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Introduction and Summary

The mainstream media has a profound impact on politics, helping everyday 
Americans determine what topics people think are important, shape how they 
feel about issues, and even how they vote.1 

Alternative media outlets such as blogs and social networking sites have proliferated in 
recent years, yet most people still receive their news from the mainstream media, which 
is especially true for economic news.2 This report focuses on how the mainstream media 
covers the economy, a subject where fundamental political questions arise about how 
income is generated and allocated among individual Americans and the businesses and 
companies they work for and sometimes invest in. Specifically, in its coverage of  eco-
nomic issues, does the media provide a balanced discussion of  who gets what and why? 
Or instead is coverage biased toward a particular interest group?

Based on a unique, quantitative study, this report finds that media coverage of  economic 
issues is biased and consistently fails to live up to expectations of  balance and fairness. 
On a range of  economic issues, the perspective of  workers is largely missing from media 
coverage, while the views of  business are frequently presented. The findings are based on 
analysis of  coverage of  four economic issues—employment, minimum wage, trade, and 
credit card debt—in the leading newspaper and television outlets in 2007. 

Included in this analysis is coverage by the Los Angeles Times, New York Times, U.S.A. 
Today, Wall Street Journal, and Washington Post—the five papers with the largest circulation 
nationwide—alongside the three major TV broadcast networks, ABC News, CBS News, 
and NBC News, as well as the three leading cable news networks, CNN, FOX News, 
and CNBC.3 The four economic issues were chosen because they represent a range of  
economic issues that impact ordinary citizens and that many citizens have defined opin-
ions about. 

Following is a highlight of  the report’s findings:

Overall, representatives of  business were quoted or cited nearly two-and-a-half  times ��
as frequently as were workers or their union representatives.

In coverage of  both the minimum wage and trade, the views of  businesses were ��
sourced more than one-and-a-half  times as frequently as those of  workers.
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In coverage about employment, busi-��
nesses were quoted or cited over six 
times as frequently as were workers.

On only one issue that we examined, ��
credit card debt, was coverage more 
balanced, presenting the perspectives 
of  ordinary citizens in the same pro-
portion as those of  business.

Biased coverage matters for three primary 
reasons. Our belief  in democratic debate 
demands informed citizens, and requires 
that different points of  view are allowed to 
be heard. Journalistic standards of  objec-
tivity call for balanced coverage. And, 
perhaps most importantly, media coverage 
influences people’s opinions and behavior.

Critics often claim that the media has a 
political bias, with most of  the debate 
focusing on whether the media is liberal 
or conservative, and whether coverage 
favors Democrats or Republicans. 4 This 
debate, while important, ignores a more 
fundamental question about which points 
of  view are allowed to be heard at all. 

Because the model of  objective journal-
ism calls for sources, not journalists, to 
give opinions about news, quotations and 
citations are the way journalists tell their 
stories. Who journalists choose to include 
in their stories sets the range of  debate, 
and determines the kinds of  perspectives 
the public is allowed to hear. The main-
stream media represented in the range 
of  publications surveyed for this report 
serves as a gatekeeper, amplifying the 
voices of  some while making it more dif-
ficult for others to reach a mass audience. 

Although the media cannot and should 
not give equal credence to each and 
every perspective, both journalistic stan-
dards and our expectations for demo-
cratic debate call for the media to accu-

rately represent all sides of  a story and 
allow the major players to have a voice. 
We should expect, for example, that bal-
anced coverage of  economic issues would 
commonly include the perspectives of  
both business and workers. 

After all, these groups represent primary 
actors in the economy. Each has a signifi-
cant interest in the topic, and each group 
often, but certainly not always, has a 
defined point of  view. 

Of  course, different businesses and dif-
ferent groups of  workers boast complex 
inter-relationships—as bosses and work-
ers, as holders of  equity in companies 
either directly or through pension funds 
and mutual funds, or as citizens in local 
communities where businesses are based 
and workers live and work. These inter-
relationships are not easily quantified, yet 
the four economic issues chosen to survey 
in this paper illustrate a profound bias in 
favor of  business over workers in main-
stream press coverage. 

Indeed, the report’s findings of  biased 
sourcing may not be surprising to those 
who follow the media closely. But they are 
stark and raise serious questions about 
whether the media is fairly covering eco-
nomic issues, whether the media is living 
up to its own standards, and whether the 
media is properly serving democracy.

There are many potential explanations 
for this kind of  biased coverage, all of  
them probably true to some degree. The 
influence of  corporate ownership and 
advertisers, the decline of  the labor 
beat and “shoe-leather” journalism, the 
failure of  unions to effectively commu-
nicate with the media, and the personal 
and political biases of  reporters and 
editors are all common and reasonable 
explanations.5 
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But the best explanation for the kind of  
bias described in this report is that jour-
nalists have a preference for elite sources, 
such as government or business represen-
tatives, over ordinary citizens.6 In short, 
it is just easier for a reporter to talk to a 
professional, such as a business spokes-
person, than to find a good quote from a 
worker or ordinary citizen who does not 
represent a set interest group.

This is not to say that mainstream report-
ers do not talk to average workers or 
individual citizens for their stories. Cover-
age of  pure consumer issues, for example, 
often give the perspective of  ordinary 
citizens equal treatment—often in con-
flict with business interests that deliver 

consumer goods and services. Indeed, the 
results of  the survey show that on the one 
economic issue that is also a consumer 
issue—credit card debt—reporters do 
seek out ordinary citizens for their stories. 

The other three economic issues sur-
veyed in this report show that in eco-
nomic coverage of  the news by the 
mainstream press there is a decided 
preference for elite sources, especially 
business representatives. More impor-
tantly, the report suggests that, whatever 
the source of  bias, it can be overcome. If  
editors and journalists actively seek out 
the perspective of  workers, as they do 
for consumers, media coverage of  the 
economy would significantly improve. 
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What Is Different About This Study

This study differs from most other critiques of  the mainstream media in four 
important respects. First, the report, unlike the vast majority of  other studies, is 
based on quantitative evidence that provides for a more objective measure of  

bias.7 Second, the study looks for several types of  bias—examining the types of  groups 
that are sourced as well as partisanship and ideology of  sources—to provide a richer 
and fuller understanding of  media bias. 

Third, the study examines both television and print coverage, rather than focusing 
exclusively on one kind of  media. Fourth, the study examines a range of  different types 
of  economic issues, including both worker and consumer issues, allowing for a better 
understanding of  the sources of  bias. 

Some potential explanations for the source of  bias can be ruled out if  bias is only found 
in certain types of  issues. For example, a general preference for elite sources can be 
ruled out if  consumer stories source ordinary people with equal frequency to business. 
That’s why the methodology of  this report is crucial to the results.

Methodology

This report studies the leading print and TV outlet’s coverage in 2007 of  four economic 
issues: the minimum wage, trade, employment, and credit card debt.8 The issues were 
chosen because they represent a range of  economic issues that affect ordinary citizens 
and that many citizens have defined opinions about. As a result, this study represents a 

“hard test” of  the theory that media coverage is biased against the perspective of  work-
ers.9 Any findings of  a bias toward business will be particularly robust. 

The newspapers included in the study are the Los Angeles Times, New York Times, U.S.A. 
Today, Wall Street Journal, and Washington Post—the five papers with the largest circulation 
nationwide. The TV broadcast outlets covered are ABC News, CBS News, NBC News, 
and the leading cable news networks are CNN, FOX News, and CNBC.10 

Despite the proliferation of  alternative media outlets, most people still receive their 
news from the mainstream media.11 In addition, the mainstream media tends to heavily 
influence and often drive the coverage of  the alternative media. Thus, this study pro-
vides a good overview of  the kinds of  stories the public is most likely to consume, and 
probably understates the degree of  bias in overall media coverage because there are so 
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many specialized business publications, 
but relatively few worker publications. 

It is worth noting that each of  the media 
organizations studied has its own institu-
tional culture. One outlet, for example, 
may tend to focus on the inner-working 
of  government, another on economic 
and financial news, and another more 
on entertaining its audience. This study 
attempts to control for these idiosyncratic 
differences by reviewing a wide range of  
outlets and aggregating the results. 

The study examines bias by counting and 
categorizing the sources that are quoted or 
cited in a story. That’s because the model 
of  objective journalism calls for sources, 
not journalists, to give opinions about 
news. Quotes and cites are the way jour-
nalists tell their stories. Who the journalists 
choose to include in their stories sets the 
range of  debate and determines the kinds 
of  perspectives the public is allowed to 
hear. As a result, studying the sources used 

in a news story is a standard way to exam-
ine media bias in academic studies.12 

Sources were coded into the follow-
ing categories: labor unions, businesses, 
other interest groups, ordinary workers 
or consumers, government or elected offi-
cials, and other.13 Government or elected 
officials were further categorized by their 
political party. Interest groups that directly 
represent businesses, such as the Chamber 
of  Commerce, were counted as businesses. 

Other interest groups were further cate-
gorized by their ideological leaning, using 
the methodology developed by UCLA 
political scientist Tim Groseclose and 
University of  Missouri Economist Jeff  
Milyo. 14 Their methodology counts how 
often interest groups are cited positively 
by elected officials and then gives the 
interest group a ranking based on the ide-
ological leanings of  the elected officials 
who chose to cite the group. 
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The Results of the Survey

Individual articles about the economy, on initial examination, rarely seem biased. But 
when coverage is looked at comprehensively and through the lens of  what perspec-
tives are heard, the media’s bias in coverage of  economic issues becomes clear. Stories 

are presented from far above the lives of  ordinary people, focusing instead on the view-
point of  businesses. 

In all stories reviewed—on issues that were specifically chosen because they are of  
concern to the general public—business representatives were quoted or cited 230 per-
cent more frequently than ordinary workers or their union representatives combined.15 
Overall, business accounted for more than one third (34 percent) of  all sources used. 
Unions were 3 percent of  sources and ordinary workers 11 percent. 

Government or elected officials accounted for 31 percent of  sources, advocacy orga-
nizations 10 percent, and academics 6 percent. Three percent of  sources fell into the 
other category, a group that generally consisted of  book authors and journalists. In 
short, business is the dominant group cited in stories about the economy, while other 
perspectives, especially those of  workers, are given short-shrift.

The overall trend of  a bias toward business is the main finding of  the study, holding 
true no matter how the data is analyzed. Business is the dominant group sourced and 
the position of  the other groups does not change, whether considering just those who 
are quoted or those who are cited without a direct quote. Whether looking at print or 
television coverage, business is sourced far more frequently than workers.16

The overall trend holds for every issue that was considered as having a worker perspec-
tive—minimum wage, employment, and trade—though the degree of  the trend var-
ies. In coverage of  the minimum wage, for example, the business perspective is given 
1.6 times as frequently as that of  workers. Businesses represented 27 percent of  sources, 
while unions comprised 6 percent and workers 11 percent. Government represented 
39 percent of  sources in minimum wage stories, advocacy organizations 9 percent,  
academics 6 percent, and others 2 percent. 

In coverage about employment, the business perspective is even more pronounced. 
Businesses are sourced 6.7 times as frequently as that of  workers. Businesses repre-
sented 57 percent of  sources, while unions comprised 2 percent and workers 6 percent. 
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Government represented 19 percent of  
sources in employment stories, advocacy 
organizations 8 percent, academics 7 per-
cent, and others 0 percent.

In coverage about trade agreements, the 
business perspective is given 1.7 times as 
frequently as that of  workers. Businesses 
represented 15 percent of  sources, while 
unions comprised 5 percent and work-
ers 4 percent. Government represented 
55 percent of  sources in trade stories, 
advocacy organizations 11 percent, aca-
demics 8 percent, and others 2 percent.

Standing in stark contrast to the overall 
trend, coverage about credit card debt 
displayed a completely different pattern. 
In coverage of  credit card debt, ordi-
nary people were sourced with nearly 
equal frequency to business. Business 
represented 33 percent of  sources, while 
ordinary consumers represented 30 per-
cent of  sources, and unions 0 percent. 
Government represented 10 percent of  
sources in credit card stories, advocacy 
organizations 12 percent, academics 
5 percent, and others 10 percent.

Other Types of Bias

The study also examined two other 
types of  bias: partisan and ideological. 
The study finds that the elected officials 
sourced showed a slight Democratic bias, 
with 46 percent of  government sources 
coded as Democratic and 39 percent 
Republican. This partisan bias is most 
likely an artifact of  how partisanship was 
coded. The partisanship of  government 
sources was only coded when it was 
very easily determined, and it is likely 
that this coding method undercounted 
Republican sources. 

During 2007, the period of  the study, 
Republicans controlled the White House 
and executive branch, but the partisan-
ship of  many administration sources 
was not readily apparent, and thus these 
sources were coded as non-partisan to be 
conservative in our estimates. As a result, 
it is possible that at least some of  these 
administration officials should have been 
coded Republican. 

When the non-partisan and Republican 
sources are combined, they add up to 
52 percent of  the government sources, 
while Democratic sources were 46 per-
cent (international elected officials rep-
resent the remaining 3 percent). If  only 
a small percentage of  the non-partisan 
sources are actually Republican, then the 
partisan bias would be eliminated. 

The report also finds that the advocacy 
groups sourced tended to have a liberal 
bias.17 On a 0 to 100 scale with 0 being 
the most conservative, 50 being neutral, 
and 100 being the most liberal, the aver-
age ideological score of  the think tank 
and advocacy organizations sourced 
was 63, putting the average organiza-
tion slightly to the left of  center. To put 
this in perspective, a 63 on this scale is 
between former Republican congress-
woman Connie Morella of  Maryland 
and former Democratic Senator Ernest 
Hollings of  South Carolina, two former 
members of  Congress who were used to 
create the scale.

The mainstream media’s choice of  sourc-
ing centrist but slightly more liberal advo-
cacy organizations could be thought by 
some to compensate for the bias toward 
sourcing business organizations, but this 
logic is flawed in a number of  respects. 
First, and most importantly, the appropri-
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ate counterpoint to the business perspec-
tive is the perspective from workers or 
their representatives. Advocacy groups, 
regardless of  whether they have a liberal 
or conservative viewpoint, are not a 
perfect substitute for the perspective of  
workers. Workers should be allowed to 
speak in their own voice, or through their 
chosen representatives (unions) rather 
than have a surrogate chosen for them. 

Second, even if  somehow these advo-
cacy groups were a surrogate for workers’ 
voices, far more of  them would need to 
be sourced to make up for the overwhelm-
ing business bias. If  all of  the advocacy 
group quotes are combined with the 
worker and union quotes, then they still 
fall far short of  the number of  business 
quotes. Business is still sourced 1.6 times 
more frequently than advocacy groups, 
ordinary workers, and unions combined. 

St
or

y 
Ca

te
go

ry
 a

nd
 M

ed
iu

m
 C

ou
nt

s 

(f
ro

m
 4

80
 a

rt
ic

le
s 

re
vi

ew
ed

)

A
dv

oc
ac

y 
G

ro
up

 Q
uo

te

A
dv

oc
ac

y 
G

ro
up

 C
ite

A
dv

oc
ac

y 
G

ro
up

 Q
uo

te
s 

&
 C

ite
s

G
ov

er
nm

en
t Q

uo
te

G
ov

er
nm

en
t C

ite

G
ov

er
nm

en
t Q

uo
te

s 
&

 C
ite

s

A
ca

de
m

ic
/P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
l Q

uo
te

A
ca

de
m

ic
/P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
l C

ite

A
ca

de
m

ic
/P

ro
fe

ss
io

na
l Q

uo
te

s 
&

 C
ite

s

Bu
si

ne
ss

 Q
uo

te
Bu

si
ne

ss
 C

ite
Bu

si
ne

ss
 Q

uo
te

s 
&

 C
ite

s

U
ni

on
 Q

uo
te

U
ni

on
 C

ite
U

ni
on

 Q
uo

te
s 

&
 C

ite
s

W
or

ke
r/

Ci
tiz

en
 Q

uo
te

W
or

ke
r/

Ci
tiz

en
 C

ite

W
or

ke
r/

Ci
tiz

en
 Q

uo
te

s 
&

 C
ite

s

O
th

er
 Q

uo
te

O
th

er
 C

ite
O

th
er

 Q
uo

te
s 

&
 C

ite
s

Q
uo

te
s 

To
ta

l
Ci

te
s 

To
ta

l
O

ve
ra

ll 
To

ta
l

Overall Total 96 18 114 291 66 357 62 12 74 315 79 394 31 8 39 108 22 130 31 3 34 934 208 1142

Overall Print 81 13 94 247 61 308 58 10 68 290 70 360 30 8 38 90 17 107 14 0 14 810 179 989

Overall TV 15 5 20 44 5 49 4 2 6 25 9 34 1 0 1 18 5 23 16 3 19 123 29 152

Minimum Wage Total 18 7 25 100 6 106 9 7 16 47 28 75 10 7 17 19 10 29 2 3 5 205 68 273

Employment & Jobs Total 26 4 30 49 19 68 20 5 25 173 27 200 8 0 8 17 5 22 0 0 0 293 60 353

Credit Card Debt Total 22 5 27 16 6 22 11 0 11 63 12 75 0 0 0 62 5 67 22 0 22 196 28 224

Free Trade Total 30 2 32 126 35 161 22 0 22 32 12 44 13 1 14 10 2 12 7 0 7 240 52 292

The Complete Results of CAP’s Survey
Reporters Turn to Businesses First, and Unions Last, When Sourcing Economic Articles
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Examples of Media Coverage

Coverage of  economic issues tends to fall into three categories. The first type 
appears to be fairly balanced because it presents some debate about the topic 
at hand, but the story is covered without any direct contact with workers’ per-

spectives. The second type of  story emphasizes the business perspective, because that 
is the focus of  the story, with only casual or no mention of  workers. The third type is 
more balanced coverage that provides the viewpoint of  both workers and business. 

An April 7, 2007 New York Times article presents a good example of  the first type of  cov-
erage, which initially seems balanced because it presents divergent opinions from sev-
eral sources, yet the perspective of  workers is not heard—neither directly nor through 
a union official as a representative of  workers. The April 7 article features economists 
representing business and economists from advocacy groups discussing whether the job 
market is strong. An industry economist argues “the job market is very, very healthy,” 
while an economist from an advocacy organization suggest employment may be harder 
to find because “the data are not reflecting real employment trends.” 

The article is tied to the release of  Department of  Labor employment figures, and 
thus is grounded in empirical evidence, and, as an individual article, may not need the 
voice of  a worker. However, the type of  coverage it represents is repeated again and 
again, with workers noticeably absent from the discussion. The article would have a 
different feel if  it had a worker or union member saying whether they think the job 
market is good or not. 

The second type of  coverage is simply focused on the issue from the business perspec-
tive, though it may give some slight mention of  the perspective of  workers or unions. 
An example of  this type is a June 26, 2007 Wall Street Journal article that discusses a 
report by the nation’s largest financial services companies. The 1,200 word article fol-
lows the argument of  these companies about the need to “defuse protectionist senti-
ment in the U.S. and promote free-trade agreements,” and quotes extensively from the 
report’s authors, including the CEO of  Wachovia Corp. 

The article does note that one of  report’s recommendations is “likely to meet stiff  
resistance from organized labor.” But the focus of  the article is the report and the 
concerns of  these businesses with promoting free trade. Because the article is tied to 
the release of  a business report, it does not necessarily need to give equal weight to the 
perspective of  workers, though it could have perhaps allowed a union to present their 
opposition to the policy proposal. 
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Yet when similar articles comprise the 
bulk of  stories, the perspective of  business 
is given disproportionate weight. Very few 
articles focus on an issue from the per-
spective of  a worker without giving signifi-
cant weight to the perspective of  business. 

A few of  the articles reviewed could serve 
as models of  balance, and represent a 
third type of  coverage. For example, a 
January 10, 2007 Washington Post article 
discusses a U.S. House of  Representatives 
vote on whether to raise the federal mini-
mum wage from $5.15 an hour to $7.25 
from the perspective of  several workers 
earning near minimum wage and their 
small business employers. Workers and 
business owners are quoted extensively, 
offering nuanced opinions about increas-
ing the minimum wage. 

In the article, a worker is quoted describ-
ing the difficulties of  living on near-
minimum wage: “It’s just so hard for 
people. I mean, it’s hard.” The worker 
also describes how he felt about his 
recent raise to $7.25, “Inside I was doing 
the cha-cha-cha … It was like going 
from lower class to lower middle class.” 
Another worker feels torn about increas-
ing the minimum wage, and is quoted 
saying: “I have mixed feelings. I know 
that people can’t afford to live on $5.15 
an hour. But on the business side, small 
businesses can’t afford to pay it.”

One business owner thinks it might be 
fair to increase the minimum wage, but 
worries that he will have to cut work-
ers’ hours. If  wages go up, the business 
owner in the story wonders, “hours will 
have to come down, and the question will 
become: Whose?” Another small busi-
ness owner says if  the minimum wage 
were increased that “I’m going to have to 
raise my prices.” Another business owner 

notes that the increase could cost him 
profits, stating, “And why would I want to 
make less money?”

In short, the article is fair and balanced 
because it allows both workers and  
business to present their perspectives  
on the issue. 

A March 25, 2007 New York Times article 
about a Supreme Court case to decide 
whether homecare aides should qualify 
for federal minimum wage and overtime 
protections is also a model of  good cover-
age. Both homecare workers and home-
care businesses are quoted. 

“I loved my work, but the money was not 
good at all,’’ one homecare worker is 
quoted saying. In response, the home-
care business worries that defeat in court 
could increase costs so much that the 
company would be put out of  business, 
stating: “This would be horrendous for 
the entire industry because the reim-
bursement rate we get won’t cover that 
type of  money.”

This kind of  coverage is the norm for 
stories about credit cards. A typical story 
is CNN’s March 7 coverage of  a con-
gressional hearing about credit card fees. 
Members of  Congress, both Democrat 
and Republican, are quoted providing an 
overview of  the subject and the reporter 
cites a recent study of  the issue by the 
Government Accountability Office. 

An ordinary citizen is then quoted as say-
ing he wouldn’t have charged his wed-
ding on credit cards if  he knew what he 
knew now, stating of  his debt: “It just 
really seemed like there was no end in 
sight.” A representative of  the banks that 
create credit cards then responds, not-
ing that: “I think it’s important for them 
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to understand that this is a loan. It’s an 
unsecured loan to millions of  people 
every day, only based on the promise.” 
The story also quotes an advocacy orga-
nization calling for change.

Unfortunately, such balanced cover-
age of  the economy is relatively rare. 
The kind of  balance displayed in these 
articles leads to better stories because all 
important perspectives are heard from 
and because it makes clear how ordinary 
people are impacted. 

Some might argue that providing the 
perspective of  ordinary people may 
make sense for credit card stories, but 
isn’t relevant for other types of  economic 
stories. But, the worker issues reviewed in 
this study—minimum wage, employment, 

and trade—were chosen specifically 
because they impact ordinary people. 

Of  these issues, trade could be consid-
ered to have the least direct impact on 
workers. But even on this issue, polls 
consistently show that the public is very 
concerned about how trade affects their 
lives.18 The public cares deeply about the 
issue, and is divided about the costs and 
benefits of  trade. 

In addition, articles without balanced 
sourcing lack the dimensions that would 
give them appeal to a wider audience, 
and are perhaps a reason for the declin-
ing audiences of  most mainstream media 
outlets. Without the perspective of  an 
ordinary worker, media outlets give their 
audience far less to relate to. 
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Why Bias Matters

Biased coverage matters for three primary reasons: our belief  in democratic 
debate demands informed citizens and requires that different points of  view 
are allowed to be heard; journalistic standards of  objectivity call for balanced 

coverage; and, perhaps most importantly, media coverage influences people’s opin-
ions and behavior.

Democratic Debate

The mainstream media, and journalists in particular, can be a bulwark in the demo-
cratic structure, providing citizens and elected officials with much of  the information 
they need to make decisions, and exposing them to the full range of  debate about an 
issue. Journalists, however, have failed to achieve this goal in their coverage of  economic 
issues. Media coverage doesn’t do a good job making the link between an economic 
issue and its impact on workers, and consistently fails to provide the worker perspective 
on economic issues. 

When the media limits the range of  debate about an issue, our capacity for democratic 
debate is weakened. In order for democracy to properly function, citizens need to be 
exposed to a wide range of  ideas and points of  view, and understand the impact of  dif-
ferent polices so that they can make informed decisions.19 While citizens can potentially 
learn about differing sides of  a debate through other channels, such as their personal 
experience, most citizens are exposed to public policy issues through the news media.20 

In addition, the media helps bring the views of  regular people to policymakers who are 
already somewhat distanced from the public, and who often depend on media coverage 
to provide them with access to the views of  the public. If  the media fails to provide the 
perspective of  regular people, then policymakers fail to gain an accurate perception of  
the public’s views. As a result, biased coverage of  issues prevents democracy from func-
tioning as well as it should.

Journalistic Standards

The professional standards of  journalism call for fairness and balance in stories, equal 
treatment for ideas and points of  view.21 Some scholars even argue that the most impor-
tant goal of  journalism should be to provide a diverse range of  perspectives.22 
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While achieving perfect balance or fair-
ness in any story is nearly impossible, the 
discrepancy between the goal and reality 
is far too wide to be ignored. The dis-
parity between how economic issues are 
actually covered and how they are sup-
posed to be covered threatens to under-
mine the noble goals that journalists have 
set for themselves. 

Behavioral Effects

Mainstream media bias matters for more 
than just ideals about democracy and 
journalism. It also has tangible effects on 
how people think and act. Studies consis-
tently show that the media has the ability 
to help determine which issues people 
think are important, and prime people to 
help decide which particular piece of  an 
issue is important.23 According to Shanto 
Iyengar and Donald Kinder, who are 
generally viewed as the leading politi-
cal scientists studying media influence, 
the mainstream media “set the terms by 
which political judgments are reached 
and political choices made.”24 

The media can also help shape people’s 
opinion about an issue. Studies have 

shown that when a news story is tilted to 
support a particular policy, public support 
increases for the policy.25 Even if  people 
are skeptical about the way an issue is 
presented to them, over time, they tend to 
remember and accept the information as 
true.26 In short, so long as an issue is pre-
sented in a plausible manner, people are 
more likely to think about an issue in the 
same way as it is covered in the media than 
to challenge or reject that point of  view. 

Media coverage can even influence how 
people vote. Studies have found that as 
Fox News expanded into new towns, these 
areas were increasingly likely to vote for 
Republican candidates.27 People who were 
randomly chosen to receive subscriptions 
to the Washington Post instead of  the Wash-
ington Times were more likely to vote for 
Democratic candidates.28 Another study 
showed that viewers of  ABC News were 
influenced to vote for Ronald Reagan over 
Walter Mondale because Peter Jennings 
used more positive facial cues when talk-
ing about the president than he did when 
talking about the challenger.29 

In summary, media bias isn’t just an aca-
demic concern but one with real political 
implications.
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Why Bias Occurs

This study was not designed to fully examine the sources of  media bias, though 
it is able to shed some light on the subject. Researchers have argued that 
biased coverage occurs for a number of  different reasons. The influence of  

owners and advertisers, the failure of  advocacy groups such as unions to effectively 
communicate with the media, and the personal and political biases of  reporters and 
editors are common targets.30 

But the most common explanation for the kind of  bias described in this report is that 
journalists have a preference for elite sources, such as government or business represen-
tatives, over ordinary citizens.31 “Most research on news and public affairs information 
bias,” an academic study argues, “centers on the use of  selected elite sources.”32 

Although many journalists may believe that “the job of  the newspaper,” as turn-of-the-
last-century syndicated columnist Finley Peter Dunne wrote more than 100 years ago, 

“is to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable,” studies note that elite sources 
tend to move in many of  the same social circles as reporters. The two alleged antago-
nists share similar backgrounds and experience. Business elites understand reporters’ 
needs and constraints, and perhaps most importantly are easy to identify and access for 
reporters on a tight deadline. And they can deliver what reporters seek. In short, it is 
just easier for a reporter to talk to a professional, such as a business spokesperson, than 
to find a good quote from a worker or ordinary citizen.

Yet, there are several reasons to be skeptical of  this explanation. First, unions could serve 
as an elite source that provides the perspective of  workers, yet labor unions are rarely 
sourced. Second, and most importantly, coverage of  one type of  economic issue defies 
this preference for elite sources. Stories about credit card debt are typically covered from 
the perspective of  the consumer, with ordinary citizens sourced as frequently as businesses. 

This indicates that reporters can overcome a tendency toward elite sources. It also sug-
gests that the sources of  bias are likely to go beyond just a preference for elite sources. 
But whatever the source of  the bias, it is clear that reporters need to talk more fre-
quently to workers and unions to get their perspective.

This is especially true because there are a number of  factors that make it difficult for 
reporters to get the perspective of  most workers without actively seeking them out. As 
economic historian William Greider documents in Who Will Tell The People, reporting 
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used to be more of  a working-class pro-
fession, giving reporters more of  a natu-
ral affinity for regular workers, and more 
frequent contact, too. Today, however, it 
has become more of  an elite profession. 

 Shoe-leather reporting has declined, in 
part because of  staff  reductions at many 
media outlets. Polling suggests that jour-
nalists who cover national politics and/or 
economic policy for major outlets tend 

have more conservative and pro-business 
views on economic issues than the gen-
eral public.33 Finally, many papers have 
eliminated a dedicated labor beat, mean-
ing that there are fewer reporters who 
focus specifically on organized labor and 
workers.34 When combined, these factors 
are likely to limit reporters’ and editors’ 
exposure to the perspectives of  ordinary 
workers, and make it all the more impor-
tant that they actively seek it out. 



w w w . a m e r i c a n p r o g r e s s . o r g

17

M A Y  2 0 0 8

Conclusion

This study finds that mainstream media coverage of  economic issues does not do 
a good job of  providing the perspective of  workers, and generally over-repre-
sents the perspective of  business.35 This means the media often fails to uphold its 

standards of  fairness and balance, and that members of  the public do not receive all of  
the information they need to be good citizens. Such biased coverage potentially affects 
the public’s views and behaviors in significant ways, including helping determine how 
people think and vote.

While the report highlights a significant failing, it also provides room for optimism.  
The report indicates that coverage of  economic issues, such as credit card debt, that 
are viewed through the perspective of  the consumer, tend to balance the views of  busi-
ness with the views of  ordinary citizens. On these issues, the media demonstrates that it 
can find out how complex economic issues will impact ordinary people and present the 
news from their perspective. 

As a result, the study suggests that media is capable of  providing much more bal-
anced coverage of  economic issues than it currently provides. If  the media covered the 
economy the way it covered credit cards, then the perspective and views of  workers and 
their unions would be given the same weight as those of  business, and the public would 
have a much better idea how policies of  major importance impact ordinary people. 

Balanced coverage of  the economy will require action from both the news media and 
concerned citizens. Members of  the media should educate themselves about how they 
typically cover the economy and think through ways of  doing a better job of  providing 
the worker perspective in their coverage. Editors and journalists should institutionalize 
the need to at least consider the worker perspective in the same way they have with the 
need to consider both sides of  a story. 

Concerned citizens should remind the media that coverage isn’t balanced and pressure 
them to change. While additional steps are needed to ensure that the media will actu-
ally do a better job incorporating the perspective of  workers into its coverage of  the 
economy, this study shows that it can be done. 
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