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Presidential Campaign Watch:
Obama under scrutiny
May 23rd, 2008

Basis of analysis:
a total of 72,810 statements on U.S. presidential c andidates
on ABC, CBS, NBC and FOX evening news programs, New sweek and Time, January to May 2008;
a total of 18,531 news reports on ABC, CBS and NBC evening news programs July 2007 to May 2008;
a total of 3,779 statements on Obama and Clinton in 8 international TV evening news programs



2

 4/14
 4/15

 4/16
 4/17

 4/18
 4/19

 4/20
 4/21

 4/22
 4/23

 4/24
 4/25

 4/26
 4/27

 4/28
 4/29

 4/30
5/1

5/2
5/3

5/4
5/5

5/6
5/7

5/8
5/9

5/10
5/11

5/12
5/13

5/14
5/15

5/16
5/17

5/18
5/19

5/20
5/21

5/22

0%

20%

40%

60%

-20%

-40%

Media trend

0%

5%

10%

15%

-5%

-10%

Gallup poll

 TV Tone (% positive - % negative)   poll: Clinton leads    poll: Obama leads   
(Poll: Gallup Poll daily tracking, n=approx. 1,200 Democrats and Democratic-leaning voters nationwide – three-day rolling average, MoE: +/- 3%)�

(Media: n =113 / 92 / 4 / 2 / 105 / 170 / 195 / 225 / 55 / 134 / 142 / 120 / 121 / 198 / 378 / 241 / 320 / 110 / 138 / 
166 / 57 / 163 / 229 / 165 / 122 / 164 / 280 / 212 / 288 / 188 / 266 / 357 / 217 / 63 / 40 / 178 / 155 / 375 / 84)�

Green: Obama ahead / Clinton behind

Red: Obama behind / Clinton ahead

Detailed analysis shows that Obama keeps his lead in Gallup’s daily tracking. Clinton 
was rated better over the last few days, but this resulted in a minor loss of support in the 
poll. This finding suggests that most Democrats have already made up their minds.

ABC, NBC and CBS candidate coverage, 4/7 - 5/22/2008: tone of coverage by days

Basis: all statements by or on Obama and Clinton on ABC, CBS and NBC evening news programs 4/14 – 5/22/2008 (* very low database)�

Limited media effect: Democrats set on Obama
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missing to 100%: no clear rating

ABC, NBC, CBS candidate coverage, 3/3 - 5/22/2008: tone of coverage by weeks

Basis: all statements by or on Clinton and Obama on ABC, CBS, NBC evening news programs 3/3 – 5/22/2008

Obama under scrutiny – treated as the likely nominee

This week the tone coverage was again better for Clinton than for Obama. The Illinois 
Senator, who won the majority of delegates, was criticised for his foreign policy 
approach towards Iran. He has been scrutinized and treated as the likely nominee.
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Tone of network news coverage

John McCain is already under scrutiny: week by week analysis shows that network 
coverage of the Republican nominee was mostly negative. Currently, NBC and CBS 
cover McCain slightly negative, focusing on his foreign policy platform.

Candidate coverage, 3/3 – 5/22/2008: tone of McCain coverage by weeks

Basis: all statements by or on McCain in Newsweek, Time, ABC, CBS, NBC and Fox evening news programs 3/3 – 5/22/2008

McCain already under scrutiny
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Analyzing McCain coverage since March, it is quite obvious that the Republican nominee 
has not presented a convincing platform yet. Key policy issues such as foreign policy 
and economic issues are among his weak points in media coverage.

McCain unconvincing on policy issues thus far

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News coverage, 3/1 - 5/22/2008: McCain coverage

Basis: a total of 16,759 statements by or on McCain in Newsweek, Time, ABC, CBS, NBC and Fox evening news programs 3/1 - 5/22/2008
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Statements by or on Obama by months Statements by or on McCain by months

While McCain is under fire for his foreign policy platform, Obama still has not taken 
advantage. So far in May, the tone of McCain coverage was still slightly negative, but 
criticism of Obama was even stronger.

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News candidate coverage, 3/1 – 5/22/2008: foreign policy*

Basis: all statements on foreign policy (* other than Iraq) in Time, Newsweek, ABC, CBS, NBC and FOX evening news programs 3/1– 5/22/2008

Foreign policy: even more negative ratings for Obama
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Over the last three months, the media raised concerns when referring to Obama’s
experience and his general political goals: his “platform of change” was questioned, 
along with his ability to make it happen.

Obama’s platform and experience questioned

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News coverage, 3/1 - 5/22/2008: Obama coverage

Basis: a total of 16,759 statements by or on Obama in Newsweek, Time, ABC, CBS, NBC and Fox evening news programs 3/1 - 5/22/2008
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Statements by or on Obama by months Statements by or on McCain by months

An analysis of all leadership issues shows that the tone of Obama’s coverage has 
deteriorated. However, McCain’s advantage is shrinking. The share of positive 
statements is down from 30.7% in March to 13.9% in May. 

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News candidate coverage, 3/1 – 5/22/2008: leadership issues

Basis: all statements on leadership issues in Time, Newsweek, ABC, CBS, NBC and FOX evening news programs 3/1– 5/22/2008

Obama – more concerns, McCain – less confidence
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As coverage of Obama predominantly focused on the Democratic race, his strong points
were covered more often. Aside from African American issues, all positive aspects came 
from horse race remarks – and this coverage will certainly end with his nomination. 

Positive ratings came from horse race remarks

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News coverage, 3/1 - 5/22/2008: Obama coverage

Basis: a total of 16,759 statements by or on Obama in Newsweek, Time, ABC, CBS, NBC and Fox evening news programs 3/1 - 5/22/2008
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Once McCain secured the Republican nomination, the media focused on the Democratic 
race. The Arizona Senator still couldn’t set winning points on the media agenda: General 
remarks on his political goals were quite positive, but no concrete policy issues.

McCain could not set the media agenda

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News coverage, 3/1 - 5/22/2008: McCain coverage

Basis: a total of 7,711 statements by or on McCain in Newsweek, Time, ABC, CBS, NBC and Fox evening news programs 3/1 - 5/22/2008



11

7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3 4 5
2007 2008

0%

2%

4%

6%

8%

10%

12%

14%

16% 0%

-10%

-20%

-30%

-40%

-50%

-60%

-70%

-80%

 TV news: share  trend
7 8 9 10 11 12 1 2 3 4 5

2007 2008

0%

20%

40%

60%

80%

100%

negative reports  no clear rating positive reports

share of reports about the economy
on ABC, NBC and CBS news

Evaluation of 
the economic 
development

TV News: Evaluation of the economic development

U.S. economy: slightly improved but still negative

The monthly balance on how the state of the U.S. economy is portrayed in network 
coverage has improved in May: Less stories are dealing with this matter and the share 
of negative stories is down to 52.7%.

ABC, NBC and CBS coverage of selected topics: Economy, 7/1/2007 – 5/22/2008

Basis: a total of 18,531 stories on ABC, CBS and NBC evening news programs 7/1/2007 – 5/22/2008
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Statements by or on Obama by months Statements by or on McCain by months

Up to now, neither Obama nor McCain have managed to use the media to build a winning 
image concerning economic issues. When this topic was mentioned in May candidate 
coverage, the tone was negative.

Newsweek, Time, ABC, NBC, CBS and Fox News candidate coverage, 3/1 – 5/22/2008: economic policy

Basis: all statements on economic policy in Time, Newsweek, ABC, CBS, NBC and FOX evening news programs 3/1– 5/22/2008

Neither Obama nor McCain could score
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International TV Coverage of Obama International TV Coverage of McCain

International news has heavily focused on the Democratic race over the last few months. 
John McCain was covered less frequently but more positively than Barack Obama. The 
tone of international coverage has changed in May: Obama is rated better.

The tone changed in May: Obama is rated better
International TV coverage of Obama and McCain, 3/1 – 5/21/2008*

Basis: a total of 3,779 statements by or on Obama and McCain on 8 International news programs from  3/1 – 5/21/2008
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Media Set U.S.:
• Newsweek
• Time Magazine 
• ABC World News
• CBS Evening News
• NBC Nightly News
• Fox News: Special Report with Brit Hume

Media Set International:
• Al Jazeera News
• BBC 1 and 2 ITV evening news (UK) 
• ARD and ZDF late news (Germany)
• CNN International (since January 2008)
• BBC World (since January 2008)
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Thematic connection: Political platform 
(111236)����
Statement 1 - Subject: Clinton (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Negative (5) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Obama (201547) ����

Statement 2 - Subject: Obama (2547) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Obama (201547) ����

Thematic connection: Campaigning in 
general (113251) ����
Statement 3 - Subject: Obama (2547) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Negative (5) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Statement 4 - Subject: Clinton (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Thematic connection: Campaigning in 
general (113251) ����
Statement 5 - Subject 1: Clinton (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Positive (1) ����
Implicit Rating: Positive (1) ����
Source of opinion: Anonymous source (7) ����

Statement 6 - Subject: Clinton (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Positive (1) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Statement 7 - Subject: Obama (2547) ����
Explicit Rating: Negative (5) ����
Implicit Rating: Negative (5) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Thematic connection: Foreign policy 
in general (201000) ����
Statement 8 – Subject: Obama (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Negative (5) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Statement 9 - Subject: Clinton (226) ����
Explicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Implicit Rating: Neutral (0) ����
Source of opinion: US Pres. Candidate
(D) (555525); Clinton (200307) ����

Source: Katharine Q. Seele, “Obama Says Clinton Is ‘Bush-Cheney Lite,’” The New York Times, July 27, 2007

Methodology of media content analysis: Explicit vs.  implicit valuation/rating, example
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Each subject and thematic connection constitutes on e statement. All ratings describe the subject. Ther efore:

Statement 1 - Clinton is the first subject. She is involved in the themat ic aspect “political platform.” The source of opinio n is Obama, 
because the journalist is quoting Obama’s views on Clinton’s political platform. The statement is not explicitly negative; Obama says 
that Clinton is “Bush-Cheney lite,” but he does not explicitly characterize this fact with positive or n egative adjectives. However, since 
this is a comparison to candidates from an opposing  political party, the implicit valuation is negativ e. 

Statement 2 – Obama is the other subject. He is involved in this themat ic connection “political platform.” Since he does no t say 
anything positive or negative about his own platfor m, there is no rating on him as a subject; explicit  and implicit ratings are neutral. 

Statement 3 – The next thematic aspect is the “escalating dispute ,” which would be classified as “campaigning in gene ral.” This aspect 
is again connected to the subjects Clinton and Obam a, but this time Clinton is the source of opinion. Her explicit rating on Obama as a 
subject is neutral; she calls the debate (but not h im) “silly.” However her implicit rating is negative , because her comment is intended 
to imply that it is Obama’s involvement in the deba te that is “silly.”

Statement 4 – Clinton offers no opinion on herself as a subject with rega rd to the “escalating dispute” aspect. Explicit and implicit 
ratings are both neutral.

Statement 5 – The next thematic aspect also relates to campaigni ng. “Pundits,” who say that Clinton is “winning the debate,” provide 
the source of opinion. The explicit rating on Clint on as a subject is positive; “winning” is an inherently  positive word. Implicit rating is 
also positive. Since the “pundits” are not identifie d, the source of opinion is anonymous.

Statement 6 – The pundits also say that Clinton highlighted her e xperience. Clinton is thus the subject and the source of opinion. The 
word “experience” is not overtly positive, so the ex plicit rating would be neutral. But in the context of politics, “experience” is generally 
considered to be a good thing; implicit rating woul d be positive.

Statement 7 – Clinton also suggested that Obama was “inexperience d.” She is the source of opinion. Obama is the subject. 
“Inexperienced” is an explicitly neutral but implici tly negative rating of Obama in a political context . 

Statement 8 – Clinton says that Obama’s statement ab out foreign policy was “irresponsible” and “naïve.” T his is an explicitly and 
implicitly negative rating of Obama as a subject. Clinton provides the source of opinio n. 

Statement 9 – Clinton criticizing Obama’s statement about foreign policy must also be coded with Clinto n as the subject and source of 
opinion. Since she does not say anything positive o r negative about her own foreign policy statements,   the rating on her is neutral.

Methodology of media content analysis: Explicit vs.  implicit valuation/rating, explanation
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For more information:
click on book

Media Set:
•ABC World News
•CBS Evening News
•NBC Nightly News
• Fox News: Special Report with Brit Hume

How the Media "Stole" the 
US Presidential Election 2000

by Danny Schechter / Roland Schatz


