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Media bias is tricky

By Jason Salzman

Last month, two UCLA professors produced a study alleging liberal bias in
the mainstream media. In their study, titled “A Measure of Media Bias,” the
professors first tallied how often members of Congress cited 200 prominent
special interest groups. Then the researchers assigned these special interest
groups ratings based on the voting patterns (liberal or conservative) of the
members of Congress who cited them in speeches.

The UCLA professors then studied how often the 200 special interest groups
were mentioned in news articles.

Mediaoutlets that cited the Heritage Foundation were given amore conser-
vative rating; those that cited Children’s Defense Fund were assigned a more
liberal score. And it turned out that most of the national media lean left, with
only FOX News and The Washington Times on the right.

It sounds convincing, but the study was completely flawed.

As the media watchdog group Media Matters pointed out, aresearcher can-
not analyze one type of source (special interest groups) and make broad con-
clusions about overall bias. Reporters consider a quote from Vice President
Dick Cheney as a source. Yet this type of source would not be counted in the
UCLA study. So anewspaper article that included a quote from the vice presi-
dent alongside a quote from a Greenpeace campaigner would be considered to
have a liberal bias, because the quote would not count as a source.

Consider the following fictional news brief:

The Bush administration announced more cuts today aimed at streamlining
government, fulfilling an overdue campaign pledge. The cuts were mostly in
education and health. “Too many people claim to be poor and sick, when in
reality they can take care of themselves,” said Republican Vice President Dick
Cheney.

“We’relooking outforthelittle guy,” said former Republican House Speaker

TomDelay. “Weneed funds forthe Iraq Warand tax cuts,” said PatRobertson,
a Bush supporter. “Why can’t the richest nation in the world provide health
insurance forits children?” asked Jane Doe from the Children’s Defense Fund.

Under the UCLA study’s methodology, this article would have aliberal bias
because three out of four sources for the article (Cheney, Delay, Roberston) are
people, not special interest groups. Yet, it’s obvious that this article has a con-
servative bias. The flawed UCLA study highlights the complexity and danger
in alleging mediabias. It’s complex because so many factors (story placement,
story selection, story length, story sources, etc) intertwine with one another in
the daily coverage of news outlets.

For example, a newspaper might run a long front-page article that could be
shown to have a liberal bias, and then bury a small brief, like the one above,
inside the paper that has a strong conservative bias. How do you weigh one
measure of media bias against another? The answer is, it’s very difficult.

Sohere’s what happens. Liberal and conservative partisans both accuse the
media of having a bias-and most often the partisans don’t have data-just anec-
dotes-to back up their accusations.

Itwouldbe more reasonable todispense with broad accusations of bias com-
pletely, and focus instead on specific coverage. Media watchdog groups like
Media Matters orthe UCLA professors should point out flaws inmediacover-
age of aspecificissue or event-and focus on the work of specific media outlets.

Forexample, was media coverage in The New York Times of the build-up to
the Iraq War fair? Were reasonable opinions represented? Did the issue get
sufficient space? Were anonymous sources used ethically? With specific ac-
cusations of media bias on the table, citizens can debate them honestly-and
journalists can defend their work and be held accountable.

Butwhen activists-either on the left our right of the political spectrum-make
sweeping accusations of mediabias, they doadisservice tothe public. The real
issues are hidden. The credibility of journalism, already low, in the public eye
is diminished, and citizens are given yet another reason to tune out.

Jason Salzman is author of “Making the News: A Guide for Activists and
Nonprofits” and a media critic for the Rocky Mountain News.

Comments to any opinions expressed on this page are encouraged. Mail
them to the Colby Free Press, 155 W. 5th St., Colby, Kan., 67701. Or e-
mail jvannostrand @nwkansas.com or pdecker@nw kansas.com.
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Been there, done that

Wife Jennifer works part-time at KGCR Ra-
dio station in Brewster. Sunday, the station had
its Christmas party. It was much easier to sched-
ule one in January than in December.

Employees were asked to bring a gift for a gift
exchange, common for office parties. Gift rules
were to bring something homemade or some-
thing you already had. Jennifer brought one of
our Madlibs games. For those of you who don’t
know what Madlibs are, they are short stories
where you fill in certain details like adjectives,
colors, names, numbers, nouns and so on. Al-
though those words are strategically placed,
hopefully the story will be hilarious when read
after all the blanks are filled in.

But sometimes the story makes sense , is not
funny or even boring.

I am beginning to wonder if some of our
nation’s largest media outlets, newspapers, tele-
vision and radio stations are playing their own
version of Madlibs because there is nothing to
catch the consumers’ attentions.

The nominations of John Roberts and Sam
Alito to the Supreme Court the past few months
are an example of Madlibs. No matter who is
nominated to the court, the same stories are be-
ing written. The conservatives/Republicans liked
Roberts and Alito and a majority of the liberals/
Democrats didn’t. You could have taken the same
stories during Robert’s nomination process,
changed the name to Alito, and had the same
story.

I gotbored with Alito’s stories, rather quickly,
because I felt like I have read it all before. There
was nothing shocking or new to explain.

Notthatitdoesn’tdeserve attention, but maybe
too much attention is being put on society’s hot-
button topics and the Supreme Court. I’m getting
the impression abortion rights are the only thing

John
| Van Nostrand

e Line in
the Dust

Supreme Court justices should be concerned
about.

There is much more in front of the Supreme
Court .What about eminent domain? Should a
local government have the right to take private
property and give it to private business all un-
der the subtle intent of benefiting from more
property tax dollars? We don’t know because
those stories are not being written enough.

We are also swamped with the efforts of turn-
ing Iraq into a democratic nation.

Again,too many of the same stories have been
written about Iraq’s entire election process, the
foundation for democracy.

What is being overlooked is how Iraq is sup-
posedly implementing democracy in other
ways. Former dictator Saddam Hussein must
still have some influence if he does not have to
show up to his own trial everyday. The trial has
also had several delays.

Would we have let that happen to Timothy
McVeigh during his trial regarding the Okla-
homa City bombing? I highly doubtit — and we
want everyone to be a democratic nation.

Terror suspect Osama bin Laden’s voice was
confirmed on an audiotape released last week.
The moment authorities said it was the coward,
much of the nation’s media wentback to its files
and again brought out the heightened security

stories. More footage of cops walking through
New York City subways and security officials
in the L.A. airport were shown. Those have
been the same stories since post Sept. 11,2001.
Nothing new was added to the stories, just the
dust was knocked off and blanks filled in.

Now, if bin Laden offered to privately meet
with President Bush in neutral Switzerland to
discuss his truce — now that’s a story. (And
what happened to the color-oriented security
level in America?)

Even the recent stories of when American
troops will come home from Iraq is becoming
repetitive. The quotes are the same, only the
retired military official they come from
changes. The story to do is find out if we will
build a permanent military base in Iraq, like we
did in Japan and Germany after World War II.

Having the same story is also a struggle with
smaller media outlets, even the Free Press. |
don’t want to bore our readers when nothing
new has happened in the search for anew presi-
dent at Colby Community College. Now, the
college needs a new trustee.

I’m also leery of repetitive, unseasonable
weather stories. One story a season is enough.

I’ve got a feeling somebody really knows
why Colby High Athletic Director Jeff
Quenzer’s contract was not renewed and why
football coach Greg Koenig resigned, but is
afraid to publicly say it because of fear of what
may happen.

Butuntil then we will have to report the stan-
dard quotes like, “Our search is continuing”
said a Colby School board member.

And readers will fill in the blanks on their
own to the fight the boredom.

John Van Nostrand is publisher of the Colby
Free Press

Kansas legislature health committee online

My Health committee public access is nearly
ready to go live now. The URL (not yet an-
nounced) is http://www.kslegislature.org/hhhs/
. This location will provide you with the agen-
das, minutes video and audio of our meetings.

The audio and videoislive and is not archived
for later viewing but it can be recorded by any-
one watching. We have NO restrictions on any
of the content of live open meetings. My Health
committee and the Senate Utilities committee
are the only two in the world that have this level
of openness. You also have access to all the
printed and PowerPoint presentations conferees
present to the committee.

Later we will open the committee to the pub-
lic for live comments (like a live radio call in
show) and also allow testimony to be presented
without the conferee needing to be in Topeka.
Furthermore you can, to a degree yet to be de-
termined, interact with the committee member’s
one on one. More about that later.

Kansas owned and operated casinos are being
discussed. Kansas makes about 50 percent from
the lottery proceeds, a small amount from the
dog and horse racing and nothing from the In-
dian casinos. Some believe that a State operated
casino would provide substantial money to the
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State. I am told it would be more than we cur-
rently receive from the lottery by a large mar-
gin. If you are a fan of gambling or not this is-
sue will be discussed.

Idonot favor gambling buthave not yet com-
mitted to voting for or against it. I will wait and
see what the options are later.

Education lobbyists are amazingly quiet. At
this point no one seems to really know what
action(s) we are likely to take.

ANYTHING you might hear is just conjec-
ture at this time and there are numerous rumors
about what might happen. Listen but question
what you hear and please contact me with your
ideas, thoughts and wishes as it relates to edu-
cation, or anything else for that matter.

Renewable energy (wind —solar— geothermal

etc) is getting front and center this session. Sev-
eral bills encouraging use and construction of
facilities are making their way to the Ultilities
committees. Ethanol production and “clean”
energy power plants are also going to be dis-
cussed and likely will have some tax favorable
treatment this session. Biofuels are also going
to be a lively topic.

Kansas, especially northwestern Kansas, is a
great place for wind, solar, biodiesel and etha-
nol production. For once our areais getting some
good attention. Our water, wind, dry air seem to
be something Legislators are now interested in
developing.

Please contact me if you have questions or
especially if you have answers to issues before
the Legislature. I will do all I can to make our
needs and views known so that we have a fair
treatment in taxation, business and anything the
state does. This is the second week and enclosed
is information about some of what took place.
Thanks for your help in getting information to
the district.

If you want anything in particular or know
something folks are especially interested in
please let me know.

Again, THANKS!
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