editorial board issues an endorsement. Thus,

analyzing whether and what type of bias newspaper editorials elicit on ballot measure coverage

and elections through replicating and expanding the Kahn and Kennedy analysis provides useful

information on differences between candidate-centric and policy-centric campaigns.

The role of bias

Since the important work of Kahn and Kennedy, the role of editorial bias in politics has been

further developed in Groeling (2013). He recognizes two sub-categories of media bias: selection

bias and presentation bias. Print media has a limited amount of time, personnel resources, and print

space to report on the events of the day. A newspaper engages in selection bias when the printed

stories of the paper are significantly distorted from the political opinions of the media market that

it represents. Selection bias is a distorted sample of reality. Presentation bias can be viewed as

distortion of reporting within news stories. When a newspaper distorts news stories in terms of

content or ordering they are engaging in presentation bias. Presentation distorts reality through the

composition of articles. This raises an important question, do newspapers bias in ballot measure

elections, and if so what type of bias do they engage in?

Newspapers could engage in selection bias, presentation bias, or both selection and presentation

bias. If a newspaper was engaging in selection bias, articles that align with the position of the

editorial board should be given more page space within the paper. This bias should remain even

after controlling for structural factors of the newspaper and campaign. In substantive terms this

means that when an editorial board encourages a ‘yes’ vote on a ballot measure the average length

of articles that encourage a ‘yes’ vote on the measure should be longer, even after controlling for

the context of the election and community that the newspaper is placed in.
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Conversely, presentation bias should manifest as a distortion tone over the entire coverage of

a ballot measure or after elites at the newspaper decide on how to cover a ballot measure. A

recommendation by the editorial board serves as the clearest signal by elites on how to cover

a ballot measure election. If presentation bias is present, coverage of ballot measure elections

should bias in the direction of the endorsement over the course of the campaign. For example, if

an editorial board endorses a ’yes’ vote on a ballot measure I would expect the average tone of

articles to be more positive than measures that fail to receive an editorial board endorsement.

Expectations

Due to previous research consistently finding evidence of newspaper coverage exhibiting bias

in elections, I assume I will find a similar pattern of coverage in ballot measure elections. The first

hypothesis tests whether newspapers engage in selection bias on ballot measures. If selection bias

is preset, newspapers will consistently provide more space for articles that align with the editorial

board’s endorsement to be published within the paper. An article aligns with the editorial board

if the board has endorsed a measure and a relevant article encourages a ‘yes’ vote. An article can

also align if an editorial board fails to endorse an measure and a relevant article encourages a ‘no’

vote.

H1: Articles that align in the same direction as the editorial board’s endorsement will be, on

average, longer than articles that do not align with an editorial board’s endorsement.

The next hypothesis determines if newspapers engage in presentation bias in ballot measure

elections. Due to the lower salience of these campaigns, I expect the impact of editorial board

endorsements to produce a larger impact on ballot measure elections. I expect that the tone of

coverage over the duration of the ballot measure campaign will be biased in the same direction

as the editorial board’s endorsement. Finding significant results for both hypotheses one and two
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would indicate the newspapers engage in both selection and presentation bias.

H2: Ballot measures that are endorsed by local papers will have more favorable coverage within

those papers for the entirety of the election than ballot measures that fail to be endorsed.

Finally, in line with previous research (Kahn and Kenney, 2002; Druckman and Parkin, 2005),

I test whether the slant of ballot measure coverage affects voters opinions. Even if newspapers

engage in bias coverage of ballot measures, it is not necessarily pernicious. The coverage of ballot

measures must lead to changes in voter’s evaluations of ballot measures. As the average tone of a

ballot measure becomes more positive I would expect that the share of the county voting in favor

of passage should increase.

H3: As ballot measure coverage becomes more positive the share of county vote in favor of the

ballot measure will increase.

Design

I expand on the dataset presented in Fahey et al. (2018). A population of 2,576 newspaper arti-

cles that cover ballot measure races were collected. The articles cover six media markets in Florida

(Ft. Myers-Naples, Jacksonville, Miami–Ft. Lauderdale, Orlando–Daytona Beach, Tampa-St. Pe-

tersburg, West Palm Beach–Ft. Pierce) over six elections spanning from 2006-2016.1 Articles were

collected through NewsBank a newspaper archival service. Articles were collected via NewsBank

the archiving of newspaper articles collected through this service is far more detailed an through

than comparable services. As this paper attempts to asses the impact of newspaper coverage, it is

imperative that an entire newspaper’s archive is available to accurately asses the impact of cover-

age. This archival service provides a sufficient archive of newspaper coverage.

1The year span was selected based on the availability of circulations statistics for the newspapers.
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The population of articles mirrors the collection process adopted in Kahn and Kennedy. Arti-

cles were included in the population if they included the word ‘amendment’ and were referencing

one of the ballot measures that was being considered in the upcoming election. In line with Kahn

and Kennedy (2002), both articles from the editorial section and traditional journalistic sections are

included in the population. All articles that were published from September 1st, through election

day are included in the population of articles.

A content analysis was performed to determine the content of articles. Undergraduate coders

read each newspaper article and determined an article’s length and tone as well as article scope

and editorial source. Inter-coder reliability was determined following the guidelines provided in

Neuendorf (2016).

Why Florida

California has been the subject of numerous articles on direct democracy and ballot measures

(Lupia, 1994; Smith and Tolbert, 2001; Stratmann, 2006; Nicholson, 2003; Boudreau and MacKen-

zie, 2014). Florida provides another large, diverse state that habitually votes on ballot measures.

Additionally, citizens in Florida are not better educated or more civicly engaged than residents in

other states.

More importantly, the structure of media markets within Florida make them the ideal unit in

which to test the implications of ballot measure coverage. First, Florida political analysis reg-

ularly leverage the demographic and political differences between media markets to test claims

(Hill et al., 2004; Cohen, 2012).

Second, the structure of media markets within the state is explicitly non-hierarchical in nature.

In most states print media has adopted a structure of ‘umbrella competition’. The first layer is rep-

resented by large metropolitan dailies, the second by smaller satellite dailies, the third by suburban

dailies, and the fourth by weekly newspapers and shoppers (Graber and Dunaway, 2017). Cover-

age of political events is most prevalent in higher layers and less so in lower layers. However, in

most states voters are exposed to multiple papers within the state. This is not true in Florida. Hill
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et al. (2004) states that “Florida is more a collection of regions that just happen to exist within the

legal boundaries of a state.” (p.2). This decentralization of media markets prevents media umbrel-

las from forming within the state; meaning each regional town subscribes to its own newspaper.

The factionalism of state newspapers helps prevent the layering of amendment coverage between

competing papers.

Third, the geographical location of Florida aids in preventing coverage of ballot measures from

other states influencing results. The location of Florida, surrounded by water means that most me-

dia markets within the state only cover Floridians. Only one market in my analysis, Jacksonville,

includes a region outside of Florida (South-East Georgia).

Dependent variables

The dependent variable for hypotheses one is length of articles (Length). Length is coded as a

count of the number of paragraphs that discuss a ballot measure in an article. A count of paragraphs

was chosen over word count due to how newspapers cover ballot measures. Only 32 percent of

articles in the population are solely dedicated to the discussion of a single ballot measure. Con-

versely, 50 percent of articles discuss multiple ballot measures in tandem and 18 percent of articles

substantively discuss an issue not pertaining to the ballot measure, only making a passing refer-

ence to a ballot measure. As many of the articles discuss multiple ballot measures it is difficult to

identify when an article stops discussing one ballot measure and begins discussing another ballot

measure. Thus, a count of paragraphs provides a less subjective measure of a measure’s coverage.

Substantively, when an article only references a measure or focuses on multiple ballot mea-

sures, only the portion discussing the relevant proposed amendment is counted. If an article is

devoted solely to the discussion of a particular ballot measure, the entire article length of the arti-

cle is counted.

The dependent variables for hypotheses two are a pair of measures of article tone (Title Tone

and Article tone). The variables are measured identically, with the former assessing the title of

an article and the later assessing the body of an article. Each article was read and coded trichoto-
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mously: 1 if an article reported positively on a ballot measure, 0 for a neutral report, and -1 for a

negative report. The coding scheme is replicated from Kahn and Kennedy.

A score of 1 indicates that the title–or body–of the article spoke in favor of the ballot measure

being passed, a ’yes’ vote. For example, a citizen writing a letter to the editor extolling the virtues

of a ballot measures, is coded as a 1. Articles that provide either mixed coverage in an article (for

example a story that only reports on the actions of both the ‘yes’ and ‘no’ campaigns on a ballot

measure), or an article that references a ballot measure but does not provide a stance receives a

score of 0. Articles that encourage a ‘no’ vote on an amendment are coded as a -1.

The dependent variable for hypothesis three is percent of the county that votes in favor of a

ballot measure (County pct. yes). The variable is bounded between 0 and 1, with higher values

reflecting a higher percentage of the county voting in favor of the amendment.

Main independent variables

The main independent variable for hypothesis one is article alignment (Alignment). The vari-

able is a dichotomous measure. Articles are coded 1 if they have a positive tone and the ballot

measure was endorsed by the newspaper. Articles are also coded 1 if they have a negative tone and

the newspaper endorses against the ballot measure. A significant and positive relationship between

length and alignment would indicate the newspapers engage in selection bias.

The main independent variable of interest for hypothesis two is endorsement by the editorial

board (Endorse). All amendments in the sample received either a positive or negative endorsement

from the newspaper. Positive endorsements–an editorial board encouraging a ‘yes’ vote on a ballot

measure–are coded 1 and negative endorsements–an editorial board encouraging a ‘no’ vote on a

ballot measure–is coded 0.

The independent variable for hypothesis three is mean tone of ballot measure coverage (Mean

amendment tone). Articles are grouped by each ballot measure and media market, and the mean

of articles within each group was calculated. The variable is bounded between -1, all published

articles in the media market were negative in tone, to 1, all published articles in the market were
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positive in tone. A score of 0 represents an equal amount of positive and negative coverage. A

positive relationship between mean amendment tone and county percent ‘yes’ vote would indicate

that as the tone of coverage for an amendment becomes more favorable, the proportion of ‘yes’

votes increases.

Control variables

I also control for structural factors that can explain potential coverage patterns in the news-

paper. While previous findings suggests otherwise, newspapers could not be engaging in biasing

during nonpartisan elections. Instead newspapers could engage in unbiased coverage. If a news-

paper does not engage in biasing I would expect structural factors to explain the slant of media

coverage on ballot measures (Schiffer, 2006). Previous scholarship has found evidence that news-

papers are responsive to the ideological views of their community (Gentzkow and Shapiro, 2010).

There are three groups of control variables that are included through various models in the

paper: article covariates, amendment covariates, and community covariates. Included these vari-

ables help measure if newspapers are preforming a great service within their community. With

reporters successfully covering the political opinions within the community and condensing an

accurately reflection of citizen’s opinions into coverage. Thus, newspapers would be serving as a

highly accurate and useful heuristic for readers, providing voters an accurate assessment of how

their community feels about a particular ballot measures.

Article covariates are included in all reported models. These variables help to measure how

newspapers vary in coverage of ballot measures. I include a measure which captures timing of the

endorsement (Post endorsement). The variable is coded dichotomously. If an article is published

after the first formal stated position of the editorial board, the article is coded 1. If the article

appears prior to the position taking of the editorial board the article is coded 0. For articles that

are published the same day as an endorsement, where the article was published in the paper is

considered. If the article appears earlier in the paper relative to the endorsement it is coded 0, after

the endorsement coded 1. I control for articles that are reprints of the original endorsement in
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the paper (Reprint endorsement). In some, but not all elections, the editorial board re-issues voter

guides with reminders of the editorial board’s positions on candidates and ballot measures. Arti-

cles that are reprints of ballot measures are coded 1 in the dataset. I use a similar coding scheme to

control for reader submissions to the editorial board (Letter to the editor), columnist’s publications

(Column), and content authored by the editorial board (Editorial board).

I also control for salient ballot measures in the dataset (Salience). I measure amendment

salience by coding whether or not the ballot measure was reported on the front page of the Tampa

Bay Times, the paper with the largest circulation in the state. This is a variant of the Smith (2001)

measure of salience as prominence of post-election coverage of the ballot measures on the front

page of the states largest newspaper.

For amendment covariates, I control for the total number of amendments which appear on the

ballot in a given year (Total amendments). I operationalize the technical complexity of an amend-

ment measuring the word count of each proposed ballot measure (Amendment complexity). Word

count is measured in 100s of words. I also include a factor variable identifying who sponsored the

ballot measure. Measures sponsored by the legislature serve as the reference group, while Florida

Tax and Budget Commission measures (Commission sponsor), and popular initiatives (Initatives)

are reported in models.

Additionally, in some models I control for community covariates which may influence cover-

age of ballot measures. These variables vary at the county level. In models evaluating hypotheses

one and two, I aggregate these variables up the the media market for each election year. In models

evaluating hypothesis three these variables are unaltered.

To control for the impact of declining readership, annual circulation data is included for each

newspaper (Circulation). Circulation data was collected from the Alliance for Audited Media.

I control for a newspaper’s “like-mindedness” in the media market (Like mindedness). The

variable serves as a check if newspapers simply reflect the preferences of its readers within the

community. If a newspaper and readers are like-minded (i.e. newspapers in conservative areas

tend to support conservative ballot measures) then there should be a correlation between coverage
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and voting behavior. Previous scholarship has found evidence of newspaper coverage and partisan-

ship of newspaper readers being correlated (Larcinese et al., 2011). I use and extend the measure

of like-mindedness presented in Fahey et al. (2018). The measure examines whether the top-of-

the-ticket executive endorsed by the newspaper matches the executive who received the most votes

within that county.

For example, if the newspaper endorsed a Republican for President or Governor in an election

and a county within that media market voted for the Republican then the county is considered

like-minded. Like-minded newspapers and electorates are coded as 1; incongruent papers and

electorates are coded as 0.

I also control for interest in the election using county level turnout (Pct. turnout). I control

for the percentage of the county that has a bachelors degree (Pct. college), as voters with a higher

level of educational attainment are more likely to read newspapers daily. I also control for the

economic climate of the county measured as the unadjusted unemployment rate within the county

(Unemployment).

Models

To test hypothesis one, I estimate a pair of negative binomial count models. To test hypotheses

two, I estimate a series of ordered logistic regressions 2. To test hypothesis three I run a pair of

OLS regressions. All reported models include fixed effects for both media markets and year with

robust standard errors. Furthermore, all reported models are robust to mixed effects specifications

– articles nested within media markets, nested within years.

Results

Table 1 reports the results for the test of hypothesis 1. The dependent variable is a count of

the number of paragraphs discussing a relevant ballot measure. Both models are negative bino-

2Results are robust to multinomial specification as well.
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mial count models with robust standard errors; model 1 estimates the relationship using article and

amendment covariates, while model 2 also includes community covariates. Predicted counts are

reported next to statistically significant variables. They report the expected change in count when

the variable moves from the minimum to the maximum while all other variables are held at their

observed values.

The models find evidence that newspapers engage in significant, yet subtle, selection bias. In

both models the alignment is positive and statistically significant. On average, articles that align

with the same view as the editorial endorsement are a half paragraph longer than articles that do

not align with an editorial board’s endorsement.

A number of control variables are also statistically significant in both models. Articles pub-

lished after a newspaper has issued an endorsement are on average about four tenths of a paragraph

shorter. In both models the reprint endorsement variable is negative and statistically significant.

Re-issues of endorsements are, on average five and a half paragraphs shorter than other articles.

Likewise, letters to the editor are, on average, two paragraphs shorter than other articles, while

articles authored by columnists are almost a paragraph longer.

Salience is positively associated with article length. Articles on salient amendments are four

paragraphs longer, than non-salient amendment articles. Additionally, each additional measure on

the ballot is associated with more detailed coverage of measures by the paper–with each additional

measure leading to between a two to four and a half increase in article length. Technically complex

ballot measures also receive greater coverage. Each hundred word increase in a measure is asso-

ciated with a four tenths increase in article length, on average. Finally, ballot measures sponsored

by the Florida Tax and Budget Commission received substantially less coverage than legislative

ballot measures–on average their measures receive over two paragraphs less coverage.

In model 2, two community covariants achieve statistical, albeit marginal substantive signifi-

cance. Moving from the minimum to the maximum educational attainment within a media market

is associated with an additional third of a paragraph coverage of a ballot measure. Moving from

the minimum to the maximum unemployment within a media market is associated with almost two
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paragraphs less coverage for a ballot measure.

The results find support for hypothesis one. Articles that align with an editorial board’s en-

dorsement are longer than articles which do not align with an editorial board’s endorsement. How-

ever, the relative impact of selection bias is relatively small, with other factors such as the type

of editorial content or the context of the election providing substantively larger changes in article

length.
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Table 1: Determinants of Article Length
Model 1 Model 2

b/se b/se
Alignment 0.090* 0.519 0.099* 0.572

(0.047) (0.047)
Post endorsement -0.133** -0.767 -0.145** -0.835

(0.049) (0.050)
Reprint endorsement -0.954** -5.503 -0.940** -5.421

(0.074) (0.075)
Letter to the editor -0.362** -2.089 -0.363** -2.093

(0.049) (0.049)
Column 0.171* 0.985 0.163* 0.939

(0.080) (0.080)
Editorial board -0.125 -0.140

(0.075) (0.074)
Salience 0.668** 3.851 0.708** 4.083

(0.165) (0.179)
Total amendments 0.357** 2.058 0.768** 4.433

(0.082) (0.278)
Amendment complexity 0.008** 0.463 0.008** 0.046

(0.002) (0.002)
Commission sponsor -0.406** -2.341 -0.404** -2.331

(0.134) (0.134)
Initiative 0.129 0.117

(0.075) (0.074)
Like mindedness 0.084

(0.095)
Pct. turnout 0.001

(0.018)
Pct. college 0.056** 0.324

(0.021)
Unemployment 0.311** 1.796

(0.115)
Media market fixed effects Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Constant -0.005 -4.912

(0.452) (2.636)
lnalpha
Constant -0.410** -0.416**

(0.029) (0.029)
N. of observations 2576 2576
AIC 14024.630 14018.970
BIC 14153.417 14171.174
Robust standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, one-tailed tests.
Marginal effects at observed values reported to the right of significant coefficients.
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Table 2 reports four models evaluating hypothesis 2–whether newspaper engage in pre-

sentation bias. Models 3 and 4 evaluate the tone of article titles. Model 3 includes article and

amendment covariates while model 4 additionally includes community covariates. Models 5 and 6

evaluate the tone of newspaper article content. Model 5 includes article and amendment covariates.

Model 6 also includes the community covariates. Again, models were estimated using an ordered

logistic regression with robust standard errors. Substantive effects are reported next to statistically

significant coefficients. The effects should be interpreted as the percent change in likelihood that

a title (article) will report positively on a ballot measure when moving from the minimum to the

maximum observed value of coefficient, with all other values held at their observed levels.

Regardless of model specification, I find consistent support for hypothesis 2–newspaper en-

gage in presentation bias when they cover ballot measures. This result is true for both the tone of

an article’s title and the content of an article itself. Across models, a shift from a ‘no’ to a ‘yes’

endorsement by a newspaper increases the likelihood of a positive article title by up to five percent.

This effect is even stronger when examining article tone. Moving from a ‘no’ endorsement to a

‘yes’ endorsement is associated with as much as a 23 percent increase in the likelihood of a positive

article. In all reported models the direction of an endorsement on a ballot measure is one of the

substantively largest predictors of tone. In the models evaluating title tone, letters to the editor

are a consistently negatively associated with an article’s tone. On average, being four percent less

likely to encourage a ‘yes’ vote relative to other types of journalistic content. Furthermore, both

commission sponsored ballot measures and popular initiatives are more likely to have a positive

title tone compared to legislative sponsored ballot measures. Articles on commission sponsored

measures are up to six percent more likely to have a positive title and articles about popular initia-

tives are about four percent more likely to have a positive title.

In model 4, newspaper circulation, educational attainment, and unemployment are all associ-

ated with the tone of an article’s title. Moving from the lowest to the highest observed newspaper

circulation is associated with a four-tenths of a percent decrease in the probability of a positive

title. Moving from the minimum to the maximum observed levels of education is associated with
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a 56 percent decrease in the likelihood of a positive title. Conversely, unemployment is associated

with a 14 percent decrease in likelihood of a positive tone article title.

For models evaluating article tone, re-issues of endorsements are up to five percent less likely to

have a positive tone. Again, letters to the editor are negatively associated with tone. These articles

are up to eight percent less likely than other journalistic content to have a positive tone. Like the

models evaluating title tone, coverage of commission sponsored and popular initiatives are more

positive than legislative ballot measures. Commission sponsored measures are 20 percent more

likely to have a positive article tone, while popular initiatives are up to 10 percent more likely to

be positive. In model 6, newspaper circulation, educational attainment, and unemployment are

again associated with the tone of an article–all in the same direction as model 4. Moving from the

lowest to the highest observed newspaper circulation is associated with a seven-tenths of a percent

decrease in the probability of a positive title. Moving from the minimum to the maximum observed

levels of education is associated with an 84 percent decrease in the likelihood of a positive article.

While unemployment is associated with a 15 percent decrease in likelihood of a positive tone arti-

cle.

In totality, the estimated models find consistent support for hypothesis 2. Newspapers do en-

gage in presentation bias both when examining the title of articles and an article’s content. Further-

more, the findings are substantively significant as well, of all the newspaper affiliated variables, an

endorsement is the substantively largest determinant of the an article’s tone.
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Table 2: Determinants of Tone
Title Tone Article Tone

Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6
b/se b/se b/se b/se

Endorsement 0.601** 0.043 0.691** 0.050 1.531** 0.209 1.610** 0.229
(0.112) (0.128) (0.098) (0.115)

Post endorsement 0.036 0.028 -0.053 -0.131
(0.117) (0.128) (0.094) (0.102)

Scope: reference 0.467** 0.034 0.286 0.115 0.102
(0.128) (0.151) (0.100) (0.111)

Scope: multiple amendments 0.192 -0.038 -0.089 -0.170
(0.151) (0.173) (0.119) (0.130)

Reprint endorsement 0.110 0.120 -0.306* -0.042 -0.323* -0.046
(0.108) (0.123) (0.148) (0.152)

Letter to the editor -0.598** -0.042 -0.555** -0.040 -0.600** -0.082 -0.518** -0.074
(0.179) (0.201) (0.163) (0.179)

Column -0.420 -0.305 -0.294 -0.242
(0.246) (0.266) (0.191) (0.201)

Editorial board 0.039 0.116 -0.280* -0.038 -0.151
(0.100) (0.111) (0.122) (0.126)

Salience -1.051** -0.075 8.158* 0.589 -1.803** -0.247 2.846
(0.345) (4.038) (0.430) (3.030)

Total amendments 0.196 1.752* 0.126 -0.129 0.790
(0.166) (0.747) (0.210) (0.557)

Amendment complexity -0.004 -0.005 -0.007 -0.008*
(0.004) (0.004) (0.004) (0.004)

Commission sponsor 0.800** 0.057 0.890** 0.064 1.478** 0.202 1.484** 0.211
(0.236) (0.245) (0.276) (0.278)

Initiative 0.586** 0.042 0.600** 0.043 0.652** 0.089 0.657** 0.094
(0.170) (0.169) (0.146) (0.147)

Circulation -0.057** -0.004 -0.047** -0.007
(0.011) (0.008)

Like mindedness -0.322 0.084
(0.240) (0.194)

Pct. turnout -0.047 -0.017
(0.056) (0.043)

Pct. college -7.827* -0.565 -5.880* -0.837
(3.704) (2.731)

Unemployment -1.868** -0.135 -1.046* -0.149
(0.567) (0.429)

Media Market fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes Yes Yes
τ1 -0.538 -180.629* -1.426 -136.219*

(0.932) (83.016) (1.229) (61.091)
τ2 3.810** -176.181* 0.944 -133.853*

(0.940) (82.999) (1.231) (61.088)
N. of observations 2577 2269 2575 2268
AIC 3550.276 3067.807 4839.784 4292.571
BIC 3690.781 3222.439 4980.271 4447.191
Robust standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, two-tailed confidence intervals.
Marginal effects at observed values reported to the right of significant coefficients and can be interpreted as the expected
change moving from the minimum to the maximum observed value of the variable. Results are robust to mixed effects
specification articles nested within media market within years.
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I now move on to examine if changes in tone are associated with ballot measure voting

patters within counties. While I have found evidence that newspaper engage in both selection and

presentation bias it may be that these biases have no barring on the outcome of ballot measure

elections. Table 3 reports the results for the test of hypothesis 3. The dependent variable is the per-

cent of the county that voted for the a ballot measure. The main independent variables of interest

are the mean tone of ballot measure coverage by a newspaper in each county, whether the ballot

measure received an endorsement, and an interaction term between the two variables. Model 6 in-

cludes variants of all variables previously reported in the paper sans newspaper circulation. Model

7 includes a measure of circulation 3.

The results of the OLS regression lend support to hypothesis 3. However, the relationship

between coverage and support is nuanced. Mean amendment tone is positively associated with a

county’s vote outcome only in model 6. Where a one unit increase in amendment tone is associ-

ated with a four and a half percent increase in a county’s percent ‘yes’ vote. Model 7 fails to find

evidence of a similar relationship.

As found in previous scholarship (Fahey et al., 2018), newspaper shifting from a ‘no’ to a ‘yes’

endorsement are associated with up to a six and a half percent increase in a county’s support for

a ballot measure. However, the impact of an endorsement on influencing the ‘yes’ vote is condi-

tioned by a newspaper’s coverage of a ballot measure. As indicated by interaction term, as the tone

of an measure’s coverage increases the impact of a positive endorsement decreases. Substantively,

a one unit increase in the mean tone coupled with an endorsement is associated with an eight per-

cent decrease in a county’s vote in support for a ballot measure.

Other significant predictors of a county’s vote on ballot measure include the amount of editorial

board content comprising ballot measure coverage. Moving from no editorial board coverage to

complete editorial board coverage for a ballot measure is associated with an 11 percent increase

in ‘yes’ vote for a county. This is likely a function of broad popular ballot measures (e.g. tax

cuts) receiving little coverage outside of editorial board endorsements. Salience negatively im-

3I have yet to collect 2016 circulation statistics, which is why I separate and run two models
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pacts county support with these types of ballot measures receiving, on average, up to 25 percent

less support than non-salient measures. The number of amendments on the ballot and the complex-

ity of amendments both decrease a county’s support for a ballot measure. Each additional measure

on the ballot is associated with a four percent decrease in county support for a measure, while each

additional 1000 words in a proposed measure is associated with a one percent decrease in county

support. Additionally, counties which are like-minded with a newspaper report, on average, a two

percent increase in support for ballot measures relative to incongruent counties. Finally, each 10

percent increase in a county’s educational attainment leads to, on average, a one percent increase

in a county’s support of ballot measures.

To further evaluate the findings presented in Table 3, I provide an evaluation of the marginal

effects of endorsement and mean tone in Figure 1. The figure follows the reporting guidelines

suggested in Berry et al. (2012). The top graph plots the conditional effect of moving from a ‘no’

to a ‘yes’ endorsement across observed levels of mean tone. I find that when coverage of a ballot

measure is almost exclusively negative, the conditional effect of moving from a ‘no’ to a ‘yes’

endorsement is large. Increasing a county’s yes vote by as much as 14 percent, on average. Yet, as

coverage of a ballot measure becomes increasingly positive the influence of a newspaper’s endorse-

ment decreases–to the point that once coverage becomes sufficiently positive the endorsement of a

newspaper no longer has a substantive effect on a county’s vote.

The bottom graph plots the conditional effect of amendment tone across a types of endorse-

ment. When a measure receives a negative endorsement the marginal effect of amendment tone

has significant and positive effect on support for the amendment. When a measure is supported by

a newspaper the marginal effect of mean tone is statistically insignificant.

The marginal effects plots indicate that how newspapers cover a ballot measure does matter

in support of hypothesis 3. However, the influence of amendment tone is indirect–influencing the

impact of an editorial board’s endorsement. When ballot measures receive negative press coverage

the impact of an endorsement is large–more so than in previous research (Fahey et al., 2018). As

coverage becomes more positive the influence of the editorial board’s endorsement diminishes to
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a point where it’s recommendation becomes substantively meaningless.
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Table 3: Determinants of County Support for Ballot Measures
Model 6 Model 7

b/se b/se
Mean amendment tone 0.046* 0.022

(0.019) (0.022)
Endorsement 0.050** 0.064**

(0.013) (0.015)
Endorsement ×Mean amendment tone -0.086** -0.071*

(0.029) (0.032)
Mean endorsement reprints -0.026 -0.038

(0.024) (0.027)
Mean letters to the editor -0.036 -0.025

(0.034) (0.038)
Mean columns 0.017 0.045

(0.036) (0.038)
Mean editorial board 0.100** 0.115**

(0.024) (0.026)
Salience -0.149** -0.255**

(0.020) (0.058)
Total amendments -0.051** -0.037**

(0.010) (0.007)
Amendment complexity -0.001** -0.001**

(0.000) (0.000)
Commission sponsor -0.010 -0.007

(0.025) (0.025)
Initiative -0.008 -0.002

(0.011) (0.012)
Like mindedness 0.021* 0.021*

(0.008) (0.009)
Pct. turnout -0.000 -0.000

(0.001) (0.001)
Pct. college 0.001* 0.001*

(0.000) (0.000)
Pct. unemployed 0.001 0.001

(0.003) (0.003)
Circulation -0.001

(0.001)
Media market fixed effects Yes Yes
Year fixed effects Yes Yes
Constant 0.941** 0.942**

(0.092) (0.088)
N. of observations 1431 1303
R-squared 0.344 0.282
AIC -2215.529 -1950.836
BIC -2078.609 -1821.525
Robust standard errors in parentheses
∗ p < 0.05, ∗∗ p < 0.01, two-tailed confidence intervals.
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Figure 1: Marginal effect plots of Endorsement and Mean amendment tone
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Conclusion

I find support for all three hypotheses in this paper. When covering ballot measures newspapers

engage in subtle, but significant, selection bias–providing more space for articles which align with

the editorial board’s position. Newspapers also engage in presentation bias. Ballot measures en-

dorsed by a newspaper are more likely to have content which actively encourages a voting for the

measure. Finally, how newspapers cover ballot measures indirectly influences electoral support.

As the tone of coverage becomes increases in positivity–encouraging a ‘yes’ vote–the impact of

an endorsement decreases. The results presented in this paper provide one of the first attempts to

asses not only what day-to-day coverage of ballot measure elections looks like, but also what the

potential that this coverage can have on elections.

Paragraph on how this adds to direct democracy research.

Paragraph on how this adds to political communication literature.
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