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ABSTRACT 

  

 

 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the theories of media sourcing as well as content 

and media diversity as it relates to the public interest through a political economic lens. 

Over the years, the fact that the media is where everyday citizens turn to get their news 

has been realized. What is less commonly discussed is where media outlets turn to get 

their information to produce the news of the day. It has been hypothesized by scholars 

who study political economy of media that outlets only relay what is in the interest of the 

government and business elite; therefore, these ideas will be tested. Furthermore, using 

the 2010 health care debate as a case study, this thesis measures who gets to speak in 

news stories aired on broadcast, cable, and public outlets as well as the context of what 

they are saying during pertinent times in the debate.
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CHAPTER 1  
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 
 
 For as long as many U.S. citizens can remember, the issue of health care reform 

has been at the forefront of numerous political debates. Like various other issues that are 

highly controversial, it became highly politicized as well. Some scholars have attributed 

the rise in health care participation to the time of World War II. French (2007) argues: 

By the 1940s, health care costs in most industrialized nations were paid by the 

government. That might have happened in the United States, too, if not for World 

War II. To halt inflation during the war, the government put a cap on wage raises. 

To compensate workers, companies began offering health insurance. By the time 

the cap on raises was lifted, health insurance had become a common perk to 

attract and retain workers. (para. 1-4) 

As soon as the government stepped in to the situation, the issue could no longer avoid 

being political. It seemed that everyone agreed that something had to be done with the 

health care system, but no one knew what that was. So, as Americans now know, the 

issue stayed on the table of debate.  

Following this occurrence in the 1940s, another significant policy was introduced 

in 1965. O’Connell, et al. (2003) state: 

In 1965, Congress enacted Title XIX of the Social Security Act to establish the 

voluntary federal-state health care program known as Medicaid. Today, this 

program provides an entitlement to medically necessary health care to 

approximately 40 million low income elderly individuals, families, and to certain 

people with disabilities. (para. 1) 

Here again, politicians knew that health care was an important issue to constituents, so 

they kept debating the issue, introducing more government programs and policies that 

involved them even further. Just like any other issue that is highly politicized, the number 

of special interest groups and lobbyists involved throughout the history of health care 

reform in the United States also increased. Politicians, positioned to act on behalf of 

society, certainly felt the pressure from these special interests. Under these constraints, 
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the government then passed the HMO Act of 1973. According to the transcript of Richard 

Nixon’s speech following the signing of the law, “The Health Maintenance Organization 

Act makes Federal demonstration assistance available both to organized group practices 

and to medical foundations which provide prepaid care, further encouraging a diversified 

medical care system” (Woolley & Peters, 1973, para. 5). 

According to Uyehara and Thomas (1975), the HMO Act of 1973 was “a major 

federal effort to change the health care delivery system by providing an alternative to the 

traditional solo practice fee-for-service system, in the form of the group practice prepaid 

plans, the health maintenance organizations [HMO]” (p. 1). Furthermore, Uyehara and 

Thomas (1975) state that,  

One of the implicit aims of the Act is to anticipate the passage of national health 

insurance with an alternative that has promise for controlling cost and assuring 

health care access irrespective of health status, income, or place of residence. (p. 

1) 

As soon as government involved itself, those that make up the government (politicians) 

had little choice but to voice their opinions and possible solutions. The issue was now 

officially on the table, so it was certainly up for continuous debate and discussion in 

Washington D.C. Because of this, the issue has become a highly controversial political 

topic that we are still participating in today.  

 On March 23, 2010, the health care reform debate hit an all-time high when 

President Obama became the first President in U.S. history to have a bill signed into law 

to mandate many of the health care reforms that have been debated for years. The signing 

of the bill was at the forefront of the news each day as many Americans were struggling 

to attain or afford to keep medical insurance. For a variety of reasons, which may include 

the state of the current economy, pressure from special interests, and pressure from 

constituents, politicians involved themselves in the health care debate once again. 

According to the Associated Press (2010), the health care reform bill promised:  

The extension of health care coverage to 32 million who now lack it, a goal to be 

achieved through a complex cocktail of new mandates for individuals and 

employers, subsidies for people who can't afford to buy coverage on their own, 
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consumer-friendly rules clamped on insurers, tax breaks, and marketplaces to 

shop for health plans. (para. 9) 

The newly adopted health care bill guarantees more political controversy for quite some 

time for various reasons. One reason why the controversy will continue is that the bill 

was passed with very little Republican support, which suggests that a significant part of 

the constituency did not agree with the passage of the bill. As the Associated Press 

claimed, “the Democrats pushed the bill through Congress without GOP support” 

(Associated Press, 2010, para. 6), demonstrating that the bill was very divisive in 

Congress. Another reason the bill will remain in the spotlight as a controversy is because 

the bill requires that many of the mandates be enforced over time, so when those 

benchmarks come due, the controversial bill will likely continue to be at the forefront of 

the news. For example, the Associated Press (2010) states: 

The law's most far-reaching changes don't kick until 2014, including a 

requirement that most Americans carry health insurance - whether through an 

employer, a government program or their own purchase - or pay a fine. To make 

that a reality, tax credits to help cover the cost of premiums will start flowing to 

middle-class families and Medicaid will be expanded to cover more low-income 

people. (para. 10) 

No matter what, because the newly approved bill influences every perspective, the health 

care reform debate will continue for some time. For example, regarding the passage of 

the 2010 health care bill, Republican Senate candidate Steve Southerland (FL) stated, “I 

question the constitutionality of what they did [pass 2010 health-care reform]… 

Repealing it is not possible as long as there's a Democrat in the White House, but we 

could refuse to appropriate some of the new expenses for it” (Cotterell, 2010, para. 4). 

Although Southerland’s incumbent opponent Democrat Allen Boyd was not re-elected in 

the 2010 race, the Tallahassee Democrat quoted Boyd,  

There will be a limited number of times in a career when you will have the 

opportunity to do something that will have a major positive impact on the lives of 

the people you represent… The health care legislation will do that. Some will say 

it cost me this election; if it did, so be it. It was the right thing to do. (Cotterell, 

2010, para. 4)  
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It has become clear that the politicians who make up the government have entangled 

themselves in the issue, leaving them no other choice but to remain in the debate. As a 

hotly contested topic and as an issue that affects most of society, it is the media’s role to 

keep citizens informed of the top stories that occur surrounding health care reform. 

 At the very basic level, the media are the entities to which everyday citizens of the 

United States turn to obtain the news of the day. As McChesney (2008) and others have 

argued, in a democratic society like the United States, the media system, protected by the 

First Amendment, should have three normative goals it is trying to attain. These goals are 

“[to serve as] a rigorous watchdog of those in power and who want to be in power, can 

ferret out truth from lies, and… present a wide range of informed positions on the 

important issues of the day” (McChesney, 2008, p. 25). However, their attainability “is a 

fundamental problem for a free society, as powerful interests tend to wish to dominate the 

flow of information” (McChesney, 2008, p. 25). When members of the public assume 

they are receiving messages from an unbiased, “objective” media, the idea of ‘powerful 

interests’ controlling the sources that are used and the information that is disbursed can 

prove to be problematic. Furthermore, as Herman and Chomsky (2002) state:  

Among their other functions, the media serve, and propagandize on behalf of, the 

powerful societal interests that control and finance them. The representatives of 

these interests have important agendas and principles that they want to advance, 

and they are well positioned to shape and constrain media policy. (p. xi) 

In other words, mainstream news media tend to cite sources and position their stories in a 

way that behooves these ‘powerful interests’ instead of focusing on the needs of the 

general public.  

 While the media are reporting the news of the day, they are also setting the 

‘official agenda’ for audiences. Because citizens are unable to be a part of every 

newsworthy event of the day, they depend upon the media to give them a synopsis of 

events through a presumably unbiased perspective. But as Baldasty (1992) suggests, 

contemporary news media are a result of “a manufactured product of the nineteenth 

century…reflecting the financial requirements of the newspaper organization, the vision 

of its producers, and the day-to-day exigencies of production” (p. 8). Furthermore, 

Baldasty argues that the media industry has become less politically driven (e.g., the loss 
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of the partisan press) and more commercially driven. With commercial interests at the 

forefront of their agenda, media’s claim of objectivity is problematic as commercial 

influences affect news coverage.  Citizens may also begin to question the agenda behind 

the news stories they are receiving because “when news is seen, quite properly, as a 

manufactured product, it becomes even more compelling to examine the assumptions or 

agendas behind it” (Baldasty, 1992, p. 8). As Herman and Chomsky (2002) argue, media 

objectivity and unbiased perspectives may not necessarily be found in the stories the 

public receives: 

Structural factors are those such as ownership and control, dependence on other 

major funding sources (notably, advertisers), and mutual interests and 

relationships between the media and those who make the news and have the 

power to define it and explain what it means. (p. xi) 

Once again, messages from an elite few that are consistent with commercial interests 

seem to be the dominant messages the general public receives on any given day.  

 Arguing the idea that those in control of the media set the agenda for the culture, 

Herman and Chomsky (2002) also explain, 

The same underlying power sources that own the media and fund them as 

advertisers, that serve as primary definers of the news, and that produce flak and 

proper-thinking experts, also play a key role in fixing basic principles and the 

dominant ideologies. (p. xi) 

Because the media serve as the place the average citizen turns to for daily information, 

and the media tend to focus on what very select sources are saying, the agenda that 

mainstream media forward to their viewers is one that is supported primarily by these 

elite sources. Examples of elite sources include business executives and government 

leaders.  

In stories that directly involve government, such as those that cover the war, 

media typically turn to government leaders rather than digging for more information on 

their own. “Distortions and omissions…[come from] the standard operations of the most 

widely absorbed, serious print and broadcast news outlets, which are still wedded to the 

declarations of authority figures for their news” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 90). Instead of 

seeking more diverse sources’ perspectives, media tend to take the government’s word 
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and air or print that. Concluding this notion that the media are “wedded” to authority 

figures for their sources, Bagdikian (2004) states, “whenever the news media have 

forgotten that the ‘us’ is not just the leadership of government, it has been the ‘us’ of the 

citizenry who have suffered the consequences of official deception or errors” (p. 90).  

Furthermore, “what journalists do, what they see as newsworthy, and what they take for 

granted as premises of their work are frequently well explained by the incentives, 

pressures, and constraints incorporated into such a structural analysis” (Herman & 

Chomsky, 2002, p. xi). In other words, because reporters face these ‘incentives, pressures 

and constraints,’ such as approval or disapproval from those they work for/represent and 

budget cuts that result in fewer reporters reporting all sides of the issues, the general 

public may not be receiving stories as they would if reporters were left to function solely 

with the three normative goals of the media system in mind. Herman and Chomsky 

(2002) state:  

Many of the large media companies are fully integrated into the market, and for 

the others, too, the pressures of stockholders, directors, and bankers to focus on 

the bottom lime are powerful. These pressures have intensified in recent years as 

media stocks have become market favorites, and actual or prospective owners of 

newspapers and television properties have found it possible to capitalize increased 

audience size and advertising revenues into multiplied values of the media 

franchises—and great wealth. (p. 5-7) 

Therefore, reporters are often forced to concentrate more on stories that will make profit 

for the company, such as sensational celebrity gossip, rather than those that are more 

newsworthy but less profit maximizing, such as in-depth investigative reporting (Herman 

& Chomsky, 2002, p. 7).  

 This is not to say that the media report only one side of the issues. Herman and 

Chomsky (2002) argue quite the contrary:  

Media policy itself may allow some measure of dissent and reporting that calls 

into question the accepted viewpoint…[but] such dissent and inconvenient 

information are kept within bounds and at the margins, so that while their 

presence shows that the system is not monolithic, they are not large enough to 

interfere unduly with the domination of the official agenda. (p. xii) 
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So to be sure to remain seemingly unbiased as a result of the ‘incentives, pressures, and 

constraints’ that are a result of the structural conditions, some stories and ideas from the 

dissenting side of the issues are occasionally included. Again, though, these dissenting 

viewpoints are by no means covered so far in depth to where the ‘official agenda’ is 

altered. 

One very important detail that many in the general public tend to forget when 

receiving news is that the media system is an industry itself. As Jhally (1989) states, “the 

media here are literally an industry which attempts to produce a form of consciousness in 

the audience that benefits the class that controls the media and industry in general” (p. 

68). Furthermore, under capitalism, to be a successful industry, media must be profit 

driven. This presumably means that the sources that are cited and the messages that 

society receives are similar to and are supported by those who fund that particular news 

outlet. Because “structural changes have facilitated the use of new strategies that place a 

premium on profits” (Croteau & Hoynes, 2001, p. 109), the formation of conglomerates 

has become vital for survival in the media industry. “With conglomeration, companies 

that once operated in only certain segments of the media industry are now owned by a 

single media conglomerate” (Croteau & Hoynes, 2001, p. 109). When grouping these 

segments of the media together into one company, fewer viewpoints are articulated to the 

public, which results in less diversity among the messages sent out regarding the 

important issues of the day. 

Among the issues that are thought to make the media and their messages less 

diverse are the sources they use. Because the commercial media system is presumably 

‘profit driven,’ speculation has been raised questioning the make-up of media’s sources. 

Herman (1982) argues,  

Those expressing opinions favored by ‘the market’ (i.e. the business elite) have 

been provided with disproportionate resources and access to influence and power 

through the support in grants, access to the mass media and in influence in the 

political arena. (p. 289)  

In other words, the mainstream media tend to use sources and report stories that favor the 

business elite. To the contrary, though, “leaders in the media claim that their news 

choices rest on unbiased professional and objective criteria” (Herman & Chomsky, 2002, 
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p. 1ix). Basically, media leaders refute that an assurance of continual funding and profits 

determine their agenda for the news of the day.  

Previous scholars such as Herman and Chomsky (2002), Bagdikian (2004), 

Carpenter (2007), and Birdsong (2009), as well as the Project for Excellence in 

Journalism (2010) have explored news sourcing within the U.S. media system regarding 

various historical news events such as the Watergate Scandal, the United States’ Bosnian 

intervention, and the Iraq War. The purpose of this thesis is to examine the news sources 

that were cited in mainstream broadcast networks surrounding the recent health care 

debate through a political economic approach. There has been an increase in 

concentration of ownership in various media segments. Discussing newspapers 

specifically, Jhally states, “there has been an increasing concentration of ownership in 

which fewer and fewer corporate chains control large numbers of newspapers across the 

country” (Jhally, 1989, p. 75). This is also true within broadcast ownership, as large 

transnational conglomerates own the major broadcast networks and most cable news 

channels. Herman and Chomsky (2002) describe the media system as “tiered” (p. 4) with 

a “top tier—as measured by prestige, resources, and outreach—comprising somewhere 

between ten and twenty-four systems” (p. 4). Herman and Chomsky claim that it is from 

this top tier society gets most of its news. “It is in this top tier…that defines the news 

agenda and supplies much of the national and international news to the lower tiers of the 

media, and thus for the general public” (Herman & Chomsky, 2002, p. 4-5). Because of 

this concentration in ownership, the general public receives news from very few sources. 

As Herman and Chomsky argue, “the networks provide national and international news 

from three national sources [prestigious newspapers, wire services, and government], and 

television is now the principle source of news for the public” (Herman & Chomsky, 

2002, p. 5). In other words, studies have shown that the majority of the general public 

relies on television for news, and in general, those stories that society receives are based 

on information sent out from three main sources. 

Mass media’s main goal is to “reach the greatest numbers of people for the least 

amount of money” (Jhally, 1989, p. 75). For example, it is “more profitable to run a 

newspaper when you own 50 others” (Jhally, 1989, p. 76). Also, as Bagdikian (2004) 

notes, “By 2003, five men controlled [the] media once run by the fifty corporations of 
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twenty years earlier” (p. 27). This suggests that there are of course “serious implications 

in terms of diversity of views that a democracy needs to survive as a democracy” (Jhally, 

1989, p. 76). One implication that this thesis will continue to discuss is the fact that “the 

range of viewpoints is severely restricted as a result of treating culture as a commodity” 

(Jhally, 1989, p. 76). These trends of utilizing limited sources and having the mindset to 

reach “the greatest numbers of people with the least amount of money” are also found 

within the broadcast industry. Whether or not the notion of citing elites (both business 

and political) as primary sources is in fact the case in the media’s portrayal of the recent 

health care debate will be at the forefront of this study.  

In Chapter 2, I will examine and discuss the literature regarding the media’s role 

in a democratic society, media sourcing, and the health care debate. In Chapter 3, I will 

discuss the theory and method of political economy, how it will be used, and the specific 

details outlining the sample that is being examined in this thesis. Following that, in 

Chapter 4, I plan to analyze the sources that were cited in the sample that was chosen, 

attempting to find trends regarding those sources and their messages. Finally, in Chapter 

5, I will discuss my findings and how they do or do not coincide with the trends discussed 

by previous scholars.  
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CHAPTER 2  

 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 
  
 

In this section, perspectives on the media’s role in a democratic society and why 

those roles are not being met, why media sourcing matters, and the background of the 

current health care debate will be examined. 

 

2.1 What is the Role of the News Media? 

  

 Looking at the proposed normative goals of the media in a democratic society 

McChesney forwards, it may become evident that there is an issue with how things 

should be run versus how they are being run. “Democratic theory generally posits that a 

society needs a journalism that is a rigorous watchdog of those in power and who want to 

be in power, can ferret out truth from lies, and can present a wide range of informed 

positions on the important issues of the day” (McChesney, 2008, p. 25). In other words, 

the media are expected to step in on society’s behalf to question those in power and those 

with wealth and inform the public on the truth. The issue then becomes just how much 

influence those with political and economic power have over the messages the media 

disseminate each day. 

 Because members of the general public are typically not involved in big events of 

the day such as government decisions, economic transactions, or legislative votes, the 

media are what they rely on to accurately report on those stories. Also, because the media 

are where the public attains depictions of reality and society, it has been argued that the 

media set the agenda for the culture. Herman and Chomsky (2002) state: 

The Mass Media serve as a system for communicating messages and symbols to 

the general populace. It is their function to amuse, entertain, and inform, and to 

inculcate individuals with the values, beliefs, and codes of behavior that will 

integrate them into the institutional structures of the larger society. (p. 1) 

This means that members of society not only gain information from the media, they also 

learn what is considered to be the “norms” of society. Citizens have become very reliant 
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on messages from the media to accurately depict processes the general public are unable 

to directly be a part of each day. As a matter of fact, when it comes to broadcast 

specifically, “the airwaves, the broadcast frequencies on which most Americans depend, 

happen to be public property” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 259). These airwaves are supposed to 

be used in the public interest, especially because they belong to the public. One of the 

problems for American society, though, is that “for all practical purposes these public 

airwaves have been expropriated by giant media corporations” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 259).  

 Problems with society’s belief that it is receiving unbiased messages from the 

media each day have also been addressed. For example, Bettig and Hall (2003) state,  

The industrialization of the news business in the nineteenth century resulted in the 

transformation of news into a mass-produced commodity. With this development, 

the range and scope of news content expanded to cover a wider range of human 

events and social behaviors. Competition at the newsstand resulted in increased 

sensationalism and even fabrication of the news. (p. 2) 

As media and news became more of a commodity and increasing profit margins became 

the primary goal, those reporting the news were given fewer resources, which meant the 

quality of the news decreased to cover more of the stories that sold. Bettig and Hall 

(2003) also state there is an issue when it comes to specifically looking at our capitalist 

society: “Capitalism turns information and culture into commodities, products to be 

bought and sold in the marketplace rather than shared knowledge to enlighten or pose 

challenges to citizens” (p. 150). It is important to acknowledge and remember that the 

media system is part of a capitalist market. The problem lies within the claims that the 

media industry is anything other than an ideological force that is profit-driven. 

Unfortunately, as Bagdikian points out, the media do not always depict situations in an 

unbiased manner. In fact, he states that, “within the United States, the country’s media 

are permitted by the Constitution to disagree, but too often they should have disagreed 

and did not” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 92).  

With fewer media owners come fewer choices for the public to attain the news. 

With fewer choices of where to turn to get the news, sourcing is less diverse, which 

means that fewer sources are utilized while crafting daily stories. Media mergers result in 

fewer diverse viewpoints and are also “seeking to harness culture, entertainment, and 
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information ‘to unfettered consumerism’ at the expense of more important 

noncommercial values necessary for healthy democracy, such as ‘a respect for freedom, 

equality, liberty, cultural differences, constitutional rights and economic justice” (Bettig 

& Hall, 2003, p. 26). Also, Bagdikian argues, “control of public information by a handful 

of powerful global firms weakens democracy by omission of news that might interfere 

with media’s maximizing their own profits” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 102). These statements 

give emphasis to the many issues resulting from media concentration that will be 

discussed in the next section. 

 

2.2 Straight from the Source’s Mouth 

 To ensure that the information society receives is truly balanced and unbiased, 

media outlets must practice diversity. As Napoli discusses, there are various dimensions 

of diversity. These three dimensions are source diversity, content diversity, and exposure 

diversity (Napoli, 2003, p. 128). Furthermore, each has a relationship with one another in 

which in order for one to increase in diversity, the previous dimension must be as diverse 

(if not more) than the next. The following figure from Napoli’s 2003 book shows the 

relationship between the three dimensions of diversity:  

 
 
   Source Diversity  →  Content Diversity        →       Exposure Diversity 

 1. Ownership  1. Format-Program Type 1. Horizontal 

      a. Content  2. Demographic  2. Vertical 

      b. Outlet  3. Idea- Viewpoint 

 2. Workforce 

 

Figure 2.1 Diversity components, subcomponents, and assumed relationships (p. 

129) 

 
 
Napoli (2003) states, “diversity in the sources of information has frequently (although not 

always) been assumed to be causally related to the diversity of content that is available” 

(p. 128). He continues: “particularly within the context of the marketplace of ideas 

metaphor, it has often been assumed that an increase in the diversity of available content 

will lead to an increase in the diversity of the content consumed by audiences” (Napoli, 

2003, p. 128-129). Again, typically, when a variety of sources are used at the birth of a 



 

  13 

story, the end result that audiences consume will most likely also be diverse. Discussing 

the importance of source diversity in more depth, Napoli reports “that optimum citizen 

decision making arises from the consideration of information from ‘diverse and 

antagonistic sources’” (Napoli, 2003, p. 129). When more diverse sources are used, it is 

assumed the story is less biased. When a story is less biased, the more likely it is for 

citizens to obtain information necessary to form educated opinions and viewpoints. These 

decisions regarding the sources that are cited lie within the media industry itself. It is 

easier to understand these decisions when considering the structure of media industry as a 

whole. 

 Referring to the media industry structure, Bettig and Hall say the media industry 

is no longer an “information industry” (Bettig & Hall, 2003, p. 75), which is what it was 

intended for. Continuing on, they state that the media industry has consolidated “into a 

multibillion dollar sector of commerce controlled by a handful of media conglomerates 

today” (Bettig & Hall, 2003, p. 74). From this claim it is understood that only a few 

powerful, usually wealthy, people control the messages that society receives. For 

example, Rupert Murdoch, owner of News Corporation, is worth $6.2 billion and is 

ranked as the thirty-eighth richest person in America according to the Forbes 400 list 

(“The Forbes 400,” 2010). Murdoch is also the owner of many other major media outlets 

such as FOX News and the Wall Street Journal (“The Forbes 400,” 2010). Additionally, 

according to Forbes, Bill Keller, the executive editor of the New York Times is ranked as 

the fiftieth most powerful person in the world on Forbes’ Web site and is claimed to “set 

terms of daily global debate” (“The World’s,” 2010). 

When it comes to the issue of media sourcing, a question that arises is whether or 

not the media’s role to provide a diverse range of viewpoints and serve as a site of 

creativity is actually being fulfilled. McChesney recognizes how hard this goal would be 

to attain, pointing out “how a society can construct a media system that will generate 

something approximating democratic journalism is a fundamental problem for a free 

society, as powerful interests tend to wish to dominate the flow of information” 

(McChesney, 2008, p. 25). Again, it is easier for the wealthy to be cited and get their 

message disseminated to the public because of the resources their wealth makes available 

to them and also because of the influence they have over the media industry. After all, the 
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structure of the media industry is concentrated, and those with money, namely 

advertisers, are the ones that help the media industry follow its pursuit of profit. As 

Henry Adams was cited, “The press is the hired agent of a moneyed system, set up for no 

other reason than to tell lies where the interests are concerned” (McChesney, 2008, p. 

28).  

Another problem with the media’s ‘pursuit of profit’ is that resources have been 

cut in order to increase profit margins, resulting in fewer people reporting the issues of 

the day. Bagdikian (2004) uses foreign policy as an example when he wrote, “U.S. 

citizens are at a disadvantage in understanding foreign policy…Some [disadvantage] 

arises from the extraordinary fact that the United States, the world’s only super-power, 

has fewer correspondents permanently stationed in foreign capitals than any other major 

Western nation” (p. 94). With fewer reporters gathering information for stories, the 

chances of the media digging deeper to get the information that is necessary for accurate, 

thorough reporting is greatly diminished. Bagdikian also states that with the pursuit of 

profit came the rejection of “serious news.” He argues, “the real reason why publishers 

shun [and perhaps don’t report] serious news is that it is more expensive than 

features…Detailed and comprehensive news requires experienced reporters who devote 

substantial time to each story…” (Bagdkian, 2004, p. 196). This suggests that perhaps the 

American people are receiving the less serious, less important stories of the day because 

they are cheaper to produce, they sell much easier than the stories that are more serious, 

and they tend not to upset advertisers. As Bettig and Hall (2003) state, 

Searching out stories that aren’t advertised or announced requires time, effort, and 

crucially, money. Relying on a Golden Rolodex to cover the courthouse, police 

station, city hall, or Wall Street ensures stories on a predictable timetable and at 

low costs. The result is that news and public affairs are often defined by authority 

figures such as politicians, corporate spokespersons, and readily available experts 

from think tanks and research institutes. Such officials are prone to beating 

around the bushes—to withholding information, spreading half-truths, or just 

plain lying. (p. 87) 

Again, society receives the stories that are easy to sell, easy to produce, and return the 

highest profits. Also, by utilizing these “Golden Rolodex” sources, a few “experts” 
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available and willing to talk to journalists tend to be cited most often, and as a result, are 

allowed to set the agenda for the news of the day. It is important to note that because of 

the time constraints media outlets face to get a story in by a certain deadline, reporters 

tend to go to the quickest available source rather than the most credible source on each 

particular topic. Studies have been conducted that show that the media are biased in who 

is cited and who gets covered. According to a Fairness and Accuracy in Reporting 

(FAIR) study conducted in 2004,  

Looking at a show’s guest list is one of the most reliable methods for gauging its 

perspective. In the case of Special Report, the single one-on-one interview with 

anchor Brit Hume is a central part of the newscast, and the anchor often uses his 

high-profile guests’ comments as subject matter for the show’s wrap-up panel 

discussion. If FOX is the “fair & balanced” network it claims to be, then the guest 

list of what FOX calls its “signature news show” ought to reflect a diverse 

spectrum of ideas and sources. (Rendell & Hollar, 2004, para. 2) 

Also, sources of information on news shows are not very diverse when it comes to 

political beliefs. The FAIR study in 2004 found that guests on news shows were 

overwhelmingly conservative and stated, “the three major networks’ nightly news 

broadcasts…75 percent were Republican and only 24 percent Democrats. The differences 

among the networks were negligible; CBS had the most Republicans (76 percent) while 

ABC had the fewest (73 percent)” (para. 18). If the media gained information from more 

diverse sources, did not just cite a narrow spectrum of voices, and did not rely on elite 

sources that are found within their “Golden Rolodex,” the perspectives the general public 

received from the news would also be more diverse. 

 FAIR conducted another interesting study examining just who were the “experts” 

being cited as official sources. FAIR’s study (2002) found the following: 

After ordinary citizens, the next largest categories of sources on the nightly news 

were various professional or expert voices of industry, science and government. 

The most common among these were corporate representatives, providing 7 

percent of all sources, along with economists and academics, also at 7 percent; the 

visibility of these categories reflects the networks’ heavy coverage of business 

and financial stories. The economists were unlikely to provide perspectives that 
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challenged the corporate spokespersons, since they generally came from major 

investment banks such as Goldman Sachs and Morgan Stanley, from conservative 

think tanks such as the Heritage Foundation, or from elite business schools such 

as those at Princeton and Stanford. (Howard, 2002, para. 27) 

Continuing on about who gets cited in news stories, Howard (2002) stated: 

Non-partisan government employees and officials - such as Environmental 

Protection Agency representatives, National Security Council spokespersons and 

mail carriers (especially in the midst of the Anthrax attacks) - were the next most 

quoted sources (6 percent). Medical doctors provided 5 percent of sound bites, 

reflecting the nightly news’ interest in health issues. No other professional or 

social group provided more than 4 percent of the total. (para. 28) 

When the opportunity to disburse more diverse perspectives in the news came about, 

FAIR found that news agencies did not choose to do so. Specifically, the results of 

FAIR’s 2002 study stated:  

Representatives of non-governmental organizations, which might have provided 

an alternative perspective to the U.S. government, business community or 

establishment experts, made up only three percent of the sources. Not all of these 

were from organizations that were likely to challenge the status quo, however; 

groups represented ranged from the United Nations and Human Rights Watch to 

the Christian Coalition and the National Rifle Association. (para. 29-30) 

Furthermore, this same 2002 study conducted by FAIR also found: 

Organized labor was granted even less access to the airwaves. Even as the country 

lost 2.4 million jobs in 2001, union representatives made up less than 0.2 percent 

of sources on the evening news, making company representatives 35 times more 

likely to be heard. (Howard, 2002, para. 29-30) 

It is also important to highlight that within this same study, FAIR found that there was 

partisan imbalance within the sources that were cited. It was found that sources tended to 

be more conservative rather than liberal. Also, FAIR concluded that women’s role as an 

official source was “restricted” at best and there was also “racial underrepresentation” 

within official sources (Howard, 2002, para. 14-26). 
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Furthering the notion that only a few people are getting their message 

disseminated is concentration of ownership. This is a result of the mergers and 

conglomerates that have been permitted via deregulation. The messages that are sent out 

daily generally reflect the ideas of a handful of very powerful organizations. As 

Bagdikian (2004) says, “Their steady accumulation of power in the world of news, radio, 

television, magazines, books, and movies gave them a steady accumulation of power in 

politics” (p. 28). It quickly became clear that sources with money largely decided the 

content that would be selected for that day’s airtime. Bettig and Hall (2003) state, “the 

sources from which we gain much of our knowledge about the world around us are 

beholden to companies with a vested interest in how that world is (or is not) represented” 

(p. 78). More specifically, sources that would not get in the way of the media’s 

commercial interests would be more likely to get that day’s airtime. “Prudent politicians 

treat the desires of all large corporations with care. But politicians treat the country’s 

most powerful media corporations with something approaching reverence” (Bagdikian, 

2004, p. 29). With laws regulating the media almost blatantly ignored or deregulated 

because politicians long for the spotlight and campaign contributions, the content that is 

delivered each day is less likely to be the content representing the people. Instead, it is the 

content representing the dollar that the media are craving.  

 Further, Bettig and Hall (2003) argue, “the symbiotic relationship between news 

and advertising frequently renders them functionally equivalent, despite the dubious 

claims of advertisers and the best intentions of journalists to inform and educate the 

public” (p. 75). Journalists may be working with the best of intentions, but it has become 

more and more clear that advertising and the revenues that it pulls in truly control the 

messages that the media deliver. As Bagdikian (2004) states:  

Major advertisers have insisted that…specific ideas be expressed not in the ads 

but in the ostensibly ‘independent’ news reporting, editorial content, or 

entertainment programs of newspapers, magazines, radio, and 

television…[People] were supposed to think that these ideas were the independent 

work of professional journalists and playwrights detached from anything 

commercial. If the audiences were told that the ideas represented explicit demands 

of corporations who advertised, the messages would lose their impact. (p. 236)  
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If citizens knew there were demands from corporations, perhaps they would question the 

messages they receive each day. Continuing this notion, Craig (2004) cites a study that 

found:  

Businesses do pressure newspapers, and that some do cave in and tailor and censor 

newspaper content. Indeed, 90 percent of news editors had actually experienced 

advertisers withdrawing advertising to influence content. Over a third said that 

advertisers had succeeded in influencing newspaper news or features. (p.58) 

This again reminds us that the structure of the media and the pursuit of profit revolve 

around the profits that advertising provides for the media outlets. Overall, the goal of the 

news media industry has gone from “telling the people to selling the people” (Bettig & 

Hall, 2003, p. 77).  

 Considering of all of the factors listed above, the form and content of the 

messages media deliver are affected as well. “Although some media have traditionally 

relied on direct consumer sales…the newspaper, magazine, and broadcast industries are 

dependent upon advertisers” (Bettig & Hall, 2003, p. 78). Because the industry is focused 

on advertising revenues, and revenue in general, the messages the public receives are 

typically from sources that support the agenda of advertisers or elites. Furthermore, form 

and content of the media industry are affected because “sources from which we gain 

much of our knowledge about the world around us are beholden to companies with a 

vested interest in how that world is (or is not) represented” (Bettig & Hall, 2003, p. 78). 

Not only are they beholden to companies, some are also beholden to the government 

and/or government policies. For example, Tribune Media Services eventually terminated 

one of its columnists, Armstrong Williams, after it became public that “Williams was 

under contract with the Bush administration agency to promote its No Child Left Behind 

education law” (“Know,” 2005, para. 2). Additionally, “USA Today reported Williams 

took two hundred forty thousand dollars to promote education reform on his TV and 

radio shows” (“Know,” 2005, para. 2). Also, Bettig and Hall (2003) say, “advertisers 

contribute to the suppression of media diversity” (p. 5). They continue by stating, “there 

are many documented cases, and surely more undocumented ones, of advertisers actually 

pulling or threatening to cancel their accounts because of critical reporting” (p. 5). As 

McChesney (2008) states, “Journalists have long faced pressure to shape stories to suit 
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advertisers and owners…” (p. 43). Because media companies are trying to keep 

advertisers satisfied and their accounts full, the messages and viewpoints U.S. citizens 

receive are those that promote the ideas that particular advertisers support rather than 

ones that do not. One reason why this is true is, as an Oxford Analytica Daily Brief 

Service study found:  

The profit margins of the major networks are being eroded as their costs rise 

faster than advertising revenues. Profitability may come under further pressure as 

the expansion of the internet reduces the aggregate prime time audience and 

provides another outlet for advertisers. (“United States,” 1999, para. 2) 

As the previous study suggests, media outlets desperately rely on advertisers to survive. 

The authors claim “the four networks will together earn about 14.5 billion dollars in 

advertising revenue this year, but it is unlikely that more than one will make a profit” 

(“United States,” 1999, para. 9). This is important because as media companies earn less 

profit, they continue to cut their resources that would fund stories that require more 

investigative reporting. Instead, they cover stories that cite sources that are convenient to 

reach and tend to be less diverse.  

 From a political economic standpoint, the normative goals of media in a 

democratic society to be a watchdog, to ferret out truth from lies, and present a wide 

range of informed positions on the important issues of the day (McChesney, 2008, p. 25) 

cannot be attained because the structure of the media industry in the United States is 

concentrated and the primary objective of the industry is profit. Because profit is 

currently the mainstream commercial media’s goal and had resulted in fewer voices, the 

number of messages sent or received is limited. As such, there is no such thing as a “wide 

range of informed positions on the important issues of the day” (McChesney, 2008, p. 

25). Furthermore, because the pursuit of profit is key, the messages that will be heard are 

most likely from those few that have political or economic power, so it is difficult for the 

media to serve as a watchdog or for the media to separate truth from the lies. Directly 

addressing this issue, Bettig and Hall (2003) claim: 

Since the U.S. media are private property controlled by a handful of elites, an 

essential contradiction emerges: The goals of amassing great profits and 

informing ordinary citizens are distinctly at odds with one another. So both the 
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media and the government tend to act more as lapdogs for each other than as 

watchdogs for the people. (p. 89)  

These limited messages society receives show that “the media do not necessarily tell you 

what to think, but they tell you what to think about, and how to think about it” 

(McChesney, 2008, p. 32). Because the media relay the messages of very few, what is on 

society’s mind and the opinions citizens formulate are based off of the agendas those few 

people set forth. 

Advertising is important when it comes to analyzing the sources where society is 

getting its information. As Bettig and Hall argue, “advertising is not only an economic 

institution operating for the benefit of a few major corporations and their owners; it is 

also an ideological institution that supports and negates certain ways of thinking” (Bettig 

& Hall, 2003, p. 79). Since advertising became so monetarily crucial to the media 

industry and has transformed from simply trying to sell a product to telling society how 

to think, Americans should start to become more curious as to how the stories they are 

receiving are shaped. The argument has become that commercial interests have replaced 

the public interest, but it has not necessarily always been that way.  

It is also essential to remember that public broadcast networks were not always 

supported by commercial interests. In fact, “broadcasting was developed as a nonprofit 

and noncommercial enterprise under varying forms of public control. It was called public 

service broadcasting” (McChesney, 2008, p. 235). McChesney argues that the decline of 

public broadcasting began in 1995 when “U.S. conservatives attacked the federal subsidy 

that supports public broadcasting with great fervor” (McChesney, 2008, p. 233). 

Furthermore, McChesney (2008) states:  

The right-wing assault on U.S. public broadcasting may best be regarded as 

another instance of corporate attack on democratic institutions, with the important 

aim of limiting the ability of Americans to examine and debate the manner in 

which their society is actually ruled. (p. 233) 

In other words, without “nonprofit public broadcasting with minimal advertising” 

(McChesney, 2008, p. 233) readily available to the citizens of the United States, the 

opportunity to hear stories that could make citizens think deeper about the issues of the 

day was severely limited.    
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2.3 The Myth of Objectivity 

In the media system, as discussed prior, there are various goals the industry is 

trying to attain. Journalism, specifically, has the “highly desired goal of…objectivity, the 

detached and unprejudiced gathering and dissemination of news and information” 

(Taflinger, 1996, para. 1). This goal would ideally mean that people can “arrive at 

decisions about the world and events occurring in it without the journalist’s subjective 

views influencing the acceptance or rejection of information” (Taflinger, 1996, para. 1). 

While objectivity sounds ideal, Taflinger (1996) says, “as long as human beings gather 

and disseminate news and information, objectivity is an unrealizable dream” (para. 2). At 

the most basic level, the news society receives has to travel to at least two prior people 

(the decision makers) that get to decide what is documented and what actually makes the 

news of the day. Because his or her perception of what is newsworthy is different than 

others, the news is not seen as objective. Following that, once a story is printed or aired, 

the pictures and the words that were chosen to depict the event by decision makers are 

those that the general public receives. Therefore, the way the event is portrayed is not 

objective, either (Taflinger, 1996, para. 25-30). Adding monetary and ideological 

constraints such as advertising and political agendas, the goal of remaining objective is 

that much more impossible to achieve.  

In response to this idea of objectivity, Bettig and Hall (2003) argue, “given the 

obviously subjective nature of journalistic practice - determining what stories are 

reported, how they are treated, where they are placed - contemporary newsmakers have 

backed off from claims of objectivity and more typically purport to seek ‘balance and 

fairness’ by covering ‘both sides’ of ‘the issue’” (p. 86). Journalists all but admit 

objectivity is impossible in the industry, so they switched to rhetoric stating they would 

report both sides of the issue to thwart worries that they were too biased. This is 

important because if journalists acknowledge that objectivity is hard to attain, then 

citizens may become concerned with special interests that are determining the news of 

the day.  

To further examine the previous claims surrounding sourcing in mainstream 

media, this thesis will use the recent health care debate and the discourse surrounding it 

as a case study. The next section outlines the history of the health care debate and the 
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various perspectives that have been presented over time on the seemingly controversial 

and divisive topic. 

 

2.4 The Health Care Divide 

 The debate over health care and health care spending is not a new one for the U.S. 

government or its politics [see Appendix A]. While discussing individual beliefs of when 

the government should involve itself in health care, Rice (2001) states,  

For many decades, and throughout the world, government has been deeply 

involved in the organi[z]ation, financing, and delivery of health care services. We 

usually take this strong involvement for granted, and sometimes even equate a 

country’s health care system with the role taken by its government. This is 

unfortunate because the foundation and extent of government involvement are 

predicted on certain key ethical issues. One’s take on the particulars of these 

issues drive one’s views of when and how much government should intervene in 

the market-place. (p. 240) 

Because each person may have different viewpoints on the level of involvement the 

government should have in health care, the issue remains very contested and widely 

debated in politics.  

One of the first major milestones in the health care debate was the passage of the 

Social Security Act, which was intended to “advance national health reform” 

(“Timeline,” 2010, column 2). The Social Security Act was signed in 1935 as part of the 

New Deal. Signed by President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, the New Deal created various 

government-run programs, such as Social Security, to aid the American people during 

and after the Great Depression. Similar to other government-assisted programs though, 

the New Deal, specifically the idea of national health insurance (NHI), had many 

constituents and organizations that were opposed to it, including the American Medical 

Association (AMA). In the case of the NHI that was proposed under Roosevelt, the 

Kaiser Family Foundation (2010) notes,  

An increasingly powerful AMA opposed NHI efforts believing physicians would 

lose their autonomy, be required to work in group practice models and be paid by 

salary or capitated methods. In addition, business and labor groups were not 
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supportive, nor was the emerging private health insurance industry. (“Timeline,” 

para. 10) 

Following Roosevelt’s presidency, others continued to entertain the idea of national 

health insurance, which was previously turned down. The debate over whether health 

insurance should be government supported and funded continued. Between 1945 and 

1950, the Fair Deal was introduced. In the Fair Deal, national health insurance was 

included but was again turned down. As the Kaiser Family Foundation states,  

Labor unions were somewhat split on government-sponsored insurance. The 

AFL-CIO and United Auto Workers backed Truman’s NHI proposal, but at the 

same time, the UAW accepted General Motors’ offer to pay for health benefits 

and pensions. As workers gained better benefits from their employers, unions 

believed they could negotiate even more in the future. (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.) 

As the unions were hesitant to support the idea of national health insurance, there were 

certainly others that whole-heartedly disagreed with the proposed plan. The Kaiser 

Family Foundation notes, 

The AMA vigorously opposed the Truman plan, ramping up its public campaign 

and lobbying after Truman was re- elected - using the fear message of “socialized 

medicine.” Following the AMA’s campaign, and as anticommunist sentiment 

rose, public support for NHI dropped markedly in 1949. Other groups only 

supported voluntary and private insurance, including the American Hospital 

Association, American Bar Association, Chamber of Commerce and the National 

Grange, as well as most of the nation’s press. (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.) 

It seemed that with Truman’s Fair Deal, the idea of national health insurance seemed 

even less favorable and it could not get clear, decisive support from either of the political 

parties in Congress. The Kaiser Family Foundation concludes its section on the National 

Health Insurance and the Fair Deal by stating: 

Opponents were effective in eroding public support using the fear of government 

control and socialism at a time when communism was growing in Germany and 

China in the late 1940s. Meanwhile, businesses along with labor unions were 

growing the private, employer-based health insurance plans we have today. While 
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Democrats held the majority in Congress in 1950, Republicans made enough 

gains to prevent progress on NHI. (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.) 

Throughout history, Democrats were typically the political party that advertised a 

platform that would support the National Health Insurance. However, the plan that 

addressed health care in the Fair Deal stemmed out of uncertain economic times in the 

United States and was perceived as very risky; thus, neither party was ready to commit to 

the policy.   

 In 1965, President Johnson signed legislation in the “Great Society” era that 

would incorporate Medicare and Medicaid into the Social Security Act. Although there 

was some resistance to the programs, Johnson himself claimed that “his Great Society 

success [was] owed to intensive, even ‘incestuous’ nurturing of Congress” (Renka, 1985, 

p. 812). As a self-proclaimed man with “unique powers of personal persuasion with 

Congressmen” (Renka, 1985, p. 812), Johnson was able to compromise with fellow 

Democrats to overcome opposition to the Medicare and Medicaid programs. For 

example, Democrats conceded further tightening of federal Civil Rights laws to gain 

support for Medicare and Medicaid from Southern Democrats (Renka, 1985, p. 816). In 

addition to possessing great political skills, it is also crucial to recognize that Johnson 

also had support from two major medical industries: hospitals and insurance companies 

(“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.). Furthermore, there were no government cost controls or 

physician fee schedules included in the Act, which enticed those that supported a free 

market and also contributed to the passage of the Act (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.). By taking 

advantage of political compromise and economic influence of relevant industries, 

Johnson was able to successfully incorporate Medicare and Medicaid in health care 

reform. 

 Following the inclusion of Medicare and Medicaid, between 1975 and 1979, the 

United States faced a period of stagflation. This made health care cost-containment a 

priority instead of further expanding government-based coverage. Additionally, there 

were still no government cost controls in place for the health care industry, so Americans 

were facing rapidly increasing health care costs they couldn’t afford to pay. Despite the 

economic hardships in the country, health care companies were insulated from the 

recession as they consistently raised prices, which made it hard for anyone to afford 
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health care coverage. The state of the economy and the rising health care costs set the 

stage for a debate to ensue between politicians. President Carter proposed Medicaid 

expansion to poor children under the age of six and Senator Kennedy introduced another 

proposal for national health insurance which both failed (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.). Both 

plans failed as a result of the instability in the economy and national health reform efforts 

were stalled in the face of a recession. 

 In the early 1990s, President Clinton proposed national health reform, which 

called for universal coverage, employer and individual mandates, competition between 

insurers, and government regulation to control costs (“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.). As with 

many propositions for health care reform, Clinton was often met with opposition from 

members of the health care industry. In this case, two groups, the Health Insurance 

Association of America and the National Federation of Independent Businesses 

(“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.), argued the reform would create hardships for smaller members 

and opposed Clinton’s plan. In other words, two of the largest stakeholders in the debate, 

health insurance companies and independent businesses, wanted to ensure member 

revenues would keep increasing so they rallied against reform. With this opposition, 

congressional Democrats became divided and Clinton’s plan was ultimately blocked 

(“Timeline,” 2010, n.p.). 

 The topic of health care reform continues to be on the list of contested political 

debate topics to this day. Democrats typically support universal coverage, while 

Republicans steered away from universal coverage. One example of this is when the 

Republicans regained control of both houses of Congress in 1995. Weiner, et al. (2001) 

stated, “the health policy debate shifted away from issues of universal coverage to 

whether existing programs, especially Medicare and Medicaid, should be radically 

changed and expenditures cut back” (p. 240). Concluding their article, Weiner, et al. 

(2001) predicted that “changes in fiscal circumstance (positive and negative), health and 

long-term care costs, and political attitudes will all shape any future debate on long-term 

care” (p. 244).   

 Facing many of the same economic circumstances as Roosevelt did in the 1930s, 

President Barack Obama fulfilled his campaign promise when he signed historic health 

care legislation into law on March 23, 2010. This legislation came with many new 
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mandates that were to be put into place by very specific deadlines. For example, “the 

historic health reform legislation requires that all individuals have health insurance 

beginning in 2014” (“Timeline,” 2010, 2010 column). Also, the Kaiser Family 

Foundation (2010) states that in the plan:  

The poorest will be covered under a Medicaid expansion…Those with low and 

middle incomes who do not have access to affordable coverage through their jobs 

will be able to purchase coverage with federal subsidies through new ‘American 

Health Benefit Exchanges’… Employers are not mandated to provide health 

benefits, however large businesses whose employees receive insurance subsidies 

will pay penalties.  Small businesses will be able to access more plans through a 

separate Exchange… [and] Health plans will not be allowed to deny coverage to 

people for any reason, including their health status, nor can they charge more 

because of a person's health or gender.  Young adults will now have the option of 

being covered under their parents' plan up to age 26. (para. 8-11) 

These are just a few of the major mandates within the legislation that are highly contested 

between liberals and conservatives.  

 As Student News Daily outlines, liberals’ and conservatives’ disagreement when it 

comes to health care is over who should pay for what (“Conservative,” 2010, para. 11). 

Furthermore, Student News Daily claims that liberals “Support free or low-cost 

government controlled health care,” while conservatives “Support [a] competitive, free 

market health care system” (“Conservative,” 2010, para. 11). In a 2009 article from the 

Washington Post, the primary concern between Democrats and Republicans is whether or 

not the government should incur more debt to support a publically run health care option. 

Specifically, the Washington Post stated:  

At issue is how to rein in the soaring costs of health care, which currently absorbs 

more than a sixth of the national economy, and also how to finance the more than 

$1 trillion program that is emerging in draft versions on both sides of the Capitol. 

(Bacon, Kane, & Pershing, 2009, para. 10) 

Basically, the question of who would pay for what was at the forefront of the debate, 

especially considering the increasing U.S. deficit. 
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 Another perspective that should be considered in the debate over health care is 

that of progressive standpoint. For example, Russell (2009), who wrote an article posted 

on the Center for American Progress think tank Web site, states: 

To ensur[e] that data are not just collected, but analyzed and used to inform policy 

and programs, that programs are better targeted, and that we address the cultural 

issues that may adversely affect the care minorities receive. The goal is a health 

care system that is focused on ensuring that all Americans have access to quality 

care when and where they need it, regardless of race and ethnicity. There are a 

number of opportunities to address these issues as the health care reform bills 

proceed. (para. 6) 

Russell (2009) continues by stating that Progressives believe these goals can be attained 

through efforts such as,  

More research to better understand the underlying health are disparities, programs 

and incentives to ensure that all Americans receive the recommended care and 

treatment, regardless of race or ethnicity, [and] initiatives to tackle bias and 

stereotyping in the health care system and in the health professional-patient 

encounter. (para. 5) 

Overall, Russell (2009) contends that, “Congress should regard the goal of closing the 

disparities gap in health care access and quality as an essential and central objective of 

health care reform” (para.6). 

Furthermore, the viewpoint that supports the single-payer system is another 

perspective that must be considered in the health care debate. For example, according to 

laborforsinglepayer.org’s mission (2008), those that support the single-payer system 

believe in a “health care system that is democratically controlled, publicly administered, 

and single-payer financed” (para. 5). Furthermore, laborforsinglepayer.org (2008) states 

those in support for a single-payer system,  

Oppose the inclusion of private insurance companies and investor-owned 

providers in our country’s health care system.  Their interests are counter to, and 

often destructive of, the well being of a vast majority of the residents of our 

country.  A single-payer system is the only way to control costs, effectively 

reduce overhead spending, guarantee comprehensive health care to all, and 
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remove a significant handicap on U.S. workers in the global economy.  We 

support provisions for the retraining and income support for those workers whose 

jobs may be made redundant by this essential legislation. (“Our Mission,” 2008, 

para. 6) 

Single-payer supporters believe in “Medicare for All” and will continue to work with 

other organizations in what they call their “commitment to social justice” (“Our 

Mission,” 2008, para. 7). 

 Another point of view in the 2010 health care debate is that of the American 

Medical Association (AMA). The AMA spoke out in support of the 2010 health care 

legislation, but certainly had some “reservations” (Lowes, 2010, para. 7). A 2010 article 

authored by Lowes states that AMA’s primary criticism was “the lack of a permanent 

repeal of Medicare's sustainable growth rate (SGR) formula, which is set to trigger a 

21.2% pay cut for physicians this year” (para. 7). Lowes (2010) also states,  

Other legislative sore points for the AMA include: An independent Medicare 

payment advisory board that, unless otherwise redesigned, could result in 

misguided reimbursement cuts for physicians[…] Penalties for physicians who do 

not participate in Medicare's Physician Quality Reporting Initiative[,] No 

provision for caps on noneconomic damages in malpractice litigation, which the 

AMA considers essential to tort reform[, and] Regulations that would effectively 

ban physician-owned hospitals. (para. 8) 

Overall, the AMA stated that the “board of trustees took its position…because it 

considered the status quo unacceptable” (Lowes, 2010, para. 3). AMA President J. James 

Rohack was also quoted saying, “‘The pending bill isn’t perfect, but we can’t let perfect 

be the enemy of good’” (Lowes, 2010, para. 2). In other words, not doing something to 

work toward health care reform, even if it is imperfect, would be worse than not doing 

anything at all. Also announcing their support for the 2010 legislation were two other 

medical societies: the American College of Physicians and the American Academy of 

Pediatrics (Lowes, 2010, para. 6). 

Although President Obama signed health care reform in 2010, it has become clear 

that the debate between the various perspectives is not going away. With the recent 

midterm elections and Republicans promising to hinder the bill as much as they can, U.S. 



 

  29 

citizens will likely continue to see the issue of health care and its debates all over their 

news. What is important to this study, though, is exactly how that debate is being covered 

and exactly who gets to speak when it comes to health care coverage. The next Chapter 

will discuss political economy in relation to mainstream media. Also, the method of this 

study will be discussed in detail. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

 

 
 

3.1 Political Economy of Media 

The political economy of media field examines existing conditions in the media 

system. Broken down, scholars in political economy of media field examine how power, 

wealth, and knowledge can have very important effects on a democratic society. The 

claim that “knowledge equals power” is certainly true in a nation such as the United 

States. As McChesney (2008) describes,  

Political economists of media do not believe the existing media system is natural 

or inevitable or impervious to change. They believe the media system is the result 

of policies made in the public’s name but often without the public’s informed 

consent. (p. 12) 

The policies that regulate and deregulate the media outlets in the United States and the 

content that viewers and readers receive can in fact explain a lot about the “content 

produced by these media systems” (McChesney, 2008, p. 12). Furthermore, “political 

economists of media believe that assessing policies, structures, and institutions cannot 

answer all of the important questions surrounding media, but they believe their 

contributions are indispensable to the comprehensive study of media” (McChesney, 2008, 

p. 12). In further reference to what political economists do, McChesney (2008) states,  

It is a field that endeavors to connect how media and communication systems and 

content are shaped by ownership, market structures, commercial support, 

technologies, labor practices, and government policies. The political economy of 

media then links the media and communications systems to how both economic 

and political systems work, and social power is exercised, in society. (p. 12) 

As powerful systems are being analyzed, political economists then ask, “what role do 

media and communication play in how capitalist economies function, and how do both 

media and capitalism together and separately influence the exercise of political power?” 

(McChesney, 2008, p. 12). Overall, society is able to “examine how media ownership, 

media control, and the profit-making motive affect what we read, hear, and see” (Bettig 
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& Hall, 2003, p. 11). With the notion that there are various factors that affect what is 

reported to the public, political economy of media centers around the question, “whether, 

on balance, the media system serves to promote or undermine democratic institutions and 

practices” (McChesney, 2008, p. 12). 

In “The Political Economy of Culture,” Sut Jhally outlines two approaches to 

examine  “the marketplace of ideas” (Jhally, 1989, p. 66). Jhally expands upon this notion 

that it is the “‘marketplace of ideas,’ which, presumably ensures freedom” (Jhally, 1989, 

p. 66). The marketplace that Jhally describes “works in two ways: ideologically and 

materially” (Jhally, 1989, p. 66). Furthering this concept of ideology and materialism 

(profit), Jhally titles these two industries as consciousness industry and culture industry, 

respectively. Also important to understand before proceeding is the fact that the 

industries Jhally outlines are certainly not mutually exclusive from one another. Jhally 

states, “the ‘consciousness industry’ approach stresses that the media are principally 

ideological institutions, while the ‘industrialization of culture’ approach stresses the 

expansion of the commodity... This contrast is not oppositional but should be seen as 

complementary” (Jhally, 1989, p. 74). This suggests that the ideology disseminated by 

media outlets has also become a commodity that is bought and sold within the media 

marketplace. 

 Within the consciousness industry Jhally outlines, it is assumed “groups that 

benefit from the existing distribution of power and rewards work for stability, while 

groups denied access to power and resources work for change” (Jhally, 1989, p. 67). In 

other words, the two main assumptions in this industry are that (1) those at the top/those 

that have power, want to keep it and (2) those that are at the bottom tend to resist (Jhally, 

1989, p. 67). In order to maintain status or power, those at the top are willing to use sheer 

force and/or gain the consent of the dominated (Jhally, 1989, p. 67). That is, “by 

convincing the majority to identify and support the present system of rewards and power 

rather than opposing it, in fact to live their own domination as freedom” (Jhally, 1989, p. 

67). 

 In a nutshell, consciousness industry is how media and other powerful entities 

function to maintain the existing social structure (Jhally, 1989, p. 67). To expand, media 

output tends to reflect the needs of the corporations’ owners, and as Jhally states, “media 
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here are literally an industry which attempts to produce a form of consciousness in the 

audience that benefits the class that controls the media and industry in general” (Jhally, 

1989, p. 68). Media and corporations are tied together through interlocking directorates 

and interlocking stock ownership; thus, the media’s message tends to go along with the 

messages and ideologies that corporations are sending (Jhally, 1989, p. 68). Because the 

ideas that are being dispersed are primarily representative of the media and corporations, 

diversity becomes limited in the messages disseminated to the public (Jhally, 1989, p. 

68). Another locus of power within the consciousness industry is self-censorship; that is, 

employees know what to do or what to say to keep their job, even if this means avoiding 

some stories that go against what the company stands for (Jhally, 1989, p. 68). 

 An example of the consciousness industry at work is found within the scenario 

that Bagdikian outlines in which very important and story-changing details were left out 

of the media coverage of the Iraq war. After the announcement of supposed weapons of 

mass destruction in Iraq and the beginning of the war, the New York Times ran a headline 

that said, “Bush May Have Exaggerated, but Did He Lie?” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 81). 

Whether citizens considered it “exaggeration” or “lying,” the newspaper publication 

certainly did not hold any government officials accountable for the misleading 

information they disbursed. Furthermore, as Bagdikian points out, even if citizens 

thought they were getting first-hand information once the war had started, the truth is 

that, “most of the embedded journalists were inexperienced and forbidden access to the 

commanders who had the full picture” (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 80). Also, to add salt to the 

wound, “It was admitted by White House aides that the timing of the war announcement 

was calculated for maximum political effect on the approaching midterm elections” 

(Bagdikian, 2004, p. 83). So to maintain the current power status those in the government 

enjoyed at the time, officials calculated the announcement of war to benefit themselves in 

the upcoming election.  

The culture industry approach examines how the profit motive comes to dominate 

the form and content of the media (Jhally, 1989, p. 71). Jhally states that “culture then is 

not the product of genuine demands – its driving force is the need to sell itself as a 

commodity” (Jhally, 1989, p. 71). Furthermore, urbanization and industrialization 

changed media and made culture a product to be bought and sold in the marketplace 
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(Jhally, 1989, p. 71). In other words, media outlets are concerned with what will make 

more money and tend to concentrate on the stories and products that will distract and 

divert the attention of the public rather than those that could possibly result in public 

questioning current power relations.  

An example of the culture industry at work is when various news media outlets 

reduced the number of correspondents that they have stationed in other countries 

throughout the world (Bagdikian, 2004, p. 94). This instance shows that in the interest of 

saving a few dollars and increasing profit margins for shareholders, media corporations 

limit the number of correspondents in the field, which then limits the amount of 

information that is actually dispersed throughout the country.  

This example is also an illustration of how the consciousness industry and culture 

industry are not mutually exclusive because it really shows how both profit and ideology 

are increased and limited, respectively, in the media industry. In the interest of making or 

saving more money, the ideas that were introduced in the marketplace are those that 

benefit companies and not necessarily the public. This also supports the idea that 

knowledge is power, and without giving the public access to the knowledge, they have 

less power in the grand scheme of things. Within political economy, scholars explore 

how the knowledge that the media possess is being disbursed throughout society, 

especially examining whether or not media outlets are affording this knowledge to their 

audience. 

The overall assumption is that media companies will likely not cover stories that 

will result in lower ratings so advertisers do not pull their ads from that program. In short, 

media companies tend to publish the news that supports and maintains the status quo and 

will likely not ruffle any feathers.  In this industry, the idea that wealth equals power is at 

the forefront. In order to maintain that wealth, media companies generally air or publish 

those stories that will keep the ad and sales revenue flowing into their company.  

An example of the consciousness industry and culture industry at work together 

has been found in the 2010 article, “The Story the New York Times Won’t Touch.” 

Basically, the New York Times was criticized for not publishing a story that involved 

shady business deals between a New York Times investor, “one of the world’s largest 

banks [and] a powerful federal judge” (Ledbetter, 2010, para. 7). Here the consciousness 
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industry is at play because the story was not covered in the New York Times in lieu of the 

ideas that it represented and the negative implications it could possibly have in the minds 

of the readers of the Times. This then would point directly to the possible negative 

monetary effects that come along with publishing a story like this. Again, the readers and 

investors in the New York Times could think negatively of the publication, question how 

often shady dealings occur, and possibly no longer want to invest in the Times (Ledbetter, 

2010).  

As Mosco states, “‘political economy is the science of wealth’ and ‘deals with 

efforts made by man [sic] to supply wants and satisfy desires’” (Mosco, 2009, p. 22). 

Also, Mosco states that, “political economy takes this a step further because it asks us to 

concentrate on a specific set of social relations organized around power or the ability to 

control other people, processes, and things, even in the face of resistance” (Mosco, 2009, 

p. 24). This sums up how political economists merge the ideas of the consciousness 

industry with the culture industry to explain that dispersing corporate ideology together 

with gaining wealth is exactly the desired ends for media outlets. 

 

3.2 Propaganda Model 

 In further examining the “inequality of wealth and power and its multilevel effects 

on mass-media interests and choices,” Herman and Chomsky (2002) discuss what they 

call a “propaganda model” (p.2). Their propaganda model, “traces the routes by which 

money and power are able to filter out the news fit to print, marginalize dissent, and 

allow the government and dominant private interests to get their messages across to the 

public” (Herman & Chomsky, 2002, p. 2). In Herman and Chomsky’s 2002 book, they 

outline their propaganda model and the five “filters” (p. 2) that are the “essential 

ingredients” (p. 2). These five filters Herman and Chomsky (2002) introduce are: 

(1) The size, concentrated ownership, owner wealth, and profit orientation of the 

dominant mass-media firms; (2) advertising as the primary income source of the 

mass media; (3) the reliance of the media on information provided by 

government, business, and ‘experts’ funded and approved by these primary 

sources and agents of power; (4) ‘flak’ as a means of disciplining the media; and 

(5) ‘anticommunism’ as a national religion and control mechanism. (p. 2) 
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As Herman and Chomsky (2002) further explain, each of “these elements interact with 

and reinforce one another” (p. 2). For the interest of this thesis, sourcing will be the 

primary focus. That is, exploring those that are included in Herman and Chomsky’s first 

and third filter, the news shapers and newsmakers, respectively.  

 The first filter, which examines the “size, ownership, and profit orientation of the 

mass media” (Herman & Chomsky, 2002, p. 3), is relevant to this thesis because, as 

Herman and Chomsky (2002) state,  

The dominant media firms are quite large businesses; they are controlled by very 

wealthy people or by managers who are subject to sharp constraints by owners 

and other market-profit-oriented forces; and they are closely interlocked, and have 

important common interests, with other major corporations, banks, and 

government. (p. 14) 

In other words, because common interests between media outlets and others that have 

power and/or wealth exist, the news that is chosen to report on may be influenced in 

various ways.  

 The third filter, which looks at “sourcing [in] mass-media news” (Herman & 

Chomsky, 2002, p. 18), is also important in this study because, as Herman and Chomsky 

(2002) argue,  

The mass media are drawn into a symbiotic relationship with powerful sources of 

information by economic necessity and reciprocity of interest. The media need a 

steady, reliable flow of the raw material of news. They have daily news demands 

and imperative news schedules that they must meet. They cannot afford to have 

reporters and cameras at all places where important stories may break. Economics 

dictates that they concentrate all their resources where significant news often 

occurs, where important rumors and leaks abound, and where regular press 

conferences are held. (p. 18-19) 

These places that Herman and Chomsky discuss are typically where top powerful 

government officials, such as the President, are found. Those with wealth are also cited as 

sources regularly. In fact, “Business corporations and trade groups are also regular and 

credible purveyors of stories deemed newsworthy. These bureaucracies turn out a large 

volume of material that meets the demands of news organizations for reliable, scheduled 
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flows” (Herman & Chomsky, 2002, p. 19). As discussed prior, those with power and/or 

wealth are typically the sources media turn to for the news of the day.  

 

3.3 Method 

 This thesis will examine the sources that are utilized by various media outlets in 

the United States to determine who was cited in news stories regarding the health care 

debate of 2010. Transcripts of the evening news from broadcasters ABC, which is owned 

by The Walt Disney Company, and CBS, which is owned by CBS Corporation, will be 

carefully examined along with cable news transcripts from CNN’s (owned by 

TimeWarner) The Situation Room and FOX News’ (owned by News Corporation) 

Special Report evening news programs. To see how outlets that claim they are operating 

without commercial interests compare, this thesis will also analyze public broadcasting 

transcripts from NPR’s flagship program Talk of the Nation and from PBS’s NewsHour. 

These transcripts were chosen because a large number of Americans get their news from 

these broadcasts each day. In fact, a 2010 Huffington Post article reported that ABC’s 

“World News with Diane Sawyer” had 6.99 million total viewers and that CBS’s 

“Evening News with Katie Couric” had a total of 5.21 million viewers (“Evening News,” 

2010, para. 3). According to Time Warner, in 2008 alone, CNN’s The Situation Room led 

cable television ratings among 18-49 year olds with an average of 2.16 million viewers 

weekly (TimeWarner, 2009, para. 2-3), and according to the Huffington Post, at the end 

of November 2010, FOX News’ Special Report ranked number two over much of the 

cable news programs with an average of 2.4 million viewers (“Cable News Ratings,” 

2010, picture 2). Also, according to NPR’s Web site in 2009, Talk of the Nation received 

a 21% audience increase, raising their listenership to 3.5 million listeners weekly 

(Christopher, 2009, para. 4). According to PBS, nearly 2.7 million people tune in to 

NewsHour each weeknight, and more than 8 million unduplicated viewers watch at least 

one night a week (WETA Press Room, 2011, para 4).  

Two timeframes were chosen for this analysis. The first frame is the month of 

August 2009 when many Senators and Representatives from Congress returned home to 

their districts to hear opinions from the American people regarding the upcoming vote on 

health care reform. Various town hall meetings were held where it was (presumably) easy 
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to get many opinions on the proposed plan legislators would be voting on in the 

upcoming months. This time was chosen because if any time would be a good time to 

ensure average American’s voices would be heard in the media, this would be it. As 

President Obama signed the health care bill on March 23rd, 2010, the second timeframe of 

transcripts that were chosen were from a timeframe of March 9th, 2010 through April 6th, 

2010. These dates cover the two weeks prior and two weeks following the signing of the 

bill when debate on health care reform would be still occurring in everyday news.  

For each story or segment that discusses the health care debate surrounding 

proposed and then passed 2010 legislation, I will record who is relaying the messages to 

the public, that is, asking “Who gets to speak?” and then continue by asking, “What are 

they saying?” I will inventory the background of each broadcast’s sources, the messages 

they are disbursing, and whose interests are being presented/represented.  

The determination of how each speaker is classified will be placed in one of seven 

categories – politicians, special interests, media representatives, think tanks, medical 

professionals, academics, or citizens. Senators, Congressional Representatives, the 

President, representatives of the President (i.e. Press Secretary), state Senators, state 

Representatives and community representatives will be counted as politicians. Groups 

that advocate or lobby for a specific organization, on a particular issue, or for corporate 

interests (e.g., lobbyists, representatives of health care businesses, or representatives of 

insurance companies) will be counted as special interests. Reporters, anchors, or persons 

who possess professional knowledge that is shared on behalf of a media organization will 

be counted as media representatives. Representatives brought in on behalf of a body of 

experts that provide advice, research, and/or ideas on specific political or economic issues 

will be counted as think tanks. Doctors and nurses will be counted as medical 

professionals and persons studying or researching in certain areas, typically at 

universities, will be counted as academics. Lastly, everyday people from the public, 

perhaps offering their personal story or opinions on the debate will be counted as citizens. 

In the analysis, the number of times a group (e.g., politicians or media 

representatives) is cited will be totaled as well as how many different individuals from 

the respective group are cited. Since political economy theories suggest elites and 

government officials steer the discourse, it is not only important to determine how many 
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total times they speak, but also to examine how many different individuals are being cited 

to understand which perspectives are being heard from the most (e.g., Democrat or 

Republican).  

Furthermore, to ensure consistent calculations, each source will only be counted 

as part of the group he/she is specifically representing when he/she is cited. For example, 

if a source is a journalist that happens to also be a professor, he/she will only be counted 

in the group that is referenced when he/she is first introduced. Additionally, the themes of 

the overall discourse are captured as many of the statements from sources are listed in the 

“what they are saying” sections of the analysis. 

At the forefront of this thesis are these questions: “Do the arguments regarding 

limited media sourcing in political economy of media theories hold true in the case of the 

2010 health care debate?” “Are the perspectives provided in media’s coverage of the 

health care debate limited in scope and number?” Based on the literature, it can be 

hypothesized that the sources cited the most regarding the 2010 health care debate will be 

elites and government officials and that the perspectives disseminated are narrow in 

scope and number.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

ANALYSIS 

 
 
 
 For the first part of the analysis, each news outlet is examined in its own section. 

At the beginning of those sections, the question, “Who gets to speak?” will be addressed. 

The latter part of the section delves into the question, “What are they saying?” Each 

outlet’s transcripts published during the month of August 2009 and also over the weeks 

from March 9, 2010 to April 6, 2010 were analyzed. Overall, seven classifications 

represented all sources cited within the selected transcripts. Those are: Media 

representatives, politicians, medical professionals, academics, special interests, citizens, 

and think tanks. Definitions for each category are provided in the method section and 

Appendix B. Sources that speculate on the proposed health care reform such as 

politicians, media representatives, and special interests are categorized as non-experts and 

sources that are brought in to talk as experts in health care such as medical professionals, 

academics, and think tanks are categorized as experts. Additionally, pie charts that 

illustrate the results of the analysis can be found in Appendix C. 

 In the next section of the analysis, outlets are compared to one another in their 

respective categories of broadcast, cable, or public broadcasting to evaluate trends in 

sourcing. Following this, the last portion of the analysis examines source trends between 

broadcast, cable, and public broadcasting for each time period.  

 

4.1 ABC’s World News 

4.1.1 Who Speaks? 

 In discussions throughout the month of August 2009 regarding the upcoming 

health care legislation, there were a total of 90 sources in the evening newscast. Overall, 

citizens represented the largest percentage of those cited and amounted to 35 

perspectives. In this month, there were 13 different politicians – Representative (D) 

Lloyd Doggett, White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs, Representative (D) Tom 

Perriello, President Barack Obama, Canadian Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 

Representative (R) Thaddeus McCotter, Senator (D) Ben Cardin, Senator (R) Charles 
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Grassley, Senator (D) Arlen Spector, Senator (D) Kent Conrad, Representative (D) 

Anthony Weiner, Representative (D) Barney Frank, and Representative (D) James 

Clyburn - who were cited in 24 instances. Seven different media representatives were 

cited in 23 instances. Furthermore, there were zero medical professionals cited in this 

timeframe. 

 Throughout the weeks of March 9 to April 6, 2010, there were a total of 59 

sources. Fifteen different politicians –Obama, Former Democratic National Committee 

Chair Howard Dean, Speaker of the House (D) Nancy Pelosi, Representative (D) Jason 

Altmire, Representative (R) Tom Price, Representative (D) Scott Murphy, Representative 

(D) Dennis Kucinich, Representative (R) John Boehner, White House Senior Advisor 

David Axelrod, Vice President Joe Biden, Representative (R) Randy Neugebauer, Florida 

Attorney General Bill McCollum, White House Press Secretary Robert Gibbs, 

Representative (D) Steny Hoyer, and Republican National Committee Chair Michael 

Steele - were cited in 27 instances and six different media representatives were cited in 

23 instances. Each of the other categories combined only equaled nine perspectives and 

accounted for 15% of those cited. During this timeframe, there were zero think tanks 

cited.  

 

4.1.2 What they are saying 

 Even though the largest number of voices heard in August 2009 was from 

citizens, the majority of statements cited within news stories were not ones that would 

educate the viewer on the health care debate nor were they statements that were 

productive in the overall discussion. For example, 34 of the 35 citizens that were heard 

from during the month were shown or quoted when they were protesting and shouting 

emotionally charged statements such as, “I don’t want [health care reform] and I’m not a 

right wing wacko!,” “Hitler did this, too!,” “No Obamacare!,” and “The government 

wants to control our lives!” There was only one citizen voice that addressed how the 

proposed reform would affect her livelihood as a cancer patient.  

 Politicians overwhelmingly presented politically, and sometimes morally, charged 

statements addressing rumors that suggested abortion would be included in the reform 

bill as well as heated rhetoric that addressed the rumors surrounding the end-of-life 
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counseling section in one of the proposed drafts. One statement was from the former 

Republican Lieutenant Governor of New York, Betsy McCaughey, who said, “the health 

care bill is an assault on the elderly!” This sound bite was edited in right after a clip of a 

town hall meeting attendee who referred to end-of-life care as “euthanasia.” Of the 

instances in which politicians spoke, 20 were from Democrats who supported reform and 

refuted the claims of the opponents and four were from Republicans who vehemently 

opposed the proposed reform, which does not coincide with the studies that found sources 

cited within the media are largely conservative.  

 Media representatives (mainly the anchor and the correspondents in August 2009) 

summarized many of the day’s events or sound bites from those involved in the debate. 

Oftentimes, media representatives chose to offer abbreviated statements rather than 

including a quote from the source itself. For example, instead of showing a clip of a 

politician’s speech, the correspondent would offer his/her summation of the speech. 

Another example was on August 20, 2009, when ABC correspondent Jake Tapper only 

included three brief sound bites from politicians (the President, Democratic 

Representative James Clyburn, and Republican Senator Charles Grassley) and continued 

his lengthy report with a summary of options that health care reform offered as well as a 

summation of the rhetoric used by both Democrats and Republicans. This report from 

Tapper mostly highlighted politically divisive sound bites regarding abortion and end-of-

life counseling rather than statements that could provide information to viewers so they 

could form an educated opinion on the issue. 

 Out of the 59 sources tallied within the frame of March 9 to April 6, 2010, 50 of 

them or 85% were either from media representatives or politicians. Their messages did 

not change from August 2009. That is, media representatives summarized statements 

from others rather than quoting straight from the source and politicians mostly presented 

charged statements refuting the opposing side. An example came from former 

Democratic National Committee Chair, Howard Dean, who asked an audience, “Are you 

for insurance companies or are you for the American people?!” Once again, this 

politically charged statement was clipped into a media package and highlighted the 

political divisiveness that also promoted the overall fallacious “either you’re with us or 

you’re against us” attitude. Also, ABC’s coverage inflamed further moral/political drama 
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with the sound bite of Republican Representative Randy Neugebauer shouting “Baby 

killer!” as Congress was voting on the health care reform bill. Throughout this frame, 20 

instances were from Democrats and seven were from Republicans. Although the 

statements from each Democrat and/or each Republican were not identical to those from 

their respective party, it was obvious that each party had a clear mission. Democrats 

defended the proposed reform and asked constituents to support the bill, while 

Republicans forwarded their concerns and made claims that the proposed reform would 

allow immoral acts to take place. 

Of the 59 voices heard during this time, only five were from the everyday citizen. 

Of those five, three were protestors shouting brief emotional sound bites such as “Kill the 

bill!” and two (a slight increase from August 2009’s sample) were from citizens outlining 

how reform would affect their specific situation as uninsured cancer patients. Oftentimes, 

the brief emotional statements were edited and pieced together so it would appear to 

viewers that protesters were basing their statements off of fear. In this instance, the fear 

was the rumored inclusion of abortion in health care reform. The “Kill the bill!” 

statement appeared on screen after a voiceover from the reporter discussing abortion 

within reform and was followed by a series of sound bites pieced together almost as if a 

morality debate occurred between Speaker of the House (D) Nancy Pelosi, Republican 

Representative Tom Price, and Democratic Representative Jason Altmire. Only after 

having the opportunity to analyze these pieced together stories does one begin to notice 

that while the “Kill the bill!” statement obviously did occur, perhaps its true context was 

not completely conveyed. In other words, the protestor who shouted this brief, 

emotionally charged statement, was not actually shouting at Nancy Pelosi as she refuted 

the abortion claims. 

 

4.2 CBS’ Evening News 

4.2.1 Who Speaks? 

 Out of the 190 sources within the August 2009 discussions on health care reform 

on the evening news, media representatives were the largest group as 16 different people 

were cited in a total of 82 instances. Overall, 57 citizens were cited and 14 politicians – 

Secretary of Health and Human Services Kathleen Sebelius, Spector, Gibbs, 
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Representative (D) Henry Waxman, Obama, Senator (D) Claire McCaskill, Former 

Lieutenant Governor of New York (R) Betsy McCaughey, Cardin, Grassley, Weiner, 

Former Speaker of the House (R) Newt Gingrich, Representative (D) Donna Edwards, 

Senator (R) Jon Kyl, and Senator (D) Hillary Clinton - were cited in 37 instances.  

 During March 9 through April 6, 2010, the majority of those cited were 

politicians as there were 27 different politicians –Obama, Pelosi, Senator (R) Mitch 

McConnell, Senator (R) Mike Pence, Representative (D) Dan Maffei, Altmire, Boehner, 

Kucinich, Hoyer, Representative (R) Greg Walden, Representative (D) Louise Slaughter, 

Clyburn, Representative (R) Paul Brown, Representative (R) Eric Cantor, Gibbs, 

Representative (R) Jason Chaffetz, Representative (D) Bart Gordon, Representative (D) 

Luis Gutierrez, Biden, McCollum, Senator (R) Judd Gregg, Neugebauer, Senator (R) 

John McCain, Senator (D) Harry Reid, Conrad, Senator (R) Lindsay Graham, and 

Representative (R) David Dreier - cited in 54 instances. Six media representatives were 

cited on 26 instances. Additionally, 25 citizens were cited in this time frame. All of the 

other categories accounted for 7% of the discourse. Of the 113 sources cited, none of 

them were think tanks or medical professionals. 

 

4.2.2 What they are saying 

 The overwhelming majority of perspectives heard during August 2009 were from 

media representatives. Some of the quotes, like ABC’s World News, consisted of 

summaries of the day’s debates or speeches made to town hall meeting participants. In 

addition to CBS representatives being cited, others such as Rush Limbaugh were quoted 

and shown presenting heated rhetoric only to add to the unrest surrounding the debates. 

Specifically, Limbaugh was quoted saying, “Adolf Hitler, like Barack Obama now, ruled 

by dictate!” In other instances, reporters and their statements in their columns were 

quoted. Furthermore, CBS’s anchors and correspondents seemed to hypothesize much 

more about the thoughts and strategies of politicians and government officials involved 

than other outlets. For example, Katie Couric pointed out that the number of those 

opposed to reform was rising and suggested that the Democrats would begin to fight back 

with their own meetings as well. Couric also took an active role in the debates as she 

added to the political discourse and pointed out contradictions in President Obama’s 
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approach to pharmaceutical companies at the present time versus the message he 

delivered during the campaign. Additionally, Couric even made a comment suggesting 

that President Obama was “making back-room deals with [pharmaceutical companies].” 

With statements such as these, media representatives were no longer just reporting the 

facts, they were also offering their own narrative. Instead of showing sound bites or clips 

that proved said “contradictions,” Couric merely offered narrative as an introduction to 

the health care story of the day. This situation alone begs the following questions: 

Shouldn’t the media have to prove the claims they are making? Why does the public not 

hold the media to the same standards of proof as they hold others? Couric’s statements 

may have been true, but did CBS provide the evidence to support the claim? 

Similar to ABC’s coverage on everyday citizens, the majority of the voices that 

were heard came from those shouting sound bites at town hall meetings. Again, many of 

these statements were emotionally charged and playing off of the fear that some immoral 

- depending on the perspective – additions would be included in health care reform. 

Referring to the rumors that end-of-life counseling suggested ending someone’s life 

prematurely, one citizen shouted, “No one can tell me how long I should live and when I 

should die!” Another said, “I’m sure I’ll be thrown away!” One woman yelled, “a 74 

year-old man with cancer will be written off!” As previously mentioned, the issue of the 

true context surrounding these sound bites must be remembered. While these statements 

obviously existed, the troublesome part is that when shown to the general public, the 

sound bites were edited to appear together which may mislead the viewer.  

 Protestors also concentrated on the cost estimates to enact health care reform and 

shouted more angry comments like, “Congress has already agreed to increase the national 

debt!,” “We can’t spend any more money!,” and “Stop spending our hard-earned 

money!” These statements appeared on screen after Max Pappas from Freedomworks.org 

was cited as saying, “someone’s taxes will pay for this and the people are worried it’ll be 

their taxes.” Just as before, the statements were pieced together as if they were in 

response to one another. It is also important to note that CBS disseminated information 

that played on the fears of those already struggling in a recession by using emotionally 

charged sound bites. Perhaps an interview with a man merely offering his professional 

opinion on the issue would not have been as entertaining. 
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 Throughout this month, Democrats focused on reassuring constituents at town 

hall meetings that the proposed reform would not negatively affect their lives. For 

example, in reference to concerns that drug companies would benefit from reform and 

senior citizens would suffer, Democratic Representative Henry Waxman said, “drug 

companies shouldn’t get off with a windfall at the expense of our seniors.” Furthermore, 

when a town hall meeting attendee said that a “74 year-old man with cancer will be 

written off,” Democratic Senator Arlen Spector said, “that is a vicious, malicious, untrue 

rumor!” Democratic Senator Ben Cardin said, “some information out there is totally 

false!” Meanwhile, Republicans like Senator Charles Grassley said that people should 

fear for America and articulated that he wanted no public option in health care reform. 

Additionally, Republican Senator Jon Kyl said that Republicans would not support a 

“trillion dollar bill even without a public option!” As with the other outlets, CBS cited 

politicians who offered politically polarizing statements rather than statements that would 

further educate the general public. 

 One interesting story, in stark contrast to others, included in the August coverage 

was from Los Angeles where the Remote Area Clinic was temporarily set up to provide 

medical assistance to those that needed it and could not afford it in the community. 

Throughout the story, six everyday citizens were able to tell their unique stories and how 

services such as the Remote Area Clinic were desperately needed all over the United 

States. CBS also included a tally of all the citizens this service helped and how much 

money those services represented overall. 

 During March 9 to April 6, 2010, the messages from politicians (the most cited 

group) were consistent to those in earlier timeframes. It was during this timeframe that 

media representatives called attention to specific states that refuted health care reform, 

but only one, Republican Bill McCollum, Florida’s Attorney General at the time, was 

directly cited and shown voicing his opposition to health care reform.  

 Media representatives continued to summarize events and speeches for the 

general public. In the time closest to voting on the proposed reform, CBS correspondent 

Kelly Cobiella featured a segment called “User’s Guide.” In this segment that only 

appeared once, Cobiella addressed “What the health care bill means to those on 

Medicare.” For the majority of the segment, Cobiella did a voiceover to B-roll which 
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acknowledged that many on Medicare were fearful of how reform would have affect their 

situation. Sound bites from an interview she did with Medicare recipients, Mort and 

Maida Genser, were included as they discussed how reform would affect their cost of 

prescriptions and medical coverage. While this segment offered perspective from actual 

patients that would be affected, the piece was very brief and did not go in depth so others 

on Medicare could learn more about if/how reform would change their current situation. 

In other words, Cobiella never offered a breakdown of the changes and alterations so 

someone on Medicare could truly calculate the impact reform would have on them. 

 Following the signing of the bill, there was an increase in the number of citizen 

perspectives heard, which provided more individualized information on how the 

legislation would affect their personal stories. Among those voices featured within the 

Evening News’ stories were mothers who were optimistic they would be able to afford 

health care for their children, students who were excited that the new reform may provide 

more monetary assistance while they were in college, parents of children with pre-

existing conditions who were relieved that their children would have an opportunity to 

get the care they needed, and even the children with those conditions. 

 

4.3 CNN’s Situation Room 

4.3.1 Who Speaks? 

 In August 2009, CNN cited 32 citizens, more than any others cited within the 78 

sources overall. Eight media representatives were cited in 23 instances and 13 different 

politicians – Conrad, Representative (D) Kathy Castor, Edwards, Representative (D) 

Brian Baird, Spector, Grassley, Slaughter, Obama, Gibbs, Linda Douglass from the 

White House Office of Health Reform, Cardin, Governor of Montana (D) Brian 

Schweitzer, and Representative (D) Allen Boyd – all but one of whom were Democrats, 

were cited in 19 instances. The only other group cited was special interests – Cigna, 

AARP, and Chamber of Commerce - as there were zero medical professionals, 

academics, or think tanks referenced. 

 Between March 9, 2010 and April 6, 2010, 31 different politicians – Dean, 

Representative (D) Bart Stupak, Pelosi, Gibbs, Obama, Boehner, Senator (R) John 

Cornyn, Representative (D) Janice Schakowsky, Slaughter, Former House Floor Director 
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Jaime Harrison, Perriello, Representative (D) John Boccieri, Representative (D) Dina 

Titus, Representative (D) Chris VanHollen, Clyburn, Senator (R) Lamar Alexander, 

Representative (D) David Obey, Neugebauer, Representative (D) John Lewis, 

Representative (D) Barney Frank, Biden, McCollum, Kyl, Representative (D) Steve 

Driehaus, Hoyer, Senator (D) Jack Reed, Weiner, Representative (R) Jean Schmidt, Sarah 

Palin (R), McCain, and Representative (D) Debbie Wasserman Schultz - were cited in 47 

instances. Fifteen different media representatives were cited on 41 instances. 

Additionally, 15 citizens were cited. Again, no medical professionals, academics, or think 

tanks were cited. 

 

4.3.2 What they are saying 

 During August 2009, when Congressional members were out hosting town hall 

meetings, CNN sent correspondent Ali Velshi out on the road to get additional feedback 

from citizens. The majority of the citizens cited in CNN’s Situation Room during this 

month presented their questions and concerns regarding the proposed health care reform. 

These segments could reach politicians to provide them an opportunity to listen to a 

variety of citizens’ concerns and possibly address those concerns within their talking 

points out in the field. It is important to note that not all of these questions were pro-

reform, so it did not seem that CNN screened questions to only compliment one side of 

the political spectrum. What is interesting, though, is that throughout August 2009, 

except for one occasion, only Democrats were cited on the newscast; therefore, the large 

majority of the direct quotes or responses only came from one side of the political 

spectrum.  Some of the statements by Democrats included refutations that illegal 

immigrants would be covered within the proposed reform and comments on the rumors 

that abortions would be funded within the reform. This does not mean that there were no 

Republican viewpoints heard, however. It just means that those conservative opinions or 

statements did not come mainly from politicians, but rather were mostly conveyed 

through summations offered by media representatives or through brief sound bites from 

reform protestors at town hall meetings.  

 CNN’s coverage showed more from the town hall meetings than other media 

outlets. For example, in many instances, CNN showed a citizen at a town hall meeting 
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asking his/her question, and then immediately showed the politician’s subsequent 

response instead of the piecing together of random sound bites that was more frequent in 

ABC and CBS’ coverage. While there were numerous occasions that CNN’s analysts 

added his/her summation of events and political strategies, overall there was less 

summarizing from events of the day because CNN showed the coverage itself. 

Furthermore, the majority of the times that politicians were cited were when they 

responded to questions at the town hall meetings, rather than just minimal sound bites 

that provided little context on the efforts surrounding the reform bill. Perhaps the choice 

to show the actual exchange between the citizen and the politician is merely possible 

because CNN’s Situation Room is an hour-long broadcast rather than the 30 minutes the 

networks are allotted. 

 In the time closest to the signing of the bill - March 9, 2010 to April 6, 2010 - 

there were significantly fewer everyday citizens as sources. Overall, media 

representatives and politicians amounted to 84% of all sources found within the coverage. 

Politicians such as Republican Senator John Cornyn, Democrat Representative Janice 

Schakowsky, and Democrat Representative Louise Slaughter spoke about their strategies 

to use the legislative process to get reform passed or turned down while media 

representatives such as Dana Bash, Wolf Blitzer, and Jessica Yellin provided the play-by-

play about how the process to pass reform works and also summarized the statements 

from the debates on the Congressional floor each day. Following the passage of health 

care reform, CNN’s coverage was dedicated to deliberating how Vice President Joe 

Biden’s statement (“This is a big fucking deal!”) to the President and Republican 

Representative Randy Neugebauer’s statement (“Baby killer!”) while Congress was 

voting would affect each party going forward. CNN featured multiple political analysts to 

inform the public that Biden’s blunder would be judged less harshly than Neugebauer’s. 

It seemed as if these two statements caused CNN to lose focus on the issue at hand, 

which also prevented the network from disseminating useful discourse to the general 

public regarding the impact of the reform. 

 Citizen voices transformed from active participants in town hall meetings to 

protestors or supporters of the bill, yelling short, emotionally charged sound bites. Some 

examples included sound bites from a group of Catholics against health care reform who 
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stated it was immoral as well as one protestor who exclaimed, “No government funded 

abortions!”  

 Perhaps the most interesting statistics regarding CNN’s sources are those that are 

the smallest: Only five special interests (National Right to Life, Cigna, Chamber of 

Commerce, and two representatives from AARP) were cited over the two time periods. 

What could prove to be more troubling is that there were no medical professionals, 

academics, or think tanks cited at all. This statistic is important because it points out that 

throughout CNN’s coverage combined, 74% of their coverage was from sources that 

were non-experts, which calls their quality of news into question. 

 

4.4 FOX News’ Special Report 

4.4.1 Who Speaks? 

 Throughout August 2009, 56 sources were cited regarding health care reform. 

Seventeen different politicians – Axelrod, Cardin, Gibbs, Conrad, Senator (R) Tom 

Coburn, Senator (D) Sheldon Whitehouse, Obama, Senator (D) Steve Kagen, Senator (D) 

Barbara Boxer, Sebelius, Dean, Pelosi, Steele, Weiner, Former Bush White House Aide 

Jim Towey, and Deputy White House Spokesman Bill Burton - were cited on 21 

instances, 10 different media representatives were cited on 17 instances, and nine citizens 

were cited. No academics or think tanks were cited. 

 During March 9, 2010 through April 6, 2010, six different media representatives 

were cited on 55 instances and 19 different politicians –Gibbs, Kyl, Senator (D) Max 

Baucus, Senator (D) Tom Harkin, Dean, Alexander, McConnell, Pelosi, Boehner, 

Obama, Clyburn, Boccieri, Senator (D) Dick Durbin, Kucinich, Coburn, Representative 

(R) David Camp, Governor (R) of Rhode Island Donald Carcieri, Governor (R) of 

California Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Governor (R) of Utah Gary Herbert - were cited 

on 34 instances. All other groups combined only accounted for 11 of the sources that 

were presented. No medical professionals or academics were cited in this timeframe. 

 

4.4.2 What they are saying 

 During August 2009, the majority of politicians were cited in very brief segments 

responding to politically charged statements regarding highly emotional issues such as 
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abortion and end-of-life counseling. For example, Michael Steele, Republican National 

Committee Chair at the time, made the statement, “Seniors are getting the short end of 

the stick with the Democrats’ plan!” Democrat and Deputy White House Spokesman Bill 

Burton was quoted immediately after this and said, “We must do something now!” 

 Each of these respective sentiments were repeated from Republicans and 

Democrats throughout FOX New’s coverage. Those opposed would be quoted and then 

sound bites that suggested urgency to do something right away to combat the opposite 

perspective would be shown next. Sound bites were edited together from separate events 

as if they were from the same event responding to one another. 

 Media representatives summarized events and remarks from those involved, and 

on August 27, 2009, Bret Baier even cited a study performed by FOX News itself that 

analyzed citizen perspectives of the proposed reform. Oftentimes, representatives from 

other media outlets, some of which were owned by News Corporation, FOX News’ 

parent company, were cited as professionals who could speak on what was missing from 

the health care reform. Some examples were Steve Hayes, senior writer for The Weekly 

Standard (previously owned by News Corporation), listing what he thought was missing 

from health care reform, Kirsten Powers, columnist for The New York Post (also owned 

by News Corporation), summarizing the various citizen viewpoints in studies, and 

Charles Krauthammer, syndicated columnist, saying “town hall meetings and reality will 

kill the Obama plan.”   

Overall, only nine citizens were cited, the majority of which were protestors 

shouting brief sound bites and providing little content to educate viewers on the effects of 

health care reform. Some examples include, “Democrats are grouping those opposed into 

a tyrannical mob!” and “The government has lost faith and trust in the people!” 

 In the next time frame, 89% of instances recorded were either from media 

representatives or politicians. Like before, these sources only summarized events or 

debates or exclaimed politically charged sound bites. On a number of occasions, 

correspondents referred to “back-door meetings” comprised of Democrats, suggesting 

Democrats were up to “no good.” These references were only heightened when 

Republicans started to discuss that Democrats were “mandating every American to have 

coverage.” Following statements such as these, Carl Cameron, FOX News correspondent, 
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directly referred to “tax hikes, the expansion of the government into private industries, 

the special deals, the closed-door process and the absence of accounting for the $200 

billion doctor fix and abortion plan.” 

Over this last time period, two citizens were heard from as they were protesting 

the health care reform. 

 

4.5 NPR’s Talk of the Nation 

4.5.1 Who Speaks? 

 Over the month of August 2009, 56 sources were referenced in the discussions of 

health care reform within the transcripts from Talk of the Nation. Of those, 31 were 

citizens. Additionally, 12 different media representatives were cited on 14 instances and 

all other categories combined equaled 11 people, four of which were politicians (Dean, 

Representative (D) Max Sandlin, Obama, and Representative (R) George Nethercutt). 

Throughout March 9, 2010 to April 6, 2010, half of the 46 sources cited were 

everyday citizens. Furthermore, seven different media representatives were cited on 14 

instances and four politicians –Obama, Representative (R) Paul Ryan, Obey, and 

Neugebauer – were cited. Notably, there were no medical professionals, academics, or 

think tanks referenced in this latter time period. 

 

4.5.2 What they are saying 

 Throughout August 2009, citizens were most frequently cited as they were given 

an opportunity to call in and ask questions or tell their story when the topic of health care 

reform arose. Each of the citizens cited were callers who had their stories heard and their 

questions answered by a panel. Panel members varied each show and consisted of a mix 

of politicians, medical professionals, academics, media representatives, think tanks, 

and/or special interests. Examples of this included a caller asking for more details on the 

single-payer system debate, a caller asking how reform would have affect her ability to 

get the type of insurance she wants, and one caller just voicing her opinion on how the 

proposed health care reform does not go far enough to get affordable coverage for 

everyone. 
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 The second most frequent perspective heard was that of media representatives. 

Unlike other outlets, though, unless reading the headlines of the day, media 

representatives rarely added to the discourse on NPR. The host of the show was used as a 

mediator to keep the conversation on schedule and did not offer any perspective on the 

debates surrounding health care reform. If the host was not offering information, he/she 

was not counted as a source. 

 In the same instance, during March 9, 2010 through April 6, 2010, the most 

frequent sources cited were from everyday citizens as they had the chance to call into the 

show and have their stories heard and their questions answered. Examples of questions 

that were asked and answered during this time frame were, “If I don’t buy insurance, will 

the government come after me?,” “What is the procedure for voting on something like 

this in the House?,” and “How will the interest rates affect the health care options?” 

 Just as in August 2009, media representatives mainly were cited when they read 

the headlines of the day at the beginning of the show. After reading the headlines, the 

host was mainly used as a mediator for the conversation instead of a source of 

information. When acting as a mediator, the host was not counted as a source. 

 In both timeframes, there seem to be fewer sources cited compared to other media 

organizations even though they had the same or more time for the show. This fewer 

number of sources is a result of the longer time that was spent discussing each caller’s 

situation and the time the panel spent searching for a solution to the caller’s issue or 

response to the caller’s questions. An issue of concern is that during the time frame from 

March 9 – April 6, 2010, there were no experts (medical professionals, academics, or 

think tanks) cited. This is of concern because sources that were utilized to respond to 

caller’s questions only represented those who were non-experts in the field (e.g., 

politicians, media representatives, and special interests). 

 

4.6 PBS’ NewsHour 

4.6.1 Who Speaks? 

 During August 2009, a total of 93 sources were cited on the topic of health care 

reform. Seventeen different politicians –Pelosi, Obama, Gibbs, Grassley, Gingrich, 

Spector, Sebelius, Conrad, Dean, Senator (R) Richard Shelby, Senator (D) Jay 



 

  53 

Rockefeller, Representative (R) Tom Petri, Weiner, Representative (D) Jesse Jackson, Jr., 

Representative (D) Walt Minnick, Representative (R) Darrell Bolz, and McCain - were 

cited in 28 instances, and 15 different media representatives were cited in 26 instances. 

Additionally, there were 26 citizens cited.  

 In the time between March 9, 2010 and April 6, 2010, there were a total of 94 

sources referenced. Out of those, 34 different politicians –Pelosi, Reid, McConnell, 

Obama, Representative (D) John Spratt, Ryan, Clyburn, Boehner, Kucinich, Hoyer, 

Dreier, Representative (D) Baron Hill, Stupak, Representative (D) Patrick Kennedy, 

Price, McCain, McCollum, Steele, Gregg, Kyl, Senator (D) Barbara Mikulski, Baucus, 

Coburn, Senator (R) Kay Bailey Hutchison, Senator (R) John Ensign, Senator (R) Jim 

Demint, Biden, White House Chief of Staff Rahm Emanuel, Pence, Virginia Attorney 

General Kenneth Cuccinelli. Gibbs, Governor of Michigan (D) Jennifer Granholm, 

Representative (D) Cedric Richmond, and Former Associate White House Council David 

Rirkin - were cited in 61 instances, and nine different media representatives were cited in 

26 instances. Notably, there were zero academics cited in this time frame. 

 

4.6.2 What they are saying 

 The politicians cited in the month of August 2009 were most frequently heard 

from in brief sound bites from the events of the day. Their opinions for or against health 

care reform were often portrayed through clips that were edited together to only include a 

sentence or two outlining efforts to get the bill passed or turned down. Oftentimes, the 

sound bites were taken out of their true context and clipped together to make it seem as if 

they appeared in sequence with one another. For example, sound bites from a town hall 

meeting that Democratic Senator Jay Rockefeller attended were immediately followed by 

sound bites from Republican Representative Tom Petri. Clearly the two men did not 

attend the same town hall meeting nor did they interact with one another, yet their sound 

bites were pasted right next to one another to portray their political differences. 

 The citizens that were heard from the most were typically protestors shouting 

emotionally charged statements based off of fear. Some examples were: “Adolf Hitler 

used end-of-life orders, too!,” “How dare you!,” “Down with government health care!,” 

and “God will judge you cronies! You will get your just desserts!” 
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 Similar to other media organizations, media representatives were cited as they 

summarized quotes, events, or strategies of those involved in the debate. Furthermore, 

writers from the San Francisco Chronicle, the Arizona Republic, the Atlanta Journal-

Constitution, the Detroit News and other publications were also cited as they wrote 

articles for their outlets on the topic of health care reform. 

 In the timeframe of March 9, 2010 to April 6, 2010, politicians’ rhetoric did not 

particularly shift from the sentiments noted in August 2009. Since this was the time 

directly surrounding the signing of the bill, the coverage mainly consisted of sound bites 

from debates within Congress for or against the signing of the reform.  

 Media representatives were cited as before when they used their summation of 

each day’s happenings instead of directly using quotes or clips from those immediately 

involved.  

 It is also important to note that throughout this latter time frame, only three 

citizens were heard from. Like many times prior, these perspectives were only from 

protestors yelling charged statements such as, “Kill the bill!” or “Obama’s trying to take 

our personal property!” instead of hearing from citizens that are sharing their personal 

stories or asking for clarification on their questions. 

 The next section of the analysis will compare source trends within the categories 

of broadcast stations (ABC vs. CBS), cable outlets (CNN vs. FOX News), and public 

broadcasting (NPR vs. PBS). Stations from each category have been placed into charts – 

one for each time frame chosen. Furthermore, the seven source categories (citizens, 

media representatives, politicians, special interests, medical professionals, academics, 

and think tanks) have been separated into three groups based off of their priorities. The 

first group represents all citizens that were cited. The second group represents sources 

that are non-experts and consists of all media representatives, politicians, and special 

interests. Finally, the third group represents experts in a particular field and consists of all 

medical professionals, academics, and think tanks. 

 

 

 

 



 

  55 

4.7 ABC vs. CBS 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1: ABC vs. CBS August 2009 

 
 

 
 

Figure 4.2: ABC vs. CBS March 9 – April 6, 2010 
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 Overwhelmingly, media representatives, politicians, and special interests are the 

most frequently cited within both time frames and between both networks. Also, experts 

are the least cited group by either ABC or CBS. Furthermore, the context of the 

appearances of many of the citizens cited is worth noting and begs the question of 

whether their appearance furthered education or productive debate surrounding health 

care reform? Would a viewer learn anything in his/her quest to understand how health 

care reform would impact him/her? Unfortunately, probably not. The majority of citizen 

perspectives did not work to further the supposed goals of the media, which are to inform 

the public and act as a watchdog to those in power. These sources were counted because, 

after all, they had the ability to shape opinions of the audience, but since most of them 

were simply protestors shouting, other than realizing this topic was a very emotionally 

charged topic, one cannot be too sure of the effectiveness of these sound bites.  

 

4.8 CNN vs. FOX News 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.3: CNN vs. FOX News August 2009 
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Figure 4.4: CNN vs. FOX News March 9 – April 6, 2010 

 

 

 Despite citing several more citizens than FOX News, CNN rarely used sources 

considered experts in the field. In both time frames, FOX News cited more experts – 

three medical professionals and six think tanks, as CNN cited zero overall. Both cable 

outlets did not differ much as they both delivered messages from a great number of 

sources that are non-experts. Despite each having an hour-long program, both cable 

networks did not reach out to everyday citizens or bring in experts nearly as much as they 

cited media, politicians, and special interest groups. Furthermore, when analyzing the 

numbers within the category of sources that were non-experts, neither network cited a 

large number of special interest groups. Of the 271 sources that make up this category 

over the two time frames, 14 of those, only 5%, represented special interest groups. 

Further implications of this finding are that these media outlets appeared to seek out 

convenient, readily available, sources instead of gathering more in-depth information. 

Overall, citizen perspectives were heard significantly less in the month surrounding the 

signing of the bill than in August 2009. This finding could be attributed the fact that CNN 

mostly focused on the procedures of the voting process in Congress - something citizens 

may know less about or have less opinion on - rather than the differences in the proposed 

reform. 
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4.9 NPR vs. PBS 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.5: NPR vs. PBS August 2009 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.6: NPR vs. PBS March 9 – April 6, 2010 
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Overall, perspectives from media representatives, politicians, and special interests 

were heard more in both PBS and NPR. One thing worth noting is that NPR had 

numerous citizens voice their concerns and perspectives over both time frames – one of 

the outlets with the most citizen input. Furthermore, NPR’s citizen input was much more 

in-depth as their panels spent a lengthy time on each caller to ensure their questions were 

answered and their concerns were addressed. Worth noting, too, is that NPR and PBS had 

few experts appear on their shows and NPR had none in the last time frame examined. 

Similar to other stations, both NPR and PBS featured quite a few sources that were non-

experts. Of the 193 non-experts that were cited, only 16 represented special interest 

groups. Similar to the cable networks, this statistic suggests that more readily available 

sources (politicians and media representatives) were cited instead of sources that could 

provide more relevant information to viewers who sought to gain useful information on 

the proposed reform.  

The last section of the analysis compares source trends between the categories of 

broadcast, cable, and public broadcasting. 

 

 

4.10 Broadcast vs. Cable vs. Public Broadcasting 

 

 

 
 

Figure 4.7: Broadcast vs. Cable vs. Public Broadcasting August 2009 



 

  60 

 
 

Figure 4.8: Broadcast vs. Cable vs. Public Broadcasting March 9 – April 6, 2010 

 

 

 Each outlet has a high number of citations from media representatives, politicians, 

and special interests. This finding suggests that the outlets did not choose to cite sources 

that would provide more detailed information for the audience. In fact, it suggests the 

opposite. Theory and literature argue that as a result of certain monetary and time 

constraints, media outlets do not and can not “go where the story is.” This means that the 

story must come to them (preferably by their deadline); therefore, only specific, readily 

available sources are available to meet these constraints.  

What is also important to note is that neither group in either time frame included 

many sources from experts, which include medical professionals, academics, or think 

tanks. The implication of this finding suggests we are not hearing enough from the 

experts on matters such as the health care debate and how it will impact each of our lives. 

Also, as discussed prior, while it seems like the everyday citizen is being heard from, 

their actual messages are not ones that would help educate society on important debates 

like the one surrounding health care reform. The overwhelming majority of the sound 

bites that were included in the coverage only provided narrow perspectives and did not 

clearly define the terms of the debate for the audience. In fact, most of the viewpoints 

heard represented polarizing – liberal versus conservative – talking points rather than 
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explaining the multiple perspectives up for debate. For example, at no point in this 

analysis were the terms “single-payer system” or “universal health care” ever defined. 

Instead, these terms were tossed around and never fully explained, which did not provide 

the audience an opportunity to reach a more educated opinion on this important issue. 

Unfortunately, these sound bites do not seem to add productive discourse; rather, they 

just added to the politically, often emotionally, charged debate and did not settle any of 

the issues that every other citizen was facing. 

Throughout August 2009, broadcast outlets cited citizens the most and from 

March 9 to April 6, 2010, cable outlets cited citizens more than the others. In neither time 

frame did public broadcast outlets surpass the others in citing citizens. When comparing 

the two time frames, 190 citizens were cited in August 2009 and only 73 in March- April 

2010. This finding could be explained simply by recognizing the differences between the 

events occurring at each respective time. For example, in August 2009, citizens were 

engaged in the debate as there were various town hall meetings hosted, but since 

legislators were voting on reform in Congress in March - April 2010, citizens were cited 

less. Even though there were significantly more citizens cited in August 2009, their 

statements were still brief and emotionally charged. In other words, there was certainly a 

large quantity of citizens cited, but little to no quality (productive information for the 

debate) provided in their statements except in the instance of NPR. At first glance, the 

fact that so many citizens were cited could seem optimistic since the common assumption 

is that public broadcasters are (mostly) the ones that would offer citizens a chance to have 

their voices heard. While it is true that the other outlets did cite citizens more frequently, 

the usefulness of the messages conveyed through these outlets was substandard compared 

to those disseminated via public broadcasting. For example, NPR allowed their audience 

to call in and have their individual (usually complicated) questions answered. 

Furthermore, the caller’s time was not terminated until they had a clear understanding of 

how the proposed reform would affect their lives. On the other hand, citizens that were 

cited on broadcast or cable outlets were mostly heard in brief, emotionally-charged 

statements that did not provide the audience useful information. 

In the upcoming chapter, the conclusions of the thesis are explained in further 

detail. The purpose of this analysis was to examine whether the Political Economy of 
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Media theories, which suggest sources that are cited in the media are narrow in scope and 

number, were confirmed in the instance of the 2010 health care debate. It is in the 

following chapter that connections between these theories and the findings in the analysis 

are made and the implications of these connections are discussed. Finally, possible future 

research based on the findings of this study will be suggested. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

CONCLUSION 

 
 
 

The health care debate of 2010 supported the political economy of media theories 

that state the news media’s priorities have shifted from serving as an information industry 

to operating as a profit-driven industry. This means that news outlets focused more on 

entertainment value instead of educating and informing the public. As McChesney stated, 

at the outset, the normative goals of media in a democratic society were to serve as a 

watchdog to those in power, ferret out the truth from the lies, and present a wide range of 

informed positions on the important issues of the day. Over time, various constraints such 

as media consolidation, the media industry’s pursuit of profit, demanding deadlines, and 

lack of allotted monetary resources made these normative goals almost impossible to 

attain. In the instance of the 2010 health care debate, these constraints were still present; 

thus, the amount of useful information disseminated to the general public was lacking.  

Furthering the pursuit of profit idea, a study from 2008 found that pharmaceutical 

companies based in the United States spend more money on marketing and advertising 

than on scientific research (York University, 2008, n.p.). The study goes on to say, 

“during 2004… [the] U.S. pharmaceutical industry spent 24.4% of the sales dollar on 

promotion, versus 13.4% for research and development” (York University, 2008, n.p.). 

The monetary pressures that media outlets face from health care industry advertisers 

could most certainly account for the lack of perspectives presented in the coverage of the 

debate surrounding the 2010 health care reform. In an effort to pursue advertising dollars 

from health care corporations, media outlets covered the solutions favored by those 

advertisers that are part of the for-profit health care structure instead of proposals that 

favored the non-profit models of health care reform, such as the single-payer system. 

Additionally, the lack of expert sources cited in the time frames examined could also be 

explained by media’s pursuit of profit. Although there were many non-profit models 

proposed, they were not widely discussed throughout the time of the debate as those 

models were not supported by the industries contributing advertising revenue to media 

outlets.  
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An article published in August 2009 - the month politicians were out hosting town 

hall meetings – stated, “Interest groups on all sides of the debate have spent more than 

$57 million on television advertisements in six months, most of it in the last 45 days” 

(Seeyle, 2009, para. 4). Even though supporters of President Obama’s plan “outspent 

opponents” (Seeyle, 2009, para. 6), those advertisements were used to reassure the public 

while “opponents’ advertisements [were] sharper in tone… [and were] intended to fire up 

the conservative base and appeal to independents who may share conservatives’ concerns 

about a government takeover of the health system or excessive spending” (Seeyle, 2009, 

para. 10). Also, Evan Tracey, the Chief Operating Officer of the Campaign Media 

Analysis Group, was quoted as saying, “People may favor health care reform, but if you 

can pull out end-of-life issues or taxpayer-funded abortions or rationing care and 

dictating lifestyle, those fit really well into 30-second spots” (Seeyle, 2009, para. 13). It 

was no coincidence that the topics discussed in the media (e.g., end-of-life care and 

abortion) were the topics from those advertisements intended to “fire” people up. The 

issue here then becomes that instead of media furthering the discussion and presenting 

the facts of the proposed health care reform (e.g., Was the government really going to 

fund abortions? Was the government really going to force people to buy insurance?), 

outlets chose to limit their coverage to discourse that kept the audience uneducated, 

which conveniently also kept advertising revenue flowing. 

Once the information was analyzed, specific trends presented themselves. One of 

the main trends came from the sources that were cited frequently among all of the 

networks examined. The group with the least amount of health care expertise – media 

representatives, politicians, and special interests – was by far the most cited group over 

all others. This finding supports Bettig and Hall’s “Golden Rolodex” theory, which states 

that media cite a select few sources who are the quickest available for their message. In 

this case, the majority of the stories were about the debates that occurred at the Capitol; 

thus, the sources were mainly politicians who were readily available. Additionally, by 

using politicians as sources, costs were reduced and deadlines were easily met because 

the reporter was already at the site of where the news occurred.  The problem with 

covering and citing politicians is that media outlets concentrated most of the story on 
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political party divisiveness instead of disseminating information that would help the 

general public understand how the proposed reform would impact their lives.  

Oftentimes, those who were cited were not experts in the health care field, nor did 

they offer further insight into the various perspectives on reform. Instead, the critiques of 

reform, such as the government was getting too big and that the government will force 

citizens to buy insurance not allowing for a free market, were the most commonly 

discussed and dwelled upon. These statements, no matter if they were true or false, 

created rhetorical tension in the debate, as no American wants to be “forced” to do or buy 

anything, which plays into the rhetoric of the “free market.” Additionally, specific terms 

such as “single-payer system” and “universal health care” were never defined for the 

audience. Furthermore, there was very little useful discourse provided to audience 

members on behalf of groups that also had an opinion on the matter such as Progressives, 

those that supported the single-payer system, or the American Medical Association. Since 

viewers or listeners did not have all sides of the issue explained to them, it is impossible 

that they were able to form an educated opinion on health care reform based off of the 

media coverage examined in this study. 

As the literature states, seeking “serious” news is expensive and time consuming 

and, as the following trend suggests, perhaps presenting “serious” news is no longer a 

priority for media outlets. When looking at the transcripts, one commonality that was 

unsettling was how frequently sound bites that did not actually occur in sequence to one 

another or even occur at the same event were pieced together as if they belonged 

together. Furthermore, some of the sound bites were taken out of context and only 

inflamed the emotionally charged debates. As noted in the analysis, the method of taking 

sound bites out of context and clipping them together did not seem to serve a productive 

purpose if the goal was to inform the public. In fact, this piecing together only added to 

the entertainment value of the news as many of the clips positioned Democrats against 

Republicans, those that were pro-life against those that were pro-choice, and those that 

agreed with end-of-life counseling against those that did not. This trend supports 

McChesney’s (2008) statement that “the media do not necessarily tell you what to think, 

but they tell you what to think about, and how to think about it” (p. 32). The media 

present the topics and then present divisive arguments on said topic as if there are only 
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two sides to an issue. Overall, this editing method did not add valuable substance to the 

news; it likely only kept the audience coming back for more because they were still not 

sure how reform would affect their lives. 

While examining statements that were delivered in the coverage of the health care 

debate, the issue that valuable substance or information is lacking constantly repeated 

itself. The overwhelming majority of the quotes from sources did not actually explain 

anything to the audience. For example, most of the quotes from everyday citizens were 

brief emotionally charged sound bites that were edited in to add to the entertainment 

value of the news. Although there were many citizens cited, only a small number of those 

actually provided useful substance to the newscast that would assist other audience 

members in knowing how the proposed reform would impact their lives.  

Overall, experts in the field or patients that would be the most affected by the 

health care reform or would know the most about the topic did not shape the discourse 

surrounding the health care debate. In fact, those that were heard from the most were 

media representatives and politicians. Despite how many times health care reform was 

discussed, we were not hearing from those that were well versed in the topic. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that this study did not coincide with previous 

assertions that certain news outlets are more objective than others. In fact, the source 

trends were consistent with one another when looking at all broadcast, cable, or public 

outlets and found that politicians, specifically Democrats, and media representatives were 

cited the most. Additionally, the fact that liberals were cited much more than 

conservatives does not coincide with previous findings that state conservative voices 

dominate media coverage. One of the reasons for this finding could be because health 

care reform was a Democratic proposal that was heavily criticized by Republicans and 

Tea Party supporters in conservative media; thus, Democrats were on the defensive, 

trying to gather support for their plan, rather than on the offensive. Also, many of the 

town hall meetings were hosted by Democratic politicians, which would explain why 

most of the sound bites from the meetings were from Democrats. 
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5.1 Limitations 

 There were some limitations to this study. The first of which was that the 

transcripts that were accessed all came from the LexisNexis database, which did not offer 

access to all media outlets’ transcripts as only a select few were available through their 

database. This limitation also meant that it was not possible to gain a full picture of all 

broadcast, all cable, or all public network trends. 

 Another limitation was that since only the typed transcripts were available, it was 

sometimes difficult to understand the full context of images or statements that were 

shown. It is possible that since only the transcripts were available and not video, there 

were images missed that would have also added to the discourse and/or feelings of the 

audience, thus not offering the full context of the coverage. Furthermore, because those 

images were not available, it was impossible to measure every message – oral and visual 

– that the audience received. This also meant that it was sometimes hard to gauge 

whether the same citizen was cited numerous times or if it was actually many different 

citizens. Oftentimes, the transcript merely said “unidentified male” or “unidentified 

female,” which could mean that the same citizen was cited more than once in the same 

piece. Without notation of the person’s name (which some outlets did) or seeing the 

video, it was not possible to tell if the same citizen was cited more than once. 

From the findings of this study, future research could include analyzing the news 

media’s coverage on the local level, specifically studying whether the trends found here 

are replicated. From this proposed research, it would also be interesting to study whether 

local channels seek out their own stories or whether they merely disseminate the same 

information as those outlets that have a national reach owned by the same parent 

company.  

 The six media organizations studied here did not provide much additional or 

useful knowledge of the 2010 health care debate within their flagship news programs. In 

fact, the overwhelming majority of sources that were cited were politicians and media 

representatives who are not experts in the health care field. From the political economic 

approach, one of the three normative goals of the media is to provide a wide range of 

informed positions on the important issues of the day. Not only did the outlets examined 
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fail to provide a wide range of sources, they also did not present informed positions on 

health care reform.  

In an ideal situation, media organizations would lean more toward NPR’s 

programming methods. Although NPR wasn’t flawless from a political economy 

perspective, the organization still attempted to present productive discourse to its 

audience that would answer the tough questions such as: “Is the government really going 

to pay for abortions under this proposed reform?” “Is the government going to force me 

to buy the insurance they pick for me?” “If my grandparents begin to cost more as they 

get older, is the government really going to limit how long they live?” Because media is a 

for-profit industry, most outlets do not “get in the weeds” and answer the tough 

questions. Instead, they merely keep the tough questions unanswered, which will draw 

the audience back for tomorrow’s show. As a result of this deficiency, these media outlets 

also failed to meet the other two normative goals, which are to serve as a watchdog to 

society and ferret out the truth from the lies. Since the discourse was extremely 

constricted, everyday citizens were not afforded an opportunity to consider all sides of 

the issue. Overall, the media failed at its most basic function: to inform and educate the 

citizenry on the important issues of the day.  
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APPENDIX A 

 

TIMELINE: HISTORY OF HEALTH REFORM IN THE U.S.  

 

 

 

From: Timeline: History of Health Reform in the U.S. Kaiser Family Foundation. (2010). 
Retrieved from http://www.kff.org 
 
1930-1934 

 National Health Insurance and the New Deal 

Hard economic times called for social policies to secure employment, retirement, 
and medical care. President Roosevelt appointed a committee to work on all these 
issues, but in the end did not risk the passage of the Social Security Act to 
advance national health reform.  
 

1935 
Social Security Act passed by Congress. Despite efforts by Roosevelt to push 
national health insurance, this Act only included grants for Maternal and Child 
health. 

 
1935-36 

National Health Survey conducted under the auspices of the U.S. Public Health 
Service to assess the nation’s health and the underlying social and economic 
factors affecting health – the forerunner to the National Health Interview Survey 
of today. 
 

1939 
Department of Health and Human Services born as the Federal Security Agency 
bringing together federal agencies concerned with health, welfare, and social 
insurance. 
 

1943 
Senators Wagner and Murray, along with Representative Dingell introduce 
legislation as part of broader vision to operate health insurance as part of social 
security. This included provisions for universal comprehensive health insurance 
along with other changes to social security. 
 

1944 
Social Security Board calls for compulsory national health insurance as part of the 
Social Security system. 
 

1945-1949 

 National Health Insurance and the Fair Deal 

President Truman picked up the mantle for a national health program just months 
after the end of World War II. His election in 1948 appeared to be a mandate for 
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national health insurance, but the opposition, using fear of socialism, coupled with 
the power of southern Democrats who believed a federal role in health care might 
require desegregation, effectively blocked all proposals. 

 

1946 

Truman sends health message to Congress. Revised Wagner-Murray-Dingell bill 
introduced to Congress again. An alternative Senate bill (Taft-Smith-Ball bill) 
authorizes grants to states for medical care of the poor. Neither bill gains traction. 
 

1948 
American Medical Association (AMA) launches a national campaign against 
national health insurance proposals. 
 

1953 
Federal Security Agency made a cabinet level agency, renamed Department of 
Health Education and Welfare (DHEW). 
 

1957 
AFL-CIO decides to support government health insurance, while the AMA 
reiterates opposition to national health insurance. 
 
First year that the National Health Interview Survey was conducted; survey has 
been continuously fielded ever since. 
 

1960-1964 
 The Great Society – Medicare and Medicaid 

The groundwork for the enactment of Medicare and Medicaid began in the late 
1950s and early 1960s. As employer-based health coverage grew, private plans 
began to set premiums based on their experience with health costs and the retired 
and disabled found it harder to get affordable coverage. Health reformers 
refocused their efforts toward the elderly.  
 

1960 
Kerr-Mills Act passes, using federal funds to support state programs providing 
medical care to the poor and elderly; a precursor to the Medicaid program. 
 

1961 
Rep. King and Sen. Anderson introduce a bill to create government health 
insurance program for the aged; King-Anderson bill draws support from 
organized labor, intense opposition from the AMA and commercial health 
insurance carriers. 
 

1962 
President Kennedy addresses nation on Medicare that is televised. AMA issues 
televised rebuttal. 
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1964 
 President Johnson advocates for Medicare in a special message to Congress. 
 
 Civil Rights Act passes. 
 
1965- 1969 

 The Great Society – Medicare and Medicaid 

Medicare and Medicaid were incorporated under the Social Security Act and 
signed by President Johnson in 1965 with Truman by his side. The combination of 
Johnson’s political skills, a large Congressional Democratic majority, public 
approval, the support of the hospital and insurance industries, and the fact that no 
government cost controls or physician fee schedules were enacted contributed to 
the passage of the Act. 
 

1974 

Enactment of Health Planning Resources Development Act, mandating states to 
develop health planning programs to prevent duplication of services. Results in 
the widespread adoption of Certificate of Needs programs. 
 

1975-1979 

 Cost-Containment Trumps National Health Insurance 
In the face of stagflation and rapidly rising health care costs, President Carter 
prioritizes health care cost containment over expanding coverage. Sen. Kennedy, 
however, drafts another national health insurance proposal, which is then 
followed by Carter’s own plan that would delay implementation until 1983. 
National health reform efforts were completely stalled in the face of an economic 
recession and uncontrollable health care costs. 
 

1977 
Health Care Financing Administration (HCFA) established within Department of 
Health, Education, and Welfare (HEW). 
 
President Carter proposes Medicaid expansion (Children’s Health Assessment 
Program) for poor children under age 6; proposal fails to come to a vote in 
Congress. 
 

1980 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare renamed to Department of Health 
and Human Services (DHHS). 
 

1986 

Emergency Medical Treatment and Active Labor Act (EMTALA) requires 
hospitals participating in Medicare to screen and stabilize all persons who use 
their emergency rooms regardless of ability to pay. 
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COBRA (Consolidated Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act) contains specific 
regulations that allow employees who lose their jobs to continue with their health 
plan for 18 months. 

 

1988 
Medicare Catastrophic Coverage Act (MCCA) expands Medicare coverage to 
include prescription drugs and a cap on beneficiaries’ out-of-pocket expenses. 
Many believed the costs that were to be born by the elderly outweighed the 
benefits. Responding to the ground swell of negative reaction, the MCCA is 
repealed the following year. The requirement that states pay Medicare premiums 
and cost-sharing amounts for poor beneficiaries through Medicaid is maintained. 
 
The Family Support Act requires states to extend 12 months of transitional 
Medicaid coverage to families leaving welfare due to earnings from work. 
 

1990-1994 

 The Health Security Act 
Making national health reform a priority early in his Presidency, Clinton proposed 
a “managed competition” approach, sending a detailed plan to Congress in 1993. 
It called for universal coverage, employer and individual mandates, competition 
between insurers, with government regulation to control costs. Support from key 
stakeholders was often limited and conditional. The opposition was led largely by 
two groups: the Health Insurance Association of America and the National 
Federation of Independent Businesses, both believing reform would create 
hardship for their smaller members. Congressional Democrats were divided in 
their support, and further splintered by a variety of alternative proposals that were 
then generated all of which blocked progress on the President’s plan. 
 

1996 
Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act (HIPAA) restricts use of pre-
existing conditions in health insurance coverage determinations, sets standards for 
medical records privacy, and establishes tax-favored treatment of long-term care 
insurance. 
 

2002 
 President Bush launches Health Center Growth Initiative significantly expanding t
 he number of community health centers serving the medically underserved. 
 
2006 

Massachusetts and Vermont implement legislation to provide health care 
coverage to nearly all state residents. 
 

2007 
Senators Wyden and Bennett introduce the Healthy Americans Act. Proposal 
would require individuals to obtain private health insurance coverage through 
state health insurance purchasing pools. The long-standing favorable tax treatment 
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of employer-sponsored insurance premiums would be eliminated. Legislation 
gains some bipartisan support. 
 
Congress passes two versions of a bill to reauthorize the State Children’s Health 
Insurance Program with bi-partisan support, but President Bush vetoes both bills 
and Congress cannot override the veto. A temporary extension of the program is 
passed in December 2007. 
 

2008 

Presidential campaign focuses early on national health reform, overshadowed 
later by housing crisis and economic downturn, yet remains a key pocketbook 
issue throughout the campaign. Both major party candidates announce 
comprehensive health reform proposals. 
 

2009 
President Obama releases FY 2010 budget which outlines eight principles for 
health reform and proposes a set aside of 634 billion in a health reform reserve 
fund. 
 
Congress continues to deliberate national health reform options. 
 

2010 

 National Health Reform Enacted 
 February 22, 2010 

The White House releases President Obama’s proposal for health care reform that 
bridges elements of the House and Senate bills passed in the last months of 2009. 
 
March 21, 2010 
The House of Representatives passes the Senate bill, the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (voting 219-212) and sends it to the President for signature. 
House also passes the Health Care and Education Reconciliation Act of 2010 that 
amends the Senate bill to reflect House and Senate negotiations and also includes 
reform of the nation’s student loan system. The reconciliation bill is sent to the 
Senate for a final vote. 
 
March 23, 2010 
President Obama signs the landmark legislation, the Patient Protection and 
Affordable Care Act (P.L. 111-148) at the White House. The historic health 
reform legislation requires that all individuals have health insurance beginning in 
2014. 
 
March 25, 2010 
Senate passes final version of the Health Care and Education Reconciliation Act 
of 2010 with two education-related changes to the House bill (voting 56-43). 
House votes on the bill as amended by the Senate (voting 220-207).  
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APPENDIX B 

 

DEFINING THE SPEAKERS 

 

 

 

Categories of possible speakers Description 

Politicians  Senators, Representatives in Congress, the 
President, representatives of the President 
(i.e. Press Secretary), State Senators, State 
Representatives, community 
representatives 

Special Interests Groups that advocate or lobby for a 
specific organization, on a particular issue, 
or for corporate interests (e.g. lobbyists, 
representatives of health care businesses, 
representatives of insurance companies) 

Media Representatives Reporters, anchors, or persons who possess 
professional knowledge which is being 
shared on behalf of a media organization  

Think tanks A body of experts providing advice, 
research and ideas on specific political or 
economic issues 

Medical professionals Doctors, nurses 

Academics Persons studying and researching in certain 
areas, typically at universities, not 
specifically operating with an interest in 
mind 

Citizens Everyday people from the public, perhaps 
offering their personal story or opinions to 
the debate 
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APPENDIX C 

 

WHO SPEAKS? 

 

 

 

 

   

Media 

Representatives 

26% 

Politicians 

27% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 

Academics 

2% 

Special Interests 

4% 
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Think Tanks 

2% 

Other 

4% 

ABC August 2009 

Media 

Representatives 

39% 

Politicians 
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Medical 

Professionals 

2% 

Academics 

3% 

Special Interests 

2% 

Citizens  

8% 

Think Tanks 

0% 

Other 

7% 

ABC March 9  April 6, 2010 
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Media 
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43% 

Politicians 
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Medical 

Professionals 

3% 

Academics 

2% 

Special Interests 

3% 

Citizens  

30% 

Think Tanks 

>1% 

Other 

6% 

CBS August 2009 

Media 

Representatives 

23% 

Politicians 

48% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 

Academics 

2% 

Special Interests 

5% 

Citizens  

22% 
Think Tanks 

0% 

CBS March 9  April 6, 2010 
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Media 

Representatives 

30% 

Politicians 

24% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 

Academics 

0% 

Special Interests 

5% 

Citizens  

41% 
Think Tanks 

0% 

CNN August 2009 

Media 

Representatives 

39% 

Politicians 

45% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 

Academics 

0% 

Special Interests 

1% 

Citizens  

15% 

Think Tanks 

0% 

CNN March 9  April 6, 2010 
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Media 

Representatives 

30% 

Politicians 

38%  Medical 

Professionals 

5% 
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0% 

Special Interests 

11% 

Citizens  

16% 

Think Tanks 

0% 

FOX August 2009 

Media 

Representatives 

55% 

Politicians 

34% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 

Academics 

0% 

Special Interests 

3% 

Citizens  

2% 

Think Tanks 

6% 

Other 

5% 

FOX March 9  April 6, 2010 
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Media 

Representatives 

25% 

Politicians 

7% 

Medical 

Professionals 

2% 

Academics 

3% 

Special Interests 

4% 

Citizens  

55% 

Think Tanks 

4% 

Other 

12% 

NPR August 2009 

Media 
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30% 

Politicians 

9% 

Medical 

Professionals 

0% 
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0% 

Special Interests 

11% 
Citizens  

50% 

Think Tanks 

0% 

NPR March 9 April 6, 2010 
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Media 
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28% 

Politicians 

30% 

Medical 

Professionals 

4% 
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1% 

Special Interests 

8% 

Citizens  

28% 
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2% 
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1% 
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4% 
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