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Development of the News Business

The news media are the organizations 
that: 
• Gather 

• Package 

• Transmit the news through some 
proprietary communications 
technology.

Developed primarily as private 
business enterprises uncontrolled by 
government.

Development of the News Business

• Profit motive.

• But also suppliers of 
vital civic information.
• Competition to increase 

audiences for their news.

• However, the news 
media have undergone 
vast changes over time.
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Early Papers

Colonial times.
• Publishing extremely expensive task.

• High unit costs – the costs of 

transmitting a news product to each 

consumer. 

Printing process. 
• Time-consuming, labor intensive

• Every page had to be composed (in reverse) 

from individual pieces of metal type.

• Process: dreary and stinky

Mid-1770s approximately twenty-five weekly newspapers 
were serving the colonies.

Pamphlet -- most popular means of communicating.
• Thomas Paine’s Common Sense.

• Durable, reusable.

Early Papers
With the emergence of the Federalist and 
Democratic-Republican Parties in the 1790s, 
commercial concerns directed newspapers 
toward party politics.

Parties launched newspapers wherever they 
competed in order to advance their particular 
vision for the Republic.

• Little objective reporting.

• Required subsidies from parties to maintain 
themselves.

• But also required audiences to justify the 
party’s support.

Parties used these newspapers to:
• Advocate their platforms and candidates. 

• Attack their opposition. 

The Rise of the Penny Press
A larger audience was the main alternative to 
relying on a party subsidy.

Businesses had an incentive to reach a mass 
audience (not just the party faithful).

Market size depended on price (and that 
depended on unit price).

With the combination of steam power and 
better presses, economies of scale were 
finally achieved.

• The New York Sun was the first paper to enlist 
the new technology.

• New York Herald sold for a penny (others still 
sold 6-cent limited editions.
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The Rise of the Penny Press

Success of the “penny press” 
related to the price, but just as 
much to the shift in what was 
considered “news.”

• Human interest stories, crime, 
the weather, business, social 
events.

• Political news was covered 
less, and in a muted fashion, 
as publishers sought to appeal 
to as broad an audience as 
possible.

• Competition for a mass 
readership became more 
intense.

The Golden Age of Newspapers

Screaming headlines and sensational 
stories tempted consumers.

Critics derided these devices and the 
papers that used them as yellow 
journalism, journalism that features 
scandal-mongering, sensationalism, or 
other unethical or unprofessional 
practices by news media organizations or 
journalists

In many ways the period between 1883 and 1925 was the golden age 
of newspapers.

• They basically held a monopoly over communication.

• National political news proceeded through their pages or not at all.

• Their monopolies centralized their editorial power.

The Emergence of Radio and Television

In many ways the period between 1883 and 
1925 was the golden age of newspapers.

• They basically held a monopoly over 
communication.

• National political news proceeded through their 
pages or not at all.

• Their monopolies centralized their editorial 
power.

Enter radio and television and exit the glory days of the newspaper.

In 1920 Westinghouse launched the nation’s first commercial radio 
station in Pittsburgh. Soon there were hundreds across the nation.

• Initially had little to do with civic affairs.

• Brief announcements of the news.
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The Emergence of Radio and Television

Television, as an industry, did not 
emerge until twenty-five years later, at 
the close of World War II.

Once a station was established (and 
consumers paid the initial high cost of 
a radio or TV set) the cost of 
delivering news was relatively low 
(the cost of receiving it nil). 

• Instant news, no delay, more 
immediacy. 

Today, radio remains a significant but 
secondary source of news.

• Talk radio format. 

Regulation

Equal time rules prevented 
broadcasters from favoring one 
candidate over another with free or 
easier access to the airwaves.

The fairness doctrine sought to 
assure that different points of view 
on controversial issues had access 
to the airwaves. (Dismantled in 
1987).

Currently, the law also limits a 
company’s ownership to no more 
than 39 percent of the national 
television audience.

Internet
2008 was really the first year that 
the internet played a central role 
in the presidential election.

Today it is a central medium used 
by politicians for campaigning.

Established national news producers and aggregator sites collect 
about 2/3 of all news viewing. Another ¼ went to local news sites.

• PROBLEM: declining subscriptions; no business model that translates 
growing online audience into revenue.  Resistance to paying access fees; 
advertising rates very low.

Blogs: only 17 of the 200 most frequently visited news sites are 
political blogs.

• Symbiotic relationship with mainstream print and broadcast news services
• Public is able to participate in “creating” the news



5

News as a Consumer Product

Unlimited news programming has not yielded 
a better-informed citizenry.

With so many choices, Americans enjoy far 
greater latitude in deciding what news to 
consume and when. 

What might this imply for average citizens 
trying to make sense of politics?

• News is inexpensive today so the expectation 
would be a better informed electorate.

• It is easy to sample a variety of viewpoints so 
we might expect the public to become more 
tolerant.

• Yet instead we find polarization and the 
tendency to avoid news that contradicts prior 
beliefs (selective exposure).

Are Fox and MSNBC polarizing America?

Matt Levendusky, The Monkey Cage: 

A generation ago, if ordinary Americans turned on the 
television at 6 p.m., they had basically one choice: to 
watch the evening news. They could have chosen to watch 
ABC, CBS, or NBC, but it wouldn’t really have mattered, 
because they all basically gave the same news in a similar 
format. Today, if they did that, they would have hundreds 
of options, including not just the news, but also sports, 
movies, re-runs, and so forth. Even within news, they have 
a variety of choices. Not only would they have the major 
network news programs, but they would have many 
choices on cable, most notably the partisan outlets of Fox 
News and MSNBC (not to mention even more choices 
online). This choice of explicitly partisan outlets means 
that individuals can choose to hear messages that reinforce 
their beliefs, while avoiding those from alternative points 
of view, which some claim leads to polarization. Does this 
high-choice media environment, especially with its 
partisan outlets, polarize the public?

Are Fox and MSNBC polarizing America?
The evidence suggests that the media may 
contribute to polarization, but in a more 
circumscribed way than many commentators 
suggest. Take first the question, of choice, and 
in particular, whether people seek out media 
choices that reinforce their existing beliefs. 
The answer is (perhaps not surprisingly) yes: 
Republicans are more likely to tune in to Fox 
News and liberals are more likely to watch 
MSNBC. Researchers have also found that 
these effects are stronger for those who are 
more partisan and politically involved.

the electorate more divided.

But there is perhaps an even more important type of selection at work. While the political can tune into Fox 
and MSNBC, those who dislike politics also have more options than ever for avoiding it. In lieu of the 
nightly news—or a televised presidential address—they can watch Sports Center, Entertainment Tonight, 
or a rerun of The Big Bang Theory. When confronted with a political option, they simply change the 
channel to something else that they find more agreeable . Even the most popular cable news programs get 2 
to 3 million viewers on a typical evening in a country of 300 million Americans. In earlier decades, some of 
these individuals would have been incidentally exposed to political news and information (by, say, 
watching the television news at 6 o’clock, when there were no other options). Now that they can avoid 
news altogether, they know less about politics and are less likely to participate . So the growth of media 
choice strengthens the extremes while hollowing out the center, making the electorate more divided.
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Newsmakers: Politicians and Public Officials

Interaction of politicians and reporters.
• Different goals.

• Tension between reciprocity and competition.

Politicians and public officials participate in news making with two 
audiences in mind:

• The public and fellow politicians.

• Usually the means to communicate with fellow politicians and evoke a 
response.

When politicians engage in news 
making they are trying to 
influence the course of political 
events.

Reporters must keep a keen eye 
on their audience’s interest in the 
proposed story.

Newsmakers: Politicians and Public Officials

Press secretary.

• Job is to generate 
favorable news about 
the officeholder.

• President’s press 
secretary has the 

biggest job of all.

Newsmakers: Politicians and Public Officials

News leak.

• Discreet news-making strategy.

• Giving strategically consequential 
information to the news media on the 
condition that its source not be 
identified by name.

Can provoke action.

• “Deep Throat” and Watergate.

• Mark Felt, second in command at the 
FBI, leaked information to Washington 
Post reporters Woodward and 
Bernstein.
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Politicians and Reporters

Politicians and reporters. 

• Tension in their relationship.

• If they could, each side would exploit the 
other.

• Classic prisoner’s dilemma. 

“The fact that we didn't do the back-of-the-bus stuff 
is only a function that you guys really wouldn't 
let us. Once the cameras demanded to be there, it 
became, What can McCain say that we can 
circulate on the hour and embarrass the shit out 
of him? So he just couldn't do it, and it wasn't a 
Bush hijacking or anything, it was recognizing 
reality. We were being mocked by the meta-
narrative writers for being undisciplined, lacking 
a single central message.” – McCain aid, Mark 
Salter

Politician-Press Relations: Then and Now

Good old days.

A few reporters organized themselves 
professionally to reduce cutthroat 
competition.

• Close, chummy relationships with a few 
politicians who actively sought to influence 
the news.

Then (as now) the presidency was still the 
focus of most attention. 

• Press conferences -- leveled the playing 
field, lessened competition.

Bypassing the News Media

Why don’t politicians ignore the news media 
and communicate directly with their 
constituencies?

Well, often they do.

– But it is expensive and it usually doesn’t 
reach as many people as they would 
like.

– The franking privilege: gave members 
free access to the postal system

What may help politicians communicate their 
message more directly in the future?

– Better technology.
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Communication: Fundamental to Democracy

Democracy hinges on 
communication between 
citizens and their 
representatives.

This is an essential role, and 
it is generally carried out by 
the news media.

The Framers understood the 
essential role of news in 
politics.

• Provided in the First Amendment for a free press unfettered by government 
policy.

• As media evolved at each step, news became cheaper and more widely 
available to more citizens.

• The trend continues with the Internet.

Essay Questions

Your buddy Joe needs some advice.  His Great Uncle Mario is 
coming to visit him this weekend from Italy, and he doesn’t know 
where he should take him.  He had heard a radio ad for a national 
chain restraint, “The Pasta Pit,” that boasted positive results from 
a survey they conducted.  As such, he had been considering taking 
Mario there for dinner, but was concerned with the accuracy of 
the Pasta Pit’s poll.  Knowing that you took American Politics, he 
asks you to explain to him the kind of factors could lead to 
problems in the company’s survey, and whether he’d be better off  
treating his Great Uncle to Arby’s.

Congratulations!  Your intense patriotism and well-
manicured hairdo has persuaded you to run for the 
United States Congress.  If you want to get elected, 
how do you need to position yourself ideologically?  
Does this change at any point in the campaign?  If so, 
when?  Be specific about the advantages of different 
ideological positions. 

Essay Questions

The semester is over and you’re home for the 
holidays.  Shockingly, you find out that your 
Great Uncle Frank has decided to run for the 
United States Congress.  He’s familiar with both 
of the modern parties…But he wants some 
additional background.  Where did these parties 
come from?  Have the Republicans and 
Democrats been around forever?  Have there 
been periods where one party has dominated the 
other?  How do you answer Great Uncle Frank’s 
inquiries? 

It is 2020 and you are serving as the primary campaign 
advisor for Democratic Presidential candidate Steve 
Perry. What is your electoral strategy? What states are 
you looking to spend money in? Why? Assuming you 
have a great deal of money, what strategies will your 
campaign focus on and why?
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Conclusion

Questions?  


