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The media and public opinion react to changes in economic
conditions, not the state of the economy in general.

Economic headlines have come to dominate media reports in our contemporary 24/7 news cycle.
But how are economic changes reflected by the media? By comparing more than 30,000 news
stories from the New York Times and The Washington Post with economic and consumer
indicators, Stuart Soroka, Dominik Stecula, and Christopher Wlezien, find that the media and
public opinion react to economic changes, rather than the overall state of the economy. They also
find that media reports tend to reflect future economic expectations, rather than what is presently
occurring, or has happened before.These findings have important implications for political leaders,
in that they cannot simply rely on general economic indicators – they will be judged more on
recent and future economic changes.

Public perceptions of the economy have important consequences, for both politics and the
economy.  Governments are re-elected, or rejected, based on economic perceptions. Public
support for changes in various policy domains, from health or education to foreign affairs, can
hinge on attitudes about the economy. Consumption behavior is also affected by the perceived
state of the economy, not just personal circumstances, but national circumstances as well.

Despite the importance of public perceptions of the economy, its sources and dynamics are
underexplored. We know that public perceptions of the economy are not based on the economy
alone. Most individuals have direct experience with only a small part of the national economy, and
much of what they believe about national economic circumstances comes from mass media. It is
of further significance, then, that mass media do not (and likely cannot) provide a perfectly
accurate picture of the economy. A wide range of factors — including space constraints,
newsroom organization, journalists’ interests and expertise, and an interest in producing news that attracts
audiences — conspire to produce systematic tendencies in the way in which the economy is covered.

These are the insights underlying our recent work exploring the relationship between the economy, media
coverage of the economy, and public economic perceptions.  Existing research has focused on issues such as the
tendency for media to focus more on negative information than on positive information, or on the ways in which
media coverage of the economy is different under Democratic versus Republican leadership .  Our new work
focuses on two thus far under-appreciated aspects of the media-economy-opinion nexus.  First, both media and
public opinion may react more to changes than to levels in economic conditions.  For instance media may not
report about continued high inflation as much as they report about a change in the inflation rate.  Second, media
reports may reflect expectations about the future economy more than what we know about current or past
economic circumstances. In sum, media coverage of the economy may mostly reflect changes in where the
economy appears to be going, as well as where the public thinks the economy is going.

Our effort to identify these tendencies in media focuses on a content analysis of over 30,000 economic news
stories from the New York Times and the Washington Post, alongside the Conference Board’s Lagging,
Coincident, and Leading Economic Indicators, and consumer expectations from the University of Michigan’s
Survey of Consumers.  Examining relationships between these series over a 30-year period, we find that the
results confirm our expectations.  Media do focus more on change than on levels of the economy; they focus more
on future trends than on current and past ones; and they reflect, in part, public perceptions as well. Public
perceptions have similar tendencies: shifts in public sentiment are a consequence mainly of changes in the
leading economic indicators, alongside changes in media tone.

What are the consequences of these patterns in media coverage and public sentiment?  One clear implication is
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that political leaders will tend to be judged not so much the level of the economy, but on recent (and perhaps even
prospective) economic change.  This is clearly reflected in recent work on the link between campaigns, the
economy and election returns; and evident in economic reporting surrounding Obama’s 2012 re-election as well. 
But this is just one area in which the impact of economic circumstances is focused on prospective changes in
conditions. Consider reporting on the Great Recession in 2008/2009. The top panel of Figure 1 shows two lines:
one is levels of the leading indicators series and the other is media tone. What accounts for the striking
improvement in media tone in mid-2008, given that the economy continues to decline?

Figure 1 – Media Tone and Levels of Leading Indicators

The answer lies in the tendency for media to focus on changes over levels.  Figure 2 uses identical data to Figure
1, but in this case leading indicators are shown not in levels, but in changes.  In contrast with Figure 1, Figure 2
shows two series that are powerfully related. Media tone may not match well with levels of the economy, then, but
it is powerfully connected to changes in those conditions.

Figure 2 – Media Tone and Changes in Leading Indicators

http://press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/chicago/T/bo13948250.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/03/14/us/politics/economy-plays-biggest-role-in-obama-re-election-chances.html?_r=0


Whether these tendencies produce perverse results in elections, or in economic behavior, is an area for further
research. But there clearly are consequences for those focused on election campaigns, or those interested in the
quality and accuracy of economic reporting. The way in which the economy finds its way into media content, and
into both political and economic behavior, may be systematically biased.

This article is based on the paper, “It’s (Change in) the (Future) Economy, Stupid: Economic Indicators, the Media,
and Public Opinion”, in the American Journal of Political Science.
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