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efforts to get your attention affect the news you get? 
Would you have read or listened to the story if the 
media had not worked at getting your attention?

•• What values and beliefs do you bring to the news? 
What are your biases? Are you liberal? Conservative? 
Do you think government is too big, or captured 
by special interests, always ineffective, or totally 
irrelevant to your life? Do you have any pet peeves 
or special interests that direct your attention? How 
do your current life experiences affect your political 
views or priorities? How do these values, beliefs, and 
ideas affect how you see the news, what you pay 
attention to, and what you skip? Think about all the 

articles or stories you tuned out, and ask yourself 
why you did so.

•• Can you find a news source that you usually 
disagree with, that you think is biased or always 
wrong? Read it now and again. It will help you keep 
your perspective and ensure that you get a mix of 
views that will keep you thinking critically. We are 
challenged not by ideas we agree with but by those 
that we find flawed. Stay an active media consumer.
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public, but often it focuses on personal scandals that are easier for people to understand 
and prove a distraction from the news people need to know.

Political scientist Thomas Patterson attributes the phenomenon of the feeding frenzy to 
a growing negativity and increased cynicism among members of the media. He argues that 
it is not a liberal or a conservative bias among reporters that we ought to worry about. 
Rather, it is their antigovernment views—focusing on the adversarial and negative aspects 
of politics to the exclusion of its positive achievements—that foster a cynical view of politics 
among the general public. Most presidents and presidential candidates are treated by the 
press as fundamentally untrustworthy, when in fact most do precisely what they say they are 
going to do. Since it takes time and energy to investigate all the claims that a president or a 
candidate makes, the media evaluate political claims not with their own careful scrutiny but 
with statements from political opponents. This makes politics appear endlessly adversarial 
and, as Patterson says, replaces investigative journalism with attack journalism.72

A consequence of the negative content of political coverage is that voters’ opinions of 
candidates have sunk, and citizen dissatisfaction with the electoral process has risen.73 Not 
only is the public becoming more cynical about the political world, but it is also becoming 
more cynical about the media. A recent public opinion poll showed that half or more of 
the American public now think that the news is too biased, sensationalized, and manipu-
lated by special interests, and that reporters offer too many of their own opinions, quote 
unnamed sources, and are negative.74 But another consequence, and one that may some-
what alleviate the first, is that, as we have noted, new forms of the media are opening up 
to supplement or even replace the older ones. Television talk shows, radio call-in shows, 
and other outlets that involve public input and bypass the adversarial questions and nega-
tive comments of the traditional media allow the public, in some ways, to set the agenda. 
In fact, a study of the 1992 election showed that television talk shows focused more on 
substantive policy issues and presented more balanced and positive images of the candi-
dates than did the mainstream media.75
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