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ABSTRACT 
This paper seeks to explore the media bias during the 2016 Presidential Election in the 

United States. The research presented in this paper focuses on the candidate bias that existed 

throughout the general election portion of the presidential race specifically on the Republican 

party candidate, Donald Trump. Due to Trump’s inexperience of political and military 

leadership, he was a unique presidential candidate and media coverage of the election cycle 

was scrutinizing. However, the media was also unforgiving to his opponent Hillary Clinton, 

who had previous political experience. Nonetheless, this research tests to see if cable news 

channels persisted with their current ideology or deviated from their usual partisanship to 

support an alternative candidate.  
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INTRODUCTION  
It is not uncommon to hear that “the media is biased” as a remark often stated as a fact. 

People believe that the media disseminates information unfairly and disproportionately favors 

one side. Research conducted by Gentzkow, Shapiro and Stone (2014) shows that “Pew (2011) 

reports that 77 percent of survey respondents in the US say news stories “tend to favor one 

side” and 63 percent of respondents agree news organizations are “politically biased in their 

reporting.”’ While complete objectivity of news reporting is difficult to achieve, journalists are 

held to a high standard to report the news without any bias and state the facts. Readers, 

however, still assume the news does not align with their own values and includes bias favoring 

their opposing viewpoint. With the rise of cable news networks dedicated to 24-hour news 

coverage, people with access to cable television were exposed to a larger amount of news. These 

viewers were not restricted to the traditional primetime coverage of broadcast news shows. 

Since cable news networks have a restricted audience compared to broadcast channels and is 

not constrained to limiting the number of stories covered throughout the day, cable news does 

not have to try to appeal to the masses as broadcast news shows do (Diddi, Fico & Zeldes, 2014). 

This research tests to see how bias cable news channels are using the 2016 Presidential Election 

as a case study. 

MEDIA BIAS TYPES  

 While there is no current method of determining media bias specifically, there have been 

three different types of media bias that can be identified: (1) gatekeeping bias, (2) coverage bias 

and (3) statement bias (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000). Kaye & Johnson (2016) have also 
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supplemented these three with a fourth media bias type called perceptual bias. Gatekeeping 

bias refers to the process of which news stories get published and recognized while others do 

not (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000). Since journalists are the ones who have the power to pick and 

choose the news topics they want to cover and report on, gatekeeping bias is essentially media 

created. In addition, while journalists can choose which news gets told, they can also control 

which news stories are not given air-time at all. Generally, in gatekeeping bias, journalists have 

the authority to control what stories and topics the news audience will consume and determine 

which headlines are worth reporting on and which stories can be passed over (D’Alessio & 

Allen, 2000). Moving forward, coverage bias is like gatekeeping bias in that it is also media 

created. Coverage bias is the practice of reporting more coverage on one side of an issue 

(D’Alessio & Allen, 2000). Gatekeeping bias is determining if a certain issue deserves to be 

publicized, while coverage bias indicates which side of the argument will be covered.  Coverage 

bias is considered bias since both sides of an issue are not given equal coverage. Therefore, 

consumers of the news will only receive one side of an argument and form an opinion without 

knowing the entire story. Statement bias is when an issue is not reported on equally due to a 

journalist’s opinion appearing within the news coverage (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000). Again, 

statement bias is also media created and impacts readers since the news is not objective as 

possible. Finally, the last type of media bias is known as perceptual bias. This bias is not media 

created and deals with the issue of individuals claiming that media is biased (Kaye & Johnson, 

2016). 
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This paper focuses on the media created bias, concentrating on statement bias as well as 

coverage bias. The research observed shows how different cable news channels reported 

coverage on the 2016 presidential election candidates during the general election. By studying 

the statements made by reporters and news show anchors, this study tries to answer if cable 

news coverage of the recent 2016 presidential election had existence of statement bias present 

and if it was due to the cable network’s reputation considering either candidate did not have 

strong party support from the political elite or from the electoral voters. Furthermore, this study 

sought to address the existence of coverage bias within cable news channels. To analyze this 

bias, data is shown observing how much of each candidate the news channel reported on and if 

it was positive or negative. Overall, this research seeks to discover the media created bias in the 

categories of statement bias and coverage bias of the 2016 presidential election from cable news 

sources. 

CABLE NEWS BIAS 

The cable news channels this study focuses on are CNN, MSNBC and Fox News 

Network. These three channels already have highly recognized political leanings to viewers and 

voters. The fundamental political leaning of Fox News is essentially conservative than the rest. 

On the other hand, MSNBC is considered the antithesis of Fox News and exhibits liberal 

viewpoints. The extent of liberalism or conservatism of the two networks is not exact and varies 

on study and methodology. However, MSNBC is known to be the more liberal news source and 

is on the opposite side of the spectrum than Fox News (Groseclose, 2012; Diddi, Arvind, Fico, 

Frederick & Zeldes, 2014; Fico, Zeldes, Carpenter & Diddi, 2008; Morris, 2007; Smith 2010). 
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Meanwhile, CNN is known to be in the middle of Fox News and MSNBC. Research completed 

by Mitchell, Gottfried, Kiley and Matsa (2015) shows that CNN is closer to MSNBC than Fox 

News Network and has a liberal audience. CNN is shown between MSNBC and NBC News, 

(the sister broadcast news source of MSNBC) showing that while CNN does appeal to more 

central viewers than either MSNBC or Fox News Network, it is not as comprehensive as NBC 

News’s broadcast coverage (Diddi, Fico & Zeldes, 2014).  

REPUTATION 

As discussed previously, there are different ways news sources can be biased or can 

show bias throughout its reporting. Being objective as possible is imperative for news sources 

so they can gain the audience’s trust and retain their viewership. Reputation of news sources is 

crucial for readers to accurately assess the information they are reading. A previous study 

demonstrates that “A rational consumer who is uncertain about an information source’s 

accuracy will tend to judge it to be higher quality when its reports match the consumer’s priors. 

Thus, firms can have incentives to produce confirmatory news to improve their reputations, 

increasing future demand” (Gentzkow, Shapiro & Stone, 2014). Additionally, highly partisan 

news sources can “mobilize supporters, persuade the undecided, or demoralize the opposition” 

(Fico, Zeldes, Carpenter & Diddi, 2008) due to the attention the media gives to certain issues 

and events. This demonstrates that once a news source builds a certain reputation, whether 

liberal or conservative leaning, the readers of that news source expects it to continue to align 

with their beliefs and ideals. The Fico, Zeldes, Carpenter & Diddi study also concluded that 

when consumers want biased news sources, competition would increase and result in news 
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sources with extreme biases. This has been previously shown with the emergence of cable news 

channels against traditional broadcast news coverage (Kaye & Johnson, 2016). 

2016 PRESIDENTIAL ELECTION 

The 2016 Presidential Election of the United States may be considered significant for a 

variety of reasons. Most notably the presidential candidates from the two major political parties 

were not traditional nominees considering their gender and previous experience in politics. The 

Democratic Party nominated Hillary Clinton, the former Secretary of State and former First 

Lady of the United States. Furthermore, the Republican Party nominated Donald Trump, a 

businessman known for his real estate developments and reality TV show The Apprentice, as its 

candidate. While Clinton’s candidacy was meaningful due to her gender, Trump’s nomination 

was more momentous in that the Republican presidential primary was the largest in American 

history (Linshi, 2016), yet a septuagenarian with no political or military experience and a 

contentious personality went on to win the Republican Party ticket. This paper goes on to 

explore how the news covered Trump’s campaign progress throughout the general election 

stage. 

The purpose of this research was to examine the political news coverage of Trump’s 

campaign by observing how the news channels reacted to his advancement throughout the 

general election and if it was consistent with their ideological bias. The news channels used to 

test this are CNN, Fox News Network and MSNBC. Within this research it was anticipated that 

even though both candidates had their moments of media criticisms and campaign weaknesses, 

Trump did not have full support from any cable news channel. This is expected to be true since 
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Trump was not only an obscure candidate but he also had no political training or relation to the 

Republican Party. Additionally, party leaders were unimpressed by his nomination to represent 

the Republican Party presidential ticket (Ball, 2016). Moreover, while his opponent from the 

Democratic Party, Hillary Clinton was also not a flawless candidate, she at least had previous 

exposure related to politics and had experience campaigning in a presidential election.  

While there has been, substantial research done in the topic of media bias, this study 

sought to further establish the relationship between the media bias of news organization and 

the candidate bias that occurs during presidential general elections. Previous studies have 

shown the relationship between the cable news channels CNN, Fox News and MSNBC and 

their political leanings, however it would be interesting to perceive the relationship between the 

news channels and how they reported on political party affiliation using presidential candidates 

as an example.  

It is anticipated that the results of this research show that the conservative cable news 

channel, Fox News Network, did not fully support the candidate from the conservative 

Republican Party, Donald Trump. Furthermore, this research will try to prove that while the 

conservative network did not support the conservative party candidate, the liberal cable 

network supported the liberal Democratic Party candidate, Hillary Clinton. This is 

hypothesized since this was Trump’s political debut and his political stance on many issues 

were unclear while Clinton has had previous political experience and her political leanings 

were previously established. The cable news sources had a reputation to uphold and an 
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audience size to maintain, and could not risk their status to support an ambiguous candidate 

who was known for attacking the media. While both candidates were first-time nominations for 

their parties in terms of their gender or political experience, respectively, Trump was a riskier 

candidate to fully support for a cable news source considering his personality and uncertain 

political opinions. In the past, Fox News Network has been known to report on the Republican 

candidate more favorably than the Democratic candidate (Hopkins & Ladd, 2013), however due 

to the uncharacteristic presidential election nomination of Donald Trump, it is unlikely Fox 

News Network continued with their ideological bias to favor a novel candidate.  

To test the hypothesis, transcripts from the LexisNexis database were analyzed based on 

how pro-Clinton or pro-Trump it read.  This was determined by examining how representatives 

of each cable news channels reported on the election coverage of the candidates. By assessing 

the language used by the host, correspondent or contributor of a show on the network, the 

overall show transcript would receive a score either neutral or in favor of Clinton or Trump. 

Each channel had a “candidate bias” score calculated and from there conclusions were made. 

Due to the large amount of news coverage, transcript data was restricted to “special/live events” 

such as the convention coverage and the three debates. After reading through the 369 

transcripts, it was shown that while Fox News supported Donald Trump the most compared to 

the other cable news channels, MSNBC had a higher support for Hillary Clinton while CNN 

remained mostly neutral throughout the five different events tested and had the most coverage 

of all the networks. Out of the networks, Fox News had the most support for Donald Trump, 

however most of their transcript coverage was neutral, similar to CNN’s coverage. This may be 
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due to Fox News’s established reputation as the conservative news source. While most types of 

media bias are company controlled, the media and news sources are still at the mercy of readers 

and its audience to continue its business as a profit-seeking enterprise and maintain their 

audience.  

In the next section, media bias within the news is discussed and how researchers in the 

past have measured media bias. This is followed by a more detailed look at the methodology 

and analysis used. Finally, this paper concludes with the results and a discussion section 

exploring further research opportunities. 
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NEWS BIAS  

NEWS FRAGMENTATION 

With the emergence of technology, various news sources and a fragmented media 

market came into existence. Traditionally, Americans received their news from broadcast TV 

sources or newspapers and magazines. However, nowadays the number of platforms and 

available options to obtain information on the news is plentiful. Mobile apps and digital media 

sites continue to grow as sources of news and information for the general public. It has been 

shown that on television however, Fox News Network has benefitted the most from the 

fragmentation of news (Morris, 2007). This is because Fox News appealed to those who believed 

the rest of the media has a liberal bias. The Fox News Network viewer believes the majority of 

the media is biased and Fox News Network is the balanced and rational news source that 

traditional media has not offered in the past. It has been shown that Fox News Network has 

increased support for the Republican presidential candidate from 0.4 to 0.7 percentage points 

during the 2000 election (Hopkins & Ladd, 2013). This conclusion was made back when Fox 

News was only accessible to 20% of television owners and that Republican support of Fox News 

viewers is especially focused in towns where there is a large Democratic population. 

CNN was the first cable news network, first airing in 1980, with MSNBC and Fox News 

airing about fifteen years later in the mid-1990s (Morris, 2005). Although CNN is the oldest of 

the three cable news channels, it was never the dominant news source for Americans (Morris, 

2005). In fact, CNN has recently been losing its audience to Fox News, after Fox News beat 

CNN as the top-rated cable news channel in 2001 (Morris, 2007). MSNBC, on the other hand, 
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has never been the highest-rated cable news source. This may be because sources like MSNBC 

have already been in place and MSNBC is not offering innovative viewpoints such as Fox News 

is to the conservative viewer. If the claim is true that the media does have a liberal bias, MSNBC 

is not a unique source and therefore is probably losing audience numbers to other liberal news 

sources.  

2016 ELECTION NEWS CYCLE  

Modern presidential elections have tended to dominate news coverage until Election 

Day due to advancements in technology and the increase of media use. Nevertheless the 2016 

presidential election inundated viewers with the amount of reporting and enduring coverage of 

all the candidates. The Republican Party had the largest number of primary candidates ever 

with seventeen people competing for the party’s presidential nomination and the Democratic 

Party while smaller with only six primary candidates, still received lots of press time as Clinton 

made another run for president after her initial 2008 opportunity. Not surprisingly, the 2016 

presidential news cycle reported more negative coverage for each candidate than positive with 

Trump’s general election coverage receiving 77% negative coverage and Clinton’s general 

election campaign having 64% negative coverage (Patterson, 2016). Neither candidate managed 

to gain a positive coverage majority throughout their campaign. Hillary Clinton’s campaign 

was constantly criticized for her actions as Secretary of State while Donald Trump was not only 

denounced based off his personality and inexperience of the field by news sources, he also 

responded back and attacked the media for being mistrusting.  
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MEASURING IDEOLOGICAL BIAS 

Although there is no standard metric used to measure ideological bias or media bias in 

general, there have been previous research examining bias in news. Depending upon the 

research, results may not correspond due to the various ways researchers may have defined 

bias or sought to prove its existence. This study’s definition of news bias can be considered “a 

causal phenomenon within news outlets that produces unequal treatment of candidates in a 

political race” (Diddi, Fico & Zeldes, 2014). Even though studies vary in the specific outcome, 

for the most part it can be observed that Fox News is conservative and MSNBC is the response 

to Fox News’s bias and offers more liberal coverage. When using the Contrast Analysis of 

Semantic Similarity (CASS) technique1, which tests certain words and their semantic space 

when used in a text, MSNBC leans towards the liberal bias and Fox News Network to the 

conservative direction, while CNN has a strong hold in the center (Holtzman, Schott, Jones, 

Balota & Yarkoni, 2011). Other media bias research has studied the amount of think tank 

citations and devising political quotients for senators and similarly creating them for news 

sources (Groseclose, 2012). Others have tried to quantify media bias by crowdsourcing the data 

and letting a group of users classify news articles from sources and then judge the articles’ 

ideological slant (Budak, Goel & Rao, 2016).  

This study borrows from previous methods and practices executed previously to 

analyze data and form a conclusion. The data gathered for the CASS analysis was downloaded 

1 The CASS approach “allows a researcher to do two things: (i) compare associations within a model (e.g., 

the degree to which liberalism is perceived as a positive versus a negative ideology) and (ii) compare 

associations across groups (e.g., media channels) or individuals (e.g., individual newscasters) (Holtzman, 

Schott, Jones, Balota & Yarkoni, 2011).  
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from LexisNexis similarly to this research. Additionally, while the data was not crowdsourced 

to be analyzed, similar techniques were used to classify and determine the bias of the 

transcripts. In the next section, the procedure and data analysis are discussed.  
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METHODOLOGY 

DATA COLLECTION 

To determine if bias was present throughout the election coverage, show transcripts 

were analyzed from the three different cable news channels. This data was collected from 

LexisNexis and covered five different events in the General Election: the Republican National 

Convention, the Democratic National Convention and the three presidential debates. For the 

convention events, the last day of each major party’s conventions was used. Moreover, for the 

debate days, two days of transcript data was collected: the day of the debate and the day after. 

The reason for this was to account for the post-debate reaction coverage as well as the live 

reporting of the debates. 

Each search was constrained by the following requirements: the three required networks 

were checked off, the necessary dates were filtered and one or two search terms were used. For 

the Republican National Convention, the search filter was noted as “republican national 

convention OR rnc” and dated July 21, 2016. Similarly, the Democratic National Convention 

was searched using “democratic national convention OR dnc” on July 28, 2016. The three 

debates were only searched by the word “debate” and the three following data restrictions: 

September 26-27, 2016; October 9-10, 2016 and October 19-20,2016. Additionally, since MSNBC 

did not have any transcripts available for July 21, 2016 when searching for the Republican 

National Convention July 22, 2016 was used as an alternative.  
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DATA ANALYSIS 

To quantify the candidate bias present within the cable news channels a ‘candidate bias 

score’ was calculated. By analyzing each transcript, a pro-Clinton transcript received a score of 

negative one, pro-Trump equaled positive one and neutral was zero.  Afterwards, the average 

of the transcript scores was used to determine the Clinton vs. Trump bias of the cable news 

channels. The sign of the number would determine the cable news channel’s bias to either 

candidate. If the number was negative the cable news channel was biased towards Clinton and 

if the number was positive the network supported Trump.  

The positive and negative values were arbitrarily assigned to the candidates. The study 

could equally have used negative one as pro-Trump and positive one as pro-Clinton. The 

reason for the positive and negative attributes was to observe the cable news channel’s bias. By 

giving each transcript a positive, negative or neutral number and then averaging the cable news 

channel’s transcript scores, it can be determined whether the source had a bias in either 

direction by observing the sign of the average score.  

The process used to determine if the coverage was pro-Clinton, pro-Trump, or neutral 

was based upon the language used and if the comment supported one of the candidates. By 

reading the entire transcript and taking into consideration the talking points of each cable 

network representative—for instance the show host, correspondent or contributor— the 

transcript received an overall score. The decision to focus on a cable network representative was 

to eliminate any bias that may have resulted if every speaker was analyzed considering shows 

did include staff from either the Clinton or Trump campaign as guests of the program. Having a 
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certain guest on the program affiliated with either Clinton or Trump was not counted as 

favoring one candidate or the other. This is due to the fact that if a show gave airtime to a team 

member of either candidate, it was not true that the show supported that candidate. In other 

words, having a guest on a show did not mean that the show supported that guest’s political 

ideas and actions.  

While different methods were considered on how to effectively gauge the transcripts, 

speakers were essentially used as the unit of measurement due to the complexity encountered 

when considering possible alternatives. Initially, each sentence was being used as the baseline 

unit of measurement, however it was difficult to analyze the transcripts at such a granular level. 

Subsequently paragraphs were considered as an alternative option. Nonetheless, since the 

transcripts were written text of verbal communication, the transcribed conversations did not 

read as clearly as a print article would have (e.g.: cross-talk, commercial interruptions or cutting 

an argument short due to time constraints). Since each show included different speakers and 

each speaker had their own talking points, the speaker method was ultimately used as the 

baseline unit of bias measurement. By using this approach, it was clear to determine what each 

speaker’s point of view was, if it clashed with other speakers throughout the transcript and 

whose point was eventually successful during the show. This method also allowed for evident 

indication if the talking points of a speaker were consistent throughout a show. If the speaker 

was swayed throughout the dialogue, the transcript score leaned to the candidate the speaker 

eventually supported. 
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To assess bias when reading the transcripts certain dialogue was evaluated to measure 

the cable news network’s support of a candidate.  In this research, supporting a candidate is 

determined by seeing how uncritical and trusting they are of a candidate. Some examples of 

what was looked for are reactions to the campaigns and how the correspondents or hosts 

reported on the events. For instance, noticing if the correspondent agreed with the actions taken 

by either candidate or if they were more criticizing. Moreover, observing how the hosts reacted 

to the guests associated with the candidates and part of the campaign and paying attention to 

what the show’s host had to say or seeing how they responded.  

Each transcript was categorized by channel, show and event. Within the transcripts 

there was also a byline or highlight (most likely written by the show’s producers as a 

classification for the LexisNexis transcript database) summarizing what the show talked about 

based on the events that transpired that day and who is included in the transcript. The byline 

and highlight was a neutral statement and by using this as a baseline for what to anticipate 

reading about, each transcript was graded based on the reaction to what was stated in the 

byline or highlight sections. The number of transcripts was predetermined by LexisNexis based 

on how many scripts it found per the filters used. A chart is shown listing the shows used in the 

appendix.  

For example, this transcript from MSNBC from the first debate airing at 5pm received a 

score of -1 due to comments similar to the one below: 
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KATY TUR, NBC NEWS: Absolutely. What [the Trump campaign] is doing is 

simultaneously lowering expectations and trying to convince the public and Trump 

supporters that he is going to do well. How are they doing that? Well Kellyanne 

Conway and the surrogates are getting on TV all day, and they`re saying, "Well the 

media is not going to be fair. And the media is going to judge them harshly regardless of 

what he does." 

And then they`re also saying, "He`s just a great debater. He`s a master at the debate stage 

and he`s going to do well." So that way, they`re putting this idea, they`re seeding this 

idea into their supporters` minds, that he will do well regardless of what the media 

says. 

That is because they are trying to lower expectations when he goes against somebody 

like Hillary Clinton. She has been on the debate stage a dozen plus times -- dozens, 

frankly, of times. Especially on these smaller settings. 

This is the first time that Donald Trump has gone one-on-one with somebody on the 

national stage. Especially for this period of time.  

This quote shows how Katy Tur, a correspondent from NBC News, is telling MSNBC viewers 

about how the Trump campaign is trying to use their press time to convince Trump supporters 

that no matter how the debate goes, he will do well because you cannot trust the media while 

also stating how Hillary Clinton has more experience with debating and has been through this 

once before and can handle it and inferring that Trump will not be able to withstand the debate 

which is why his campaign needs to try and soften the blow. Below is an example of a transcript 

excerpt with a score of 0 also from the first debate from CNN which aired at 10pm: 

JOHN KING, CNN CHIEF NATIONAL CORRESPONDENT: It depends who we're 

talking about. If you're a Trump supporter, you liked him making the case about jobs, 

making the case about trade deals. Blaming Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama for things 

that gotten wrong in the economy. 

If you're a Clinton supporter, I don't think she lost any support to Donald Trump. And 

so, what are we talking about? She has to win some people back from the Libertarian 

candidate and the Green Party candidate, especially millennials, and there's a swath of 

people that are undecided. 
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I think on the 'birther' issue, denying climate change and having a little contest about, on 

the women's issues, to Jake's point, he took the bait on some of the issues, the Clinton 

campaign believes will help them with independent and soft moderate republicans who 

he hopes to pick up in the suburbs as the debate were on. 

At the beginning of the debate, I agree with Jake completely. The Trump campaign he 

wanted to make the case, she can't solve these problems. We need change. We don't need 

a creep politician. We need somebody new. 

But, as it went on and she was using his own words against him, learning the lessons of 

all that videotape she watched. Preparation does matter in these things. She watched all 

the video of the republican primary debates, and when you quote his own words back 

and when you question his vicious acumens and gets under her skin. To Trump's credit 

he was not as scornful. He was not as animated in his insults and his mocking of her and 

criticism of her but he did take debate on the attacks. 

Upon analyzing this quote of King’s thoughts on the first debate, he is not showing 

support for either candidate. He explains what he believes Clinton did right and what Trump 

did right. Additionally, he includes to mention how each candidate’s supporters would 

appreciate what went right for their candidate in the debate. 

Finally, below is an example of what a transcript with a score of +1 quoted from Fox 

News Network from the first debate airing at 10pm: 

LAURA INGRAHAM, FOX CONTRIBUTOR: I think there's a divide that runs through 

almost every issue that has animated this campaign season, Sean, from the effect of 

globalization, these big trade deals that Hillary claimed last night she was so skeptical of, 

which was ludicrous, the immigration question, how we should process things like 

health care and the refugees and how we should even pursue our foreign policy interests 

and goals. 

That divide has been there for actually a long time. We kind of papered over it in 2004. 

The Republicans came together and elected George W. Bush. But for some years, we 

really haven't dealt with that divide. And I think a lot of candidates came along and they 

rejected this idea of a more populist conservatism that Trump has, I think, embraced, and 

they just decided they weren't going to do that. 
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Trump takes these issues, and as a billionaire, he comes off more blue collar than a lot of 

the guys who've been on Capitol Hill for a long time who claim they have blue collar 

roots. And I think last night, you saw that authenticity. He's not a -- he's not a -- you 

know, he doesn't do this for a living. He hasn't been debating for decades in Washington. 

But he has -- you know, he has common sense and pragmatic thinking, and he's 

frustrated that America is moving at a glacial pace with a non-recovery recovery. 

That frustration at times came out last night, but I think people understand he's 

frustrated because he wants America to grow and to be prosperous, to be safe and for 

people to be happier. 

So I thought that part of it really hit people last night, even if he missed some 

opportunities to score some points  

This quote shows Trump in a positive light and how his inexperience makes him a more 

relatable candidate than politicians who “claim they have blue collar roots”. While Ingraham 

states that Trump is a billionaire, he is somehow able to relate better with voters than the typical 

politicians that have become commonplace in America. 

By using these parameters as judgments for the statement biases made throughout the 

transcripts and cable news channels, each transcript was given a score of -1, 0 or +1 in the end 

and then averaged altogether to gather the results, shown below.  
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RESULTS 

DATA INSIGHTS 

CNN had the most coverage on any event considering they have more time to air their 

programming followed by Fox News Network and then MSNBC.  This may have had an 

influence on their candidate bias score as it was also the least polarized and the closest to zero 

when compared to either MSNBC or Fox. Due to the low number of transcripts from Fox News 

and MSNBC, the news they were reporting on were strongly either pro-Trump or pro-Clinton. 

Previous studies have shown that media coverage from traditional sources, such as TV, are not 

polarizing enough thus leading viewers to other sources for news on digital media (Kaye & 

Johnson, 2016). Additionally, since the study found that time spent is a factor for perceptual 

bias, this may be why networks such as Fox News and MSNBC have more one-sided content 

than CNN. Furthermore, since CNN has more programming time to air their own original 

content and shows, the network probably tries to retain the largest audience it possibly can to 

keep viewers watching (Diddi, Fico & Zeldes, 2014). Additionally, another study found that if 

both candidates are associated with scandals that view them negatively—as in this election— 

the audience of the polarized news source will only hear one side of the argument after learning 

about how “bad” one candidate is and support the candidate aligned to that news source’s 

ideological bias (Bernhardt, Krasa & Polborn, 2008).  
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*Day after was used 
Table 1- Table displaying the number of transcripts of each cable news channels for each event 

Table 1 displays the number of transcripts the different cable news networks had and 

below in Figure 1, it shows the percentage of transcript coverage and it can clearly be seen that 

CNN dominated news coverage of every event, garnering over 70% of total coverage by the 

three networks. CNN had the most total day coverage out of the networks as well. Fox News 

and MSNBC transcripts were from shows airing in the evening or late night hours, while CNN 

had 24-hour transcript data from shows at every daypart.  

 CNN Fox News MSNBC Total 

RNC 35 8 2* 45 

DNC 40 8 5 53 

Debate 1 76 17 7 100 

Debate 2 57 12 5 74 

Debate 3 75 14 8 97 

Total 283 59 27  
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Figure 1- Chart showing the amount of transcript coverage of each cable news channels for each event 

   

Figure 2- Graph displaying the candidate bias scores of cable news channels 

Figure 2 shows the networks’ candidate bias scores measured by taking the average of 

each of the cable news channel’s transcripts. Donald Trump did have a fan in Fox News, the 

most conservative network. However, it is interesting to note that while Fox News did support 
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Donald Trump to a certain degree, MSNBC supported Hillary Clinton more than Fox News 

supported Trump. Considering the absolute value of the two networks’ candidate bias score, 

Fox News’s scores range from 0.25-0.50, meanwhile the minimum score of MSNBC is 0.50 and 

its maximum is 0.80.  

The trend shown generally matches the overall cable news channels’ direction. The RNC 

was the highest candidate bias score for both MSNBC and CNN, clearly showing when the 

Republican event dominated the news cycle, the networks adjusted and similarly, the DNC was 

Fox News’s lowest candidate bias score. The first debate had the most transcript coverage of all 

the events studied and made history as the “most watched presidential debate in modern 

history” (Weprin, 2016). As the other debates were covered, Fox News and MSNBC became 

more polarized and diverged further from zero.  

 CNN Fox News MSNBC 

Pro-Clinton: -1 20% 2% 74% 

Neutral: 0 69% 58% 26% 

Pro-Trump: 1 11% 41% 0% 
Table 2- Table showing the percentages of the distribution of candidate bias scores throughout the cable networks 

By observing Table 2, CNN and Fox News are mostly neutral meanwhile MSNBC 

clearly had a pro-Clinton stance throughout its coverage. Fox News has the highest percentage 

of pro-Trump coverage by 30 points, but is only behind its neutral reporting by 17 percentage 

points. Meanwhile, MSNBC has a 48-point difference from neutral reporting to its bias 

reporting. It can be seen that CNN had the most neutral coverage and their pro-Clinton to pro-

Trump reporting difference was only a 9-point difference.  
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Moreover, from Table 2, coverage bias is also evident within the cable news sources. 

MSNBC especially exhibits the most coverage bias as it neglects to include any pro-Trump 

coverage throughout any of its shows. Nevertheless, even though MSNBC is the clearest 

network to observe this, it is not the only one to commit coverage bias of the networks. CNN 

and Fox News also have unequal numbers of the pro-Trump and pro-Clinton percentages. 

CNN seems to be the least coverage bias of the networks as the different between the two 

percentages is only 9 points compared to Fox’s 39 points and MSNBC’s 74 points.  

CONCLUSION 

 While the hypothesis tried to prove that no networks were fond of Donald Trump and 

did not cover him positively due to his judgments against the media and overall inability to 

sustain a respectable relationship with the party he was nominated to represent, Fox News 

stuck to their conservative roots and reported on Donald Trump favorably.  Prior research has 

also shown that “selective exposure in cable news viewing is common” (Prior 2013). Even if Fox 

News did not want to support Trump and his campaign, as the conservative news source it has 

proven to be, the Fox News viewers expected it to be conservative. Trump’s comments towards 

the media may have added to the perceptions of bias as previous studies have shown that 

people think there is more bias than there is when attacked by an elite individual, such as 

Trump himself (Smith, 2010). Additionally, another research study focusing on the perception 

of a liberal media bias in the 1988, 1992, and 1996 presidential elections also concludes that the 

media covering the topic of existence of media bias leads to news readers believing there is a 

liberal media bias.  
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DISCUSSION 

IMPLICATIONS 

It is interesting to note that while coverage of Trump was more negative than positive, 

voters continued to support him and eventually elect him as President, although losing the 

popular vote. Even the extensive polling and election result prediction coverage did not see a 

Trump presidency happening. The results within this study were equivalent to previous 

research on media bias and showed that the conservative Fox News Network supported the 

conservative Republican party candidate. Even though Fox News supported Donald Trump, it 

was not as much as MSNBC supported the Democratic Party candidate. 

This study also shows how the various types of bias can be evaluated in different ways 

and while there have been previous studies devoted to studying media bias using different 

elections as case studies, it would be easier to compare results if there were a uniform test to 

assess media bias from all these studies (D’Alessio & Allen, 2000). Studying statement bias by 

interpreting the language used was the least objective method used while coverage and 

gatekeeping bias is a more quantitative analysis of counting transcripts and tallying frequency 

of coverage. If there were to be a standard form of measuring media bias, it would be possible 

to generate a meta-analysis showing if the 2016 presidential election was an outlier with the 

cable news source coverage or if it is parallel to previous election reporting. 

FURTHER RESEARCH OPPORTUNITIES 

Within this research, only transcript data was analyzed to determine a media bias. A 

supplementary study could include analyzing the actual footage that aired on each channel to 
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include visual messages that cannot be studied through the language itself. By viewing the 

video non-verbal communication such as facial expressions or tone and images used may add 

another layer to the media bias that can be present. Moreover, this study only included five 

events throughout the general election. Another study could go further to test media bias using 

different timeframes, such as including the primary party elections.  

Throughout this paper, the claim was made that the Republican Party’s nominee was 

the unconventional candidate and reported on how the media reacted to Trump’s campaign 

and progress. However, it could also be noted how the Democratic party’s nominee was also 

historic due to Hillary Clinton being the first woman to be nominated as a presidential 

candidate for a major political party. The 2016 Presidential election brought to light new 

arguments not made before in previous presidential elections, so it would be interesting to see 

the result of how being a woman affected media news coverage. 

Additionally, another research opportunity could involve studying other media outlets. 

While this study was narrowed down to three cable news channels, further studies could look 

at print media, media brands exclusively dedicated to digital media or a combination of the 

two. The 2016 election brought about a different news cycle with the ongoing development of 

technology and the more-informed consumer, studying different trends associated related to 

news coverage and consumer consumption could help in understanding patterns and behaviors 

of voters for the next election. 
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Since cable news channels have been around for about nine presidential elections, and 

many studies have been dedicated to the relationship between cable news and presidential 

elections, the next step in understanding media and politics is studying the interaction between 

social media and how different platforms from Facebook to Twitter and Snapchat have effected 

or could impact future elections and voters. During the 2016 Presidential election, many claims 

were made about “fake news” due to Donald Trump lacking trust in the veracity of reputable 

media sources and social media assisted in spreading false news articles. Understanding the 

impact fake news has had on the 2016 election and the influence false news stories has on voters 

would also be significant. While research has shown coverage of news has become more “meta” 

and inward facing (Watts, Domke, Shah & Fan, 1999), the benefits to this study could help 

voters identify false news articles resulting in a more informed electorate.  
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APPENDIX  
Shows used in analysis: 

CNN 

Anderson Cooper 360 Degrees 

At This Hour with Berman and Michaela 

CNN Live Event/Special 

CNN Newsroom 

CNN Tonight 

Early Start 

Erin Burnett Outfront 

Inside Politics 

New Day 

Student News 

The Lead with Jake Tapper 

The Situation Room 

Wolf 

MSNBC 

All In with Chris Hayes 

Hardball 

MTP Daily 

The Last Word with Lawrence O'Donnell 

The Rachel Maddow Show 

Fox News Network 

Fox Hannity 

Fox On The Record with Brit Hume 

Fox Special Report with Bret Baier 

The Five 

The Kelly File 

The O’Reilly Factor 

Your World with Neil Cavuto 

 


