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The Implications of Partisan Media for Economic Perceptions 

 

The relationship between American voters’ retrospective assessments of the national 

economy and vote choice is allegedly “one of political science’s most replicated, accepted, and 

influential findings” (Hansford & Gomez 2014, p. 15); it has become “virtually a social science law” 

(Duch 2009, p.805; for reviews, see Anderson 2007; Healy & Malhotra 2013; Lewis-Beck & 

Stegmaier 2000). But what explains differing perceptions of economic change? And why don’t 

people change in the same positive or negative direction over time?  The national economy can only 

be changing in one direction at any given time, thus the extent and direction of change should 

logically be constant across people.  However, this is clearly not the case (e.g., Abramson et al. 1994; 

Hetherington 1996; Holbrook & Garand 1996; Lewis-Beck et al. 2008).  Thus far these individual 

variations have been attributed primarily to measurement error (Kramer 1983), differences in local 

economic conditions (Ansolabehere et al. 2014; Books & Prysby 1999; Mondak et al. 1996; Reeves 

& Gimpel 2012), and partisan rationalization (Evans & Andersen 2006; Kramer 1983; Wlezien et al. 

1997).  

Mass media are also a natural source for information on national economic change.  Until 

fairly recently, however, news sources portrayed roughly the same economic trends over time, and 

thus were not seen as a likely source of variation in perceived economic conditions. The rise of 

partisan political television in the United States raises new questions about the extent to which 

economic perceptions may differ based on the particular sources of news used by citizens. When 

media simply passively relay statistics on economic change to their audiences, then media exposure 

should reduce variation in perceptions of collective economic change by giving everyone the same 

idea of the direction things are headed.  But if media serve instead as a source of systematic 

distortion in economic perceptions, then individuals’ varying sources of news should result in greater 
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variation in economic perceptions. Moreover, to the extent that partisan news sources result in more 

self-serving economic perceptions among partisans, this weakens the potential for the economy to 

serve as a means of promoting accountability.  

Although claims about the importance of media portrayals of the economy are 

commonplace, the study of how media may influence economic perceptions has been singled out as 

an area most in need of additional research (Linn et al. 2010). Moreover, because media themselves 

have changed a great deal over the last few decades, previous theories about how and why media 

should impact economic perceptions may no longer apply. Despite the electoral importance of 

retrospective economic evaluations, few empirical studies have focused on the role of mass media in 

shaping them. Particularly with the rise of mass audiences attending to partisan political television, 

this question deserves examination. Thus our goal in this study is to evaluate whether partisan 

television exposure produces changes over time in retrospective national economic perceptions, 

beyond what would be expected based on economic change and partisan rationalization.  

 

Media Coverage of the Economy 

In order for partisan media to affect retrospective economic evaluations, television coverage 

of the economy must differ from source to source, and viewers’ economic perceptions must be 

affected by these portrayals. Studies of the content of economic coverage suggest multiple types of 

variation and distortion (e.g., Mullainathan and Shleifer 2002, 2005). The form most relevant to our 

study stems from the news outlet’s ideological leanings.  A conservative news organization may want 

to portray economic news in ways that compliment a Republican administration, whereas a liberal 

news outlet may paint a Democratic presidency in a positive light.  Thus for purposes of our study, 

an inparty/outparty bias in economic news means that economic news is slanted toward more 
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positive portrayals of the economy when the president shares the news source’s ideological leaning, 

and toward more negative economic portrayals when the president espouses an opposing ideology.   

To date, the most widely-studied distortion is a tendency to over-emphasize negative 

economic news when the economy falters, relative to positive coverage when the economy is 

growing (see Galician & Vestre 1987; Blood & Phillips 1995; Broome 2006; Fogarty 2005; Hagen 

2005; Harrington 1989; Kepplinger 2000; Nadeau et al. 1999, 2000; Sanders & Gavin 2004; Shah et 

al. 1999; Heinz & Swinnen 2014). Media produce more economic coverage in general during times 

of economic downturn (Doms & Morin 2004; Goidel & Langley 2010; Lamla & Lein 2008; Shah et 

al. 1999) thus suggesting an anti-incumbent bias.   

In our model, we assume that real economic change also matters to some degree. But by 

picking more (un)favorable economic indicators, or by over- or under-reporting such numbers, 

journalists still have the capacity to alter their audiences’ economic perceptions. For example, 

Larcinese and colleagues (2011) found that when the incumbent President shared a partisan bias 

with a newspaper, it systematically published fewer pieces about unemployment. Newspapers with 

Republican sympathies produced 15% more articles about unemployment per month under the 

Clinton administration than under the Bush administration (Larcinese et al. 2011; see also Anson 

2016).   

 Most of these studies have relied solely on newspaper coverage because of the greater ease 

with which newspapers can be content analyzed (c.f., Gavin & Sanders 1998; Goidel et al. 2010; 

Holbrook et al. 2011; Pruitt et al. 1988).  However, given that newspaper readership is dwindling, 

and given that relatively few newspapers in the US have strong partisan leanings, we focused our 

study on television, the most widely consumed source of economic and political news. 

Negative content notwithstanding, psychological studies suggest that people are inherently 

more sensitive to negative information/threats than to positive stimuli (e.g., Geer 2006; Ito et al. 
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1998; Singh & Teoh 2000; Van der Pligt & Eiser 1980; Vonk 1996). From the perspective of 

evolutionary psychology, it is more critical to react to potential threats than to potential rewards. 

However, most studies of the greater reaction to negativity focus on personal threats/rewards rather 

than threats to a collective of which one is only a small part. This idea has not been thoroughly 

examined in the context of positive versus negative national economic news, and findings to date 

have been mixed in this regard (c.f., Boomgaarden et al. 2011; Soroka 2006). Regardless, the clearest 

lesson taught by research on media effects is the danger of assuming that media content 

automatically changes citizens’ opinions. For this reason, we turn next to studies that evaluate the 

link between media exposure and retrospective economic perceptions. 

 

Effects of Media Content on Retrospective Economic Perceptions 

Studies of media impact on economic perceptions have focused primarily on its impact on 

people’s prospective evaluations.  In other words, how does media coverage contribute to optimism or 

pessimism about the future economy? (Boomgaarden et al. 2011; Soroka 2006).  Because the future 

economy is, by definition, fundamentally unknown and unknowable, prediction based on 

information from mass media makes a great deal of sense.   

Retrospective evaluations, on the other hand, should logically be less malleable.  When it 

comes to the immediate past, people have lived experiences as well as knowledge of others’ 

experiences. As a consequence, it should be more difficult to change people’s views of the 

immediate past. In general, less is known about the sources of retrospective perceptions than of 

prospective evaluations. Retrospective evaluations are more pertinent to issues of accountability 

than economic prospections because incumbent political leaders cannot and probably should not be 

held accountable for what has not yet occurred, but is anticipated to happen in the future.  
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Evidence pertaining to media’s impact on economic retrospections is both limited and 

mixed. Consistent with the hypothesis that media simply encourage more accurate economic 

knowledge, DeBoef and Kellstedt (2004) argue that media is the “quintessential mediator” (p. 640), 

with economic statistics and political leaders’ commentary indirectly shaping economic evaluations 

via the amount and tone of mass media coverage. From this perspective, media make no 

independent contribution to economic perceptions, but they serve as important mediators of the 

economy’s effects on citizens by relaying accurate information about economic change. 

Other studies suggest that media do more than passively relay information on past economic 

change.  For example, in a study of retrospective economic evaluations in 1992, when media 

coverage of the economy was largely negative, Hetherington (1996) found that greater amounts of 

media consumption predicted more negative retrospective economic evaluations, despite official 

statistics that suggested otherwise. Likewise, Goidel and Langley (2010) found the overall positive 

versus negative tone of news coverage to relate to aggregate public evaluations of the economy over 

time, even after controlling for indicators of actual economic change.  

 

Retrospective Economic Perceptions in the Contemporary Media Environment 

Our study focuses on the implications of the post-broadcast U.S. media environment for 

media effects on economic perceptions.  Television, in particular, has experienced a virtual explosion 

in both the number of news and public affairs programs, and particularly in the number of programs 

with openly partisan leanings.  Whereas previous research treated “the national media” as a 

monolithic entity, assuming that exposure to one evening news program was largely interchangeable 

with exposure to another, this assumption no longer holds.  

Although the national economy is, indeed, a constant across people within a country, the rise 

of partisan news may result in viewers with quite different impressions of just how much the 
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economy has improved or declined.  A person watching conservative news programs during the 

Obama administration might end up with a very different perception of changes over time in the 

economy relative to a person watching liberal news programs. Likewise, a person watching liberal 

news programs during the Bush administration should have a different perspective on change in the 

economy relative to a person watching conservative news programs. We hypothesize that exposure 

to partisan media will have effects that go beyond partisan rationalization. In other words, while 

partisans’ views of the economy are expected to be colored by the respondent’s partisanship, with 

inparty partisans viewing the economy more favorably than outparty partisans, the effects of partisan 

media exposure are expected to be above and beyond partisan rationalization.  

Using individual-level panel data, combined with a statistically conservative but powerful 

approach to panel analyses, we provide what is, to our knowledge, the first examination of the 

effects of partisan political television on retrospective economic evaluations.  In addition to breaking 

new empirical ground, our analyses have several key methodological advantages in establishing 

causal relationships between media exposure and retrospective economic perceptions.  

Whereas prior research linking media coverage to economic perceptions has used aggregate 

measures of media coverage and studied its relation to aggregate public opinion over time, studies of 

the impact of partisan media should not assume that all people are exposed to the same content.  

For example, people may be encouraged to view the retrospective economy in overly rosy terms as a 

result of exposure to partisan media ideologically biased toward the party of the president. Likewise, 

those exposed to news that is ideologically aligned with the party out of power may be encouraged 

to view the economy in more negative ways.  We call these two different kinds of media exposure 

inparty media exposure, meaning it is ideologically slanted toward the party of the president, and outparty 

media exposure, meaning the media source is slanted toward the party currently out of power. 
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Of course, to the extent that people are exposed strictly to like-minded content, partisan 

media might simply reinforce the partisan rationalization that takes place with or without like-

minded media exposure. Alternatively, like-minded partisan media might polarize perceptions of the 

economy to a more extreme degree than partisan rationalization alone. On the other hand, to the 

extent that viewers are exposed to cross-cutting media sources, such exposure might also help 

correct defensive partisan biases in economic perceptions. 

The popular belief that partisans in the US consume strictly like-minded media and thus 

consistently expose themselves to an echo chamber (e.g., Sunstein 2001; Pariser 2011) has little 

empirical backing to date. Empirical analyses paint a considerably more complex portrait of 

Americans’ media diets. To be sure, partisans are more likely to watch like-minded news than news 

of an opposing ideology, but a mixed media diet is the most common; most partisans also expose 

themselves to neutral news, and if they pay attention to like-minded partisan programming, they are 

also more likely to expose themselves to news from the opposing ideology (see Dilliplane 2014).  

This pattern occurs because politically interested people simply expose themselves to more political 

content of all kinds.1 A mixed media diet has been documented for television viewing (e.g., 

Dilliplane 2011; Gentzkow & Shapiro 2011; Webster & Ksiazek 2012; Prior 2013; LaCour & 

Vavreck 2014; Fletcher & Nielsen 2017) as well as for online media consumption (Hargittai, Gallo, 

& Kane 2008; Garrett 2009; Benkler et al. 2010; Gentzkow & Shapiro 2011; Garrett, Carnahan, & 

Lynch 2013; Guess 2016; Boxwell, Gentzknow, & Shapiro 2017; Peterson, Goel, & Iyengar 2017). 

As Dilliplane (2014) summarized, “Although both [partisan] groups exhibited some tendency toward 

                                                 
1 The most striking political television statistic is not the extent of like-minded exposure; it is the fact 
that around 28 percent of Americans watch no political programs regularly whatsoever, despite the 
list of 58 programs including soft news programs (e.g., 20/20, Good Morning America) and 
programs that only occasionally discuss politics (e.g. Oprah, Ellen). Politically neutral programs 
remain the most popular. 
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viewing news with a congenial slant, there was little evidence that partisans walled themselves off 

into like-minded media bubbles.”  The implication of these mixed media use patterns is that one 

should not necessarily expect only Democrats to be exposed to and affected by liberal media, and 

only Republicans to be exposed to and affected by conservative media.2  

Thus our hypotheses make predictions about the effects of inparty and outparty media on 

retrospective national economic perceptions, including like-minded partisan television as well as 

cross-cutting television exposure:  

H1: Greater exposure to inparty media should increase the favorability of perceptions of the 

national economy.  In other words, liberal news programs should improve perceptions of 

the economy when a Democratic president is in power, and conservative programs should 

improve economic perceptions when Republicans hold the presidency.    

 

H2: Conversely, greater exposure to outparty media should encourage more negative 

perceptions of the national economy.   

 

Our prediction for more neutral, non-partisan television exposure is less clear, so we offer 

no specific prediction in this regard. One possibility is that it encourages more accurate perceptions 

of economic trends, whatever those may be at the time. Another possibility is that the over-

emphasis on negative relative to positive news will mean that increases in non-partisan media 

consumption will generally produce more negative economic perceptions. A third possibility is that 

                                                 
2 In the data used in this study, under 7 percent of the total sample was exposed strictly to like-
minded programming, including 3 percent who are Democrats who watch only liberal news 
programs, and another 4 percent who are Republicans who watch only conservative media.   
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neutral news will have no effects beyond what can be explained by the effects of actual economic 

change and pre-existing partisanship. 

In addition to our hypotheses regarding inparty and outparty television exposure, we also 

formulate a prediction about whether partisans should be influenced more, less, or not at all by 

increased exposure to like-minded partisan media as by increased exposure to cross-cutting media, 

regardless of the party in power. One line of thought, rooted in research on motivated reasoning, 

suggests that even if people are exposed to cross-cutting information, it is less likely to be effective 

in changing people’s beliefs because it will be viewed as less credible (Levendusky 2013; Stroud and 

Lee 2013), and it may even produce a backlash in the opposing direction when people counter-argue 

with disagreeable, low credibility information (Nyhan and Riefer 2010; Redlawsk 2002; Taber and 

Lodge 2006).  A counter expectation, rooted in Bayesian reasoning, is that people will be more 

influenced by novel information because it is counter to their pre-existing expectations, thus cross-

cutting information violates people’s priors in a way that like-minded information does not. Gerber 

and Green (1997, 1999) and Bartels (2002) provide an extended discussion of what patterns of 

unbiased learning as opposed to partisan-based processing would mean for partisans’ assessment of 

various objective events such as economic change. If citizens respond in a Bayesian manner, they 

should be especially likely to change views in the direction of the information provided when the 

economic information encountered is not consistent with their priors. Over time, this process 

suggests a potential convergence in the beliefs of Democrats and Republicans about the state of the 

economy. On the other hand, perceptual distortion based on pre-existing partisanship or partisan 

media exposure would predict no such convergence.  

To date, analyses of this process have focused on partisan rationalization as the motivation 

for biased assimilation of new information, assuming that roughly the same information reaches all 

people, but that some people process it differently from others. But if people are consuming 
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partisan news about the economy with content that is systematically skewed, what does it mean to 

update one’s beliefs “rationally” in response to new information? Given that the economy is an 

objective phenomenon, our prediction is that people will not automatically discount news about the 

economy that does not support their partisanship; they will instead update their beliefs accordingly. 

Partisan rationalization will also occur, to be sure. But if exposed to news that is inconsistent with 

their priors, this type of news should have an especially important impact on economic 

retrospections.  

H3: Cross-cutting political television exposure is expected to have an especially strong 

influence on retrospective economic perceptions relative to like-minded political television exposure.  

 

Data and Methods  

To examine the effects of partisan media on retrospective economic perceptions, we 

combined a publicly available panel study (the National Annenberg Election Panel) surrounding the 

2008 primaries and general election, with subsequent extensions of these panels gathered by the 

Institute for the Study of Citizens and Politics (ISCAP) before and after the 2012 and 2014 general 

elections. In total, six waves of panel data included all necessary variables, including questions on 

both personal and national retrospective economic perceptions and extensive measures on viewing 

specific political television programs. Once combined, these data spanned the period from early 

2008 to post-election 2014, and included the same 1500 panelists across all waves.3  

                                                 
3 The Annenberg data are available at http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/naes-data-sets/. 
Panel participants were initially recruited by Knowledge Networks (now GfK Ltd.) using probability 
sampling. Those panelists without internet access were given free access in return for their 
participation. The ISCAP Panel was funded by a small group of scholars in conjunction with ISCAP. 
In total, nine waves of panel data were collected, but not all questions were repeated in every wave, 
so analyses are limited to those waves that also asked an extensive battery of items on the viewing of 
specific political television programs. 

http://www.annenbergpublicpolicycenter.org/naes-data-sets/
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To operationalize individual consumption of political television, we relied on the 

measurement approach validated by Dilliplane, Goldman and Mutz (2013), and now used by the 

American National Election Studies. Respondents are shown lists of the top-rated news programs 

and asked to check off all of those they watch regularly. Traditional news programs, news magazines 

and talk shows were included in these lists up to a total of 45 top-rated programs. Using Dilliplane’s 

(2014) procedure for categorizing programs as liberal, conservative and neutral, we calculated the 

percentage of programs within each respondent’s media diet that was liberal-leaning, conservative-

leaning or politically neutral. 

Our dependent variable, Retrospective National Economic Perceptions, was measured on a 

five-point scale using the traditional wording asking respondents whether the nation's economy has 

gotten better, stayed about the same, or gotten worse. Personal financial well-being was tapped by 

asking whether the person and his or her family living are better off, worse off, or just about the 

same financially as you were a year ago. Both variables formed five-point scales ranging from “a lot 

worse” to “a lot better” (see Supplemental Information). We assumed that positive/negative 

changes over time in personal finances would predict positive/negative changes over time in 

perceptions of the national economy.4 Previous studies stress the importance of controlling for 

personal economic experience when looking at media effects (Weatherford 1983; Pomper 1993), and 

the availability of both personal and sociotropic measures over so many panel waves is unique.  

Party identification was included to assess partisan rationalization of the economy. A dummy 

variable indicated whether the respondent identified with the inparty (1) or outparty (0) during a 

particular wave of the survey. Partisan rationalization dictates that moving from being an outparty to 

an inparty partisan should make respondents shift toward evaluating the economy more positively, 

                                                 
4 Given that personal financial assessments are purely subjective, including them in our model 
probably over-controls for the effects of actual personal financial change on national judgments. 
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whereas changing from an inparty member to an outparty member should cause people to evaluate 

the economy more negatively. Cross-sectional analyses have demonstrated that inparty respondents 

are more likely to evaluate the economy favorably, but here we evaluate the impact of changing from 

outparty to inparty (or vice versa) on changes in economic evaluations. In our panel, most of this 

change happens when the presidency shifts from Bush to Obama, and inparty partisans shift from 

Republicans to Democrats.  

We use fixed-effects panel regression to examine the relationship between changes over time 

in partisan media consumption and changes over time in retrospective economic evaluations within 

individuals over time. The six waves of panel data on retrospective national economic perceptions 

are the central dependent variable, and the key independent variables are retrospective personal 

economic perceptions, inparty versus outparty identification, plus three measures of television 

exposure, including the proportion of inparty-leaning television programs, outparty leaning 

television programs, and neutral programs, all of which were available for all six waves of the panel.  

Dummy variables representing each wave relative to the initial survey wave were included to 

account for all other causes of over time variation in economic perceptions, including the actual 

economy. To the extent that real national economic change is reflected in all media sources, it is 

accounted for by the wave variables. If people become generally more positive or negative about the 

economy, regardless of partisanship or cause, the wave coefficients will register this over-time 

variation. Thus for periods when the economy was in decline, one would expect negative wave 

dummies, and for periods when it was improving (relative to the initial wave) dummies should 

demonstrate a positive impact.   

As shown in Figure 1, economic indicators demonstrated a great deal of actual change over 

time during this period, which included the Great Recession. The change in the U.S. GDP growth 

rate declined throughout 2008, to a low of -3%, then climbed near +3% in 2014. This time period 
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thus provided instances in which economic perceptions changed in both positive and negative 

directions. 

[Figure 1 here] 

Fixed effects is far less susceptible to spurious influences due to model misspecification.5  

Notably, fixed effects models do not include stable individual traits such as age, race, party, income, 

education, and so forth. Although such controls are important to include in cross-sectional, random 

effects or lagged dependent variable models that explain between-person variance, they are 

unnecessary in these models. Fixed effects models analyze strictly within-person variance, comparing 

each respondent to himself or herself at a previous point in time. Given that stable individual traits 

cannot account for change over time in perceptions of the economy within an individual, they fall 

out of fixed effects models entirely. 

In our study, the fixed effects approach is particularly useful in allowing us to separate the 

effects of partisan news consumption from partisan rationalization. In cross-sectional analyses, one 

can control for partisanship when examining the effects of media exposure on economic 

perceptions, but this approach falls short of controlling for all relevant individual characteristics 

because of the many other differences between partisans. As a result, findings are subject to omitted 

variable bias and potentially spurious associations. By using fixed effects panel analysis of individual 

change over time, we remove all between-subject variance from the analyses and thus eliminate the 

effects of all stable characteristics of individuals.  This allows us to evaluate the effects of variation 

over time in partisan media consumption on variation over time in retrospective sociotropic 

economic evaluations.   

                                                 
5 Fixed effects does not, however, automatically take into account potential interactions. However, 
as Alison (2009) notes, it represents a huge advance over other panel analysis models and comes as 
close to an experimental analysis as is possible. 
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 Although fixed effects models are optimal for purposes of panel analysis, this approach has 

two assumptions that, if violated, can bias parameter estimates (see Vaisey & Miles 2017; Morgan & 

Winship 2007). Fortunately there are simple tests for these assumptions when three or more panel 

waves are available. For the assumption of equal temporal trajectories, regardless of levels of the 

independent variable, following Vaisey and Miles (2017) we evaluated whether “treated” and 

“untreated” cases (that is, those exposed to varying amounts of inparty and outparty news) had the 

same underlying time trajectory prior to treatment (see Table A7 and A8). To test the second 

assumption, that selection into levels of the independent variable is not based on previous values of 

the dependent variable, we investigate whether previous economic perceptions influenced partisan 

media consumption (see Table A9). Overall, we find that both assumptions hold true. 

 

Findings 

To address our three hypotheses, we test two models of the effects of partisan news on 

economic retrospections. We begin with the most conservative test, examining the effects of over-

time change in partisan media consumption on over-time change in individual economic evaluations. 

Because this approach registers significant relationships strictly when change in the independent 

variable corresponds to change in economic evaluations, it does not register the impact of ongoing, 

but unchanging, consumption of news of a particular partisan slant.  

Because media consumption is known to be highly stable (see, e.g., Dilliplane et al. 2013), we 

also examined whether respondents’ ongoing media use patterns predicted the extent and direction 

of change over time in retrospective economic evaluations. Our hypotheses in this case were the same 

as described above, that inparty-supportive media consumption should increase positive economic 

evaluations, and that outparty-leaning media consumption should promote more negative changes in 

economic evaluations. 
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To address our first two hypotheses using the model involving both change in the 

independent variable and change in the dependent variable, in Table 1 we illustrate the effects of 

change over time in political television consumption on change over time in retrospective economic 

evaluations. Note first that the variables representing other changes during this period of time had 

their anticipated effects on change in economic perceptions. For example, changes in perceptions of 

personal finances strongly predicted changes in collective national perceptions. Moreover, becoming 

an inparty partisan brings about large positive changes in evaluations of the economy as a whole, just 

as partisan rationalization would predict.  The wave variables also behave as would be expected 

given the course of real economic change shown in Figure 1. Relative to the first wave, the second 

and third waves document significant decline in economic perceptions, and the last three wave 

dummies demonstrate increasingly favorable perceptions as shown in Figure 1.  

[Table 1 here] 

But more important for our purposes, the measures of political media consumption 

demonstrate the patterns predicted in our first two hypotheses. In the analysis across all six panel 

waves, those respondents who increased their percentage of inparty-leaning programs became 

significantly more positive about the economy than they were before, whereas those who increased 

in their percentage of outparty-leaning programs became increasingly negative about the economy. 

Recall that these findings cannot be a function of more intense or extreme partisans being more 

likely to watch partisan media; selection is not a problem when each person is being compared not 

to others, but to himself or herself over time. Even if intense partisans had more partisan media 

consumption to begin with (which is certainly the case), the fixed effects analysis documents how 

much the change in an individual’s partisan media consumption over time influenced change over 

time in retrospective economic perceptions.   
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As also shown in Table 1, change in the total amount of political television watched had no 

bearing on retrospective national economic perceptions. Likewise, increased consumption of 

politically neutral programs did not alter economic perceptions. Although those high in political 

television consumption logically might pick up more information on the real economic change 

taking place, our analyses suggest that they were no more likely to think conditions were improving 

or declining at any given point in time.  

The strength of these results suggests that the partisanship present in people’s media 

environment does, indeed, contribute their retrospective economic perceptions, beyond their pre-

existing partisanship, intensity of opinions and so forth. The relative size of the inparty and outparty 

media coefficients is also worth noting. In addition to being in logically opposing directions, the size 

of the outparty media coefficient is 1.6 times the size of the inparty media coefficient. To the extent 

that pro-administration media cast the economy in an overly positive light, and anti-administration 

media cast it in an overly negative light, this pattern is consistent with the idea that negative news is 

either more plentiful, on a per program basis, or that the same amount of negative content is more 

effective in altering perceptions than is positive news.   

The size of the effects of inparty and outparty media for the average respondent are 

somewhat greater for outparty media according to this model.  Although the average extent of 

change between waves in inparty media (16%) was somewhat greater than the average amount of 

change for outparty media (12%), the larger coefficient corresponding to outparty media made its 

net effect size (0.121 (the average extent of change in economic perceptions between adjacent 

waves) x -0.454 (coefficient attached to outparty -media)= -.06) slightly larger than the opposing net 

effect size for inparty media (+.04).   

In Table 2, we examine these same two hypotheses using stable measures of partisan media 

consumption to predict change in economic perceptions over time.  In this model, partisan media 
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consumption represents the average percent of inparty, outparty and neutral media for each 

individual across all six waves, and the interaction of each of these variables with wave represents 

the extent to which higher consumption predicts greater change in economic perceptions. For 

inparty media consumption, this should be greater change in a positive economic direction, and for 

outparty media, this should be greater change in the direction of perceiving the economy as in 

decline.  

As shown in Table 2, the results are largely consistent with Table 1. The outparty media by 

wave coefficients have the strongest effects. A joint test of the five separate wave by outparty media 

interactions demonstrates a significant impact (p<.05) across waves. For inparty media by wave, the 

relationship is weaker, and a joint test falls short of traditional levels of significance (p=.17).  

[Table 2 here] 

In combination, what Tables 1 and 2 suggest is that 1) the more an individual increases 

his/her outparty media consumption, the more negative his/her retrospective economic perceptions 

are likely to be; and 2) those with generally high levels of outparty media consumption are more 

likely to change their economic retrospections in more negative directions than those with less such 

exposure, regardless of partisanship and other factors. In Table 1, there is the further suggestion of 

more rosy economic evaluations as inparty media consumption increases, but this finding did not 

hold for the analysis treating partisan media consumption as a stable individual variable.   

Our third hypothesis predicted that to the extent that people’s economic perceptions are 

influenced by changes in both like-minded and cross-cutting media consumption, such effects 

should be larger in magnitude with cross-cutting media, that is, media contradicting one’s 

partisanship, because in this case the tone of economic news would contradict one’s partisan 

expectations. In concrete terms, we test whether Democrats’ economic perceptions are influenced 

by conservative media, and/or if Republicans’ economic perceptions are influenced by liberal-



 18 

leaning news. In short, we examine whether cross-cutting effects on economic perceptions are 

greater than effects from like-minded sources.  

To test this hypothesis, we recoded our dependent variable, collective national retrospective 

economic perceptions, so that high scores consistently represent Republican-supportive economic 

perceptions; in other words, perceptions of the economy are coded so that positive perceptions are 

high scores when Republicans hold the presidency, and positive perceptions are low scores when 

Democrats hold the presidency. Likewise, we recoded personal finances to be consistent with this 

direction of coding. In addition to including all of the variables included in Table 1, to test this 

hypothesis, we also include interactions between the two partisan media exposure variables and 

whether the respondent is a Democrat (1) or a Republican (0). Party identification is stable, but we 

can estimate differential effects for the variables that do change over time—namely, partisan media 

exposure—to compare the effects of cross-cutting and like-minded media. 

As shown in Table 3, the results are only partially supportive of our hypothesis. The effects 

of personal finances and the wave dummy variables are much the same as in Table 1. However, 

based on the interactions, it appears that Republicans and Democrats are no differently affected by 

changes in liberal media or neutral media consumption. Changes in conservative media 

consumption, on the other hand, affect Democrats’ perceptions of the economy in a Republican-

supportive direction more than changes in conservative media consumption affect Republicans’ 

perceptions. Conservative media encourages Democrats to view retrospective economic change in 

more Republican-supportive terms, whereas exposure to liberal media does not have the same 

effects on Republicans. The total effect of change over time in the percent conservative media on 

Democrats is 0.473 (0.493-0.020) meaning that the more they increase in conservative media 

consumption, the more Republican-supportive their economic perceptions become. For 

Republicans, the effect of exposure to liberal programs is not statistically significant. Thus for 
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conservative programs only, there is a significant difference in the extent to which they influence 

Republicans’ versus Democrats’ perceptions of the economy. This finding documents stronger 

effects from cross-cutting exposure among Democrats, but cross-cutting liberal programs do not 

have the same effects on Republicans. 

[Table 3 here] 

Discussion 

Before evaluating the implications of partisan media’s impact on economic perceptions, we 

examine the strengths and limitations of our study design for purposes of establishing causal 

relationships between media consumption and economic perceptions. Although scholars of media 

effects have long acknowledged the difficulties involved in differentiating effects of media from 

spurious causation or audience selection of partisan-consistent media content, there is a widespread 

consensus that panel data provide the best possible observational data for making causal inferences. 

Further, fixed effects is the best possible way to analyze these data. Random effects, lagged 

dependent variable and mixed models introduce confounding by using both between-individual and 

within-individual variation and thus can easily mislead about the causes of change. Because these 

analyses evaluate the relationship between change over time in media consumption within each 

respondent and change over time in the very same person’s retrospective economic perceptions, 

spuriousness is not a serious concern. Further, the average extent to which other, unmeasured, 

factors influence economic perceptions among citizens over time are accounted for by the wave 

variables in all of our analyses. In addition, because fixed effects analysis uses conservative standard 

errors to account for dependencies in the data over time, our coefficients had to be especially large 

in order to reach traditional levels of statistical significance. All of these factors point to fairly robust 

relationships. 
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Because media consumption tends to be fairly stable over time (see Dilliplane et al. 2013), it 

is particularly surprising that such small changes in media consumption nonetheless resulted in 

changes in national economic perceptions. Fixed effects cannot account for interactions not 

conceived of or included in our models, but it is difficult to imagine what factors might interact to 

create the observed relationship between changes in inparty and outparty media consumption and 

changes in economic perceptions.  

Could these findings instead be a function of reverse causation, known in this case as 

selective exposure to like-minded media? For several reasons, selection is not problematic in this 

analysis. Unless changing economic perceptions caused people to change their media consumption 

habits to support those perceptions—a highly unlikely scenario—reverse causation is not a plausible 

rival explanation. The fixed effects approach uses strictly over time variance, comparing each 

individual to herself or himself at a previous point in time rather than comparing aggregates of 

Republicans and Democrats.  

Other possible threats to our interpretation are worth consideration. If perceptions of an 

increasingly weak or strong economy caused a person to switch political parties, this change could, 

in turn, facilitate a change in what is like-minded versus cross-cutting partisan media consumption. 

Because we have independent party identification measures from each wave of this panel, we were 

able to examine this possibility thoroughly. As expected given the general stability of partisanship, 

few people changed from one party to another. As shown in Table A1 in the supplemental 

appendix, between late 2007 and early 2009, 3.1% of respondents went from identifying as 

Democrat to Republican (including leaners), and 3.3% went from identifying as Republican to 

Democrat. Thus a grand total of six percent showed evidence of partisan shifting. Regardless, when 

we allow party identification to vary over time in our models, it takes into account any effects that 

economic perceptions might have had on partisanship, and thus produces conservative estimates of 
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the impact of media. Given that we already accounted for whether an individual’s partisanship was 

consistent or inconsistent with the party holding the presidency, it is difficult to imagine how or why 

reverse causation would logically come into play.  

But even if reverse causation and spuriousness are not serious concerns, the generalizability 

of our sample could be problematic. Panel data provide tremendous advantages in establishing 

causation, but they are susceptible to attrition, especially when a panel spans such a long period of 

time as this one.  For this reason, Table A2 compares the demographic composition of our panel 

sample relative to the Current Population Surveys (CPS). Age is, of course, expected to be 

significantly older in our sample given that respondents had to be over 18 when the panel began in 

2008. As shown in Table A2, education is also somewhat skewed toward higher levels of education 

than the CPS suggests, which is not surprising given that many 18 year olds have not yet completed 

their educations, so excluding this youngest group would increase average education levels. 

In order to assess the extent to which these differences may have affected our findings, we 

weighted the panel sample to the CPS benchmarks and reran the analyses in Tables 1 and 3.  As 

shown in the supplemental appendix in Tables A3 and A6, all of our results remained consistent 

even with the larger standard errors produced in weighted data. The panel survey results thus 

provide high levels of generalizability that are combined with fixed effects panel analysis, the 

strongest form of causal influence possible outside of an experimental design (Allison 2009). 

One limitation of this study is that we are only able to track partisan television news 

consumption over time, and not consumption of other media. On the other hand, television remains 

the most popular source of news for Americans, and it is their most important source of economic 

news (American Press Institute 2014). Nonetheless, we cannot easily generalize our findings about 

the impact of television on economic perceptions to other news media such as print or online media 

exposure. Online news consumption tends to be higher in like-minded partisan content than most 
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offline news consumption, thus suggesting an even greater tendency for online media to reinforce 

and extend the effects of partisan rationalization (Gentzkow & Shapiro 2011).  

Beyond considerations related to internal and external validity, it would be desirable to know 

more about the content of economic coverage in both inparty and outparty, and conservative and 

liberal television. Our understanding of these findings is limited by lack of information on why 

inparty and outparty media content reinforce partisan rationalization. Based on our analyses, we can 

be certain that these effects are not a function of the kind of people drawn to partisan media on the 

left and right, because these same individuals change economic perceptions when their media 

consumption patterns shift. However, the precise type of media content that induces these 

perceptual differences remains unspecified in our study, though it is easy to envision how 

differences across sources in news emphasis, framing of economic change, and attributions of 

responsibility can make a single economy look very different to its audiences.  

 

Conclusion  

To date, the most commonly studied measure of economic perceptions has been the 

University of Michigan’s Consumer Sentiment Index—which notably does not include retrospective 

questions about the state of the national economy.6 Because most surveys have not included 

repeated measures of both retrospective economic conditions and measures of individual media use, 

previous studies have, of necessity, been aggregate-level time-series analyses. This research design 

made more sense when exposure to one news source was more or less interchangeable with 

exposure to another. However, in the post-broadcast era, the interesting questions surrounding the 

                                                 
6 The five items that comprise it include 1) retrospective assessment of one’s personal finances, 2) 
prospective assessment of one’s personal finances, 3) prospective business conditions, 4) 
prospective national economic conditions, and 5) whether it is a good time or bad time to buy major 
household items. 
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news media’s impact are no longer about how much media people consume so much as the kind of 

media to which they expose themselves. 

The rise of partisan news, particularly on television, raises the possibility that economic 

coverage is now more ideologically slanted and therefore may skew citizens’ economic perceptions 

in politically self-serving ways. Because retrospective economic assessments are known to have 

important effects on vote choice, and thus on the potential to hold presidents and their parties 

accountable for the state of the economy, this shift is potentially problematic for theories of 

economic accountability. To the extent that economic perceptions are mere extensions of partisan 

identity and partisan media consumption in the post-broadcast era, the potential for economic 

accountability is diminished.  

We find that partisan media influence economic perceptions in two predictable ways. First, 

the more that individuals consume television coverage favoring the party in power, the more their 

perceptions of the economy are skewed in a positive direction. But to an even greater extent, as 

outparty television consumption increases, those individuals consuming it come to perceive the 

economy as moving in increasingly negative directions.  

To be sure, real economic change as indicated by official statistics has an impact as well. But 

above and beyond real economic change, changes in media consumption alter people’s perceptions 

of the economy. Consistent with a negativity bias, the size of these effects is particularly large for 

outparty media consumption. On a five-point scale, each additional percentage of outparty media 

consumption a person adds produces a decrease of half a point on a five-point scale assessing the 

extent and degree of economic change. The impact of changes in inparty media consumption in 

boosting economic perceptions is also highly significant, but these effects are modest in size by 

comparison, raising perceptions by only .27 for each percent increase in inparty media consumption. 
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Our third hypothesis produced only partially supportive findings. Here we examined 

whether people are influenced specifically by changes in their levels of exposure to cross-cutting 

political media. The current concern focusing on an excessive amount of like-minded partisan media 

exposure rests on the assumption that if people were instead (or in addition) exposed to cross-

cutting partisan media, it would have beneficial effects by reducing polarization in economic 

perceptions. Our results are mixed in supporting this claim. On the one hand, we find that 

Democrats who are increasingly exposed to conservative media do, in fact, reduce the extent to 

which their perceptions are skewed in favor of their own party. On the other hand, we observe no 

such effect among Republicans who are exposed to liberal media. Changes over time in their 

consumption of liberal political programs do not reduce their extent of partisan rationalization in 

perceptions of economic change.  

There are at least two potential explanations for the asymmetry we find between the effects 

of cross-cutting economic news on change in Republican and Democratic economic perceptions. 

One possibility is that the difference is brought about by differences in the psychological nature of 

liberals and conservatives. Liberals and conservatives are known to differ in the nature of their 

physiological and psychological responses to negativity. Compared with liberals, conservatives tend 

to register greater physiological responses to negative stimuli, and also devote more psychological 

resources to them (Hibbing, Smith & Alford 2014). The result of this greater scrutiny may be less 

susceptibility to counter-partisan messages. 

A second possible explanation is that economic coverage in conservative and liberal media is 

fundamentally different. If conservative media spend more time emphasizing negative economic 

news when Republicans are in power than liberal media do when Republicans are in power, then 

cross-cutting exposure would naturally counter liberal optimism more than conservative optimism. 

However, the fact that inparty and outparty television viewing have predictable effects on both 
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Republicans and Democrats makes this argument less plausible. Content differences could also 

interact with actual economic improvements versus declines during this particular historical period. 

Regardless of its origins, we find that Republicans are more impervious to the effects of cross-

cutting economic exposure than are Democrats.  

Importantly, past studies of economic perceptions have treated economic news as all of one 

cloth. Although scholars have acknowledged based on content analyses that economic coverage is 

not necessarily an unbiased reflection of actual economic trends, whatever type of bias was present 

in aggregate analyses of coverage was assumed to reach everyone. Thus whatever slant was present 

in coverage was assumed to affect people roughly equally. Under these assumptions, it mattered little 

from which outlets people received their economic news. But the pattern we observe here, in which 

the impact of increased exposure to outparty media is much stronger than that of increased 

exposure to inparty media—suggests that presidents essentially have the deck stacked against them 

when it comes to acquiring bipartisan credit for economic growth. Partisan rationalization already 

works against gaining bipartisan support from improving the economy, but outparty partisan media 

add to this resistance by serving as a means of systematically skewing perceptions of economic 

improvement in a negative direction. Due to the stronger impact of outparty media, presidents are 

less likely to be credited for economic improvement than to be blamed for perceived economic 

decline. Certainly, like-minded partisans will still view a president’s economic accomplishments 

through rose-colored glasses, but the likelihood of convergence in partisan views of economic 

change seems especially bleak when inparty and outparty media are pushing in opposing directions.  

Finally, we conclude that cross-cutting exposure has moderating benefits for some, but not 

all partisans. It can help to counter the effects of consumption of like-minded media, but only for 

Democrats. Even with respect to what is supposedly an objective phenomenon, the direction and 

extent of improvement or decline in the economy, partisan media produce retrospective economic 
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perceptions skewed toward the ideological perspective of the media. In combination, these findings 

paint a picture of bleak prospects for economic accountability. In addition to previous evidence that 

partisans often rationalize economic perceptions, increased viewing of partisan media further 

encourages self-serving economic perceptions. Outparty media appear to have especially damaging 

effects on economic perceptions, thus making it more difficult for presidents to reap benefits from 

their efforts to improve the economy.  
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 Figure 1. Over Time Economic Assessments by Partisanship  
 

 

 
 
Note: Both national and personal assessments of the economy range from 1 (a lot worse off) to 5 (a 
lot better off). The graphs includes respondents who were present in all 6 waves. (n=1443).  
Source: U.S. Real GDP Growth Rate data are from the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis.  

 

‐3%

‐2%

‐1%

0%

1%

2%

3%

1

2

3

4

5

wave 1 wave 2 wave 3 wave 4 wave 5 wave 6

Democrats' Retrospective Economic Perceptions

Change in US Real GDP Growth Rate National Economy Personal Finance

administration change 
(from Bush to Obama)

‐3%

‐2%

‐1%

0%

1%

2%

3%

1

2

3

4

5

wave 1 wave 2 wave 3 wave 4 wave 5 wave 6

Republicans' Retrospective Economic Perceptions

Change in US Real GDP Growth Rate National Economy Personal Finance

administration change 
(from Bush to Obama)



 33 

 

Table 1. Effects of Change in Partisan Media Consumption on Change in Retrospective 
National Economic Perceptions 
 

 Coefficient (se) t-value p-value 
Change in political media consumption:     

Change in total number of programs watched .005 .004 1.47 .142 
Change in percent inparty-leaning programs .271 .044 6.13 .000 

Change in percent outparty-leaning programs -.454 .050 -9.11 .000 
Change in percent neutral programs -.036 .041 -.87 .384 

     
Change in retrospective assessment of personal finances .354 .012 29.49 .000 
Inparty (1) versus Outparty (0) partisan .482 .021 23.01 .000 
     
Wave dummies (reference=wave 1, early 2008):     

Wave 2   (pre-election 2008) -.201 .031 -6.54 .000 
Wave 3 (post-election 2008) -.322 .031 -10.50 .000 

 Wave 4   (pre-election 2012) .880 .031 28.57 .000 
Wave 5 (post-election 2012) .931 .031 30.26 .000 
Wave 6   (pre-election 2014) 1.081 .031 34.48 .000 

     
Constant .596 .047 12.84 .000 
sigma_u .495    
sigma_e .776    
Rho .289    
Sample size (N) 1426    

 
Note: Inparty-leaning programs are conservative programs before Obama’s inauguration, and liberal 
programs after Obama’s inauguration. Outparty-leaning programs are liberal programs before 
Obama’s inauguration, and conservative-leaning programs after Obama’s inauguration.  Based on 
fixed effects analysis of six waves of panel data.  
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Table 2. Effects of Partisan Media Consumption on Change in Retrospective National 
Economic Perceptions 
  

Coefficient (se) t-value p-value 

Political media consumption  
and interactions with wave dummies  

    

Total number of programs watched .005 .004 1.48 .139 
Percent inparty-leaning programs x wave 2  -.208 .234 -.89 .374 
Percent inparty-leaning programs x wave 3 -.081 .234 -.35 .730 
Percent inparty-leaning programs x wave 4 .320 .233 1.38 .168 
Percent inparty-leaning programs x wave 5 .261 .232 1.12 .261 
Percent inparty-leaning programs x wave 6 .152 .233 .65 .513 

Percent outparty-leaning programs x wave 2 .156 .275 .57 .570 
Percent outparty-leaning programs x wave 3 -.376 .275 -1.37 .172 
Percent outparty-leaning programs x wave 4 -.584 .274 -2.13 .033 
Percent outparty-leaning programs x wave 5 -.558 .274 -2.04 .042 
Percent outparty-leaning programs x wave 6 -.316 .273 -1.16 .247 

Percent neutral programs x wave 2 .110 .196 .56 .573 
Percent neutral programs x wave 3 .203 .196 1.04 .300 
Percent neutral programs x wave 4 .245 .194 1.26 .207 
Percent neutral programs x wave 5 .046 .194 0.24 .812 
Percent neutral programs x wave 6 .135 .194 0.70 .486 

     
Change in retrospective assessment of personal finances .373 .012 30.94 .000 
Inparty (1) versus Outparty (0) partisan .588 .020 29.47 .000 
     
Wave dummies (reference=wave 1, early 2008):     

Wave 2   (pre-election 2008) -.199 .064 -3.13 .002 
Wave 3 (post-election 2008) -.289 .064 -4.55 .000 
Wave 4   (pre-election 2012) 0.918 .063 14.62 .000 
Wave 5 (post-election 2012)   1.017 .063 16.19 .000 
Wave 6   (pre-election 2014) 1.118 .063 17.76 .000 

     
Constant .430 .042 10.17 .000 
sigma_u .498    
sigma_e .788    
rho .285    
Sample size (N) 1426    

 
Note: Inparty-leaning programs are conservative programs before Obama’s inauguration, and liberal 
programs after Obama’s inauguration. Outparty-leaning programs are liberal programs before 
Obama’s inauguration, and conservative-leaning programs after Obama’s inauguration. In this 
analysis, percent inparty-leaning, outparty-leaning, and neutral program consumptions are fixed 
averages of these measures across all waves for each respondent. A joint hypothesis tests show that 
only outparty media consumption mattered over time (F=2.36, p <.05). Based on fixed effects 
analysis of six waves of panel data.  
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Table 3. Effects of Change in Partisan Media Consumption on Change in Republican-
Supportive Retrospective National Economic Perceptions 
 

 Coefficien
t 

(se) t-value p-value 

Change in political media consumption and interactions      
Change in total number of programs watched .002 .004 .41 .681 

Change in percent conservative programs -.020 .069 -.30 .767 
Change in percent conservative programs x Democrat (1) vs Rep (0) .493 .118 4.19 .000 

 Change in percent liberal programs  -.031 .076 -.41 .679 
Change in percent liberal programs x Democrat (1) vs Rep (0) -.163 .090 -1.81 .071 

Change in percent neutral programs .026 .054 .48 .631 
Change in percent neutral programs x Democrat (1) vs Rep (0) -.093 .067 -1.39 .163 

     
Change in Republican-supportive retrospective assessment of 
personal finances  .355  .010 34.74 .000 

     
Wave dummies (reference=wave 1, early 2008):     

Wave 2   (pre-election 2008) -.200 .031 -6.48 .000 
Wave 3 (post-election 2008) -.314 .031 -10.19 .000 
Wave 4   (pre-election 2012) 1.360  .032 43.14 .000 
Wave 5 (post-election 2012)   1.303 .032 41.28 .000 
Wave 6   (pre-election 2014) 1.172 .032 36.67 .000 

     
Constant .785 .044 17.83 .000 
sigma_u .563    
sigma_e .782    
Rho .342    
Sample size (N)   1426    

 
Note: The dependent variable (Republican-supportive retrospective national economic perceptions) 
is coded in a way that higher values indicate favorable perceptions during Bush years and 
unfavorable perceptions during Obama years. Interaction terms with political media consumption 
show the differences between Democrats (1) and Republicans (0).  Based on fixed effects analysis of 
six waves of panel data.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


