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ABSTRACT

The Effect of Changes in Corporate Ownership On

Three Metropolitan Daily Newspapers' Editorials, 1961-1992

by
Kenneth B. Muir
Committee Chair: Charles J. Dudley,
University Honors, Department of Sociology
This study analyzes the effect of changes in corporate
ownership at three large metropolitan daily newspapers as
reflected in the content of lead Sunday editorials at each
newspaper. The study sought to determine whether changes in
type of ownership would increase the number of neutral
editorials in the post-incorporation era for the newspapers.
The results suggest incorporation has an influence on the
editorial content of the newspapers. Two of the three
newspapers showed significant increases in the percentage of
neutral editorials after changes in ownership. In addition,
editorial domains were defined as either political, economic,
or social. When controlling for these domains, logistic
regression shows each newspaper altered its use of neutral

editorials in a significant manner. The Atlanta Journal-

Constitution increased the percentage of neutral editorials

across each of the dimensions, the New York Times increased

its wuse of neutral editorials across the economic and

political dimensions while decreasing the percentage of



neutral social editorials, and the Washington Post increased

its use of neutral editorials across each of the three

dimensions.



For Lisa, who was always there

iv



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

During the past five years I met many people who guided
me and/or led me astray. I am grateful to all because
sociology cannot be learned solely from a text or in a
classroom.

My family has helped immeasurably with its 1love and
support. My wife, Lisa, to whom this is dedicated, has been
my paragon. Dad and Dorothy, this is what I've been doing the
last five years. It's been said that behind every successful
man are amazed in-laws. Nori and Ernie, be amazed. And,
thank you, Nori, for all the prayers you sent off for this
pagan. I'm sure one hit its mark and I'm the better for it.

My dissertation committee made me a better sociologist:

Jack Dudley, my captain, my mentor, my friend.

Mark Wardell, his editing and patience made this a better
dissertation. He inspired me and kept me going.

Terry Miethe and Bill Snizek, in addition to being great
methodologists, brought a significant measure of cohesion to
this work.

Sam G. Riley and Tim Luke, whose work outside of
socioclogy made me 1look closer at the media and what
sociologists are supposed to and can accomplish.

Many friends and colleagues at VPI also touched me along
the way and deserve special mention. Brad and Maria Nash: two

great friends who made grad school so much more enjoyable for



Lisa and me. Bradley Nash, III: my best friend. Mick and
Michelle Berg, Paul G., Rob Keyes, Greg Lyle, and all the
other "hard scientists" in chemistry let me play in their labs
when I should have been working on this.

A special thanks is due to the Blacksburg Rugby Football
Club, and in particular to Paul Rossler, Steve Engeman, Trip
Newell, Bob "Metro" Urban, Fernando Mathov, and all the lads
at the Underground. I would have been out of here years ago
were it not for you guys.

Finally, no dissertation is written in a vacuum. Many
other people contributed to this study and deserve credit for
making it better. All are absolved of any responsibility for
any weakness in theory, thought, or execution. That burden is

mine.

vi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

Acknowledgements.......cc0cee.. et e e s eesccsseascnsensennne v
Table of ContentsS. ..ot ieiiieeeeeneecceecnnescccnaonnns vii
List of Tables....... ceeeteeaeeas et reececc et viii
Introduction/Chapter One.........oiieeteeeeecennonnsannns 1
Literature Review/Chapter TwWO....ccoeeeteeereeecacccnnsns 10
Newspapers in Study/Chapter Three..... ceeeesaaans ceseeees 23
Methodology/Chapter FOUr......ccceeeecncccncaes ceecesens «es 39
Quantitative Analysis/Chapter Five..... et eecae e 49
Qualitative Analysis/Chapter Six..... e et ee et 58

Pre- and Post-Incorporation Editorials/Chapter Seven..... 78

Conclusions and Implications/Chapter Eight............ ... 104
Bibliography........... Cheeectssaecceteraseenneans ceeeas ..128
Table 4.1..... S e e seeceseensesssesereeenr o e 136
Tables 5.1 and 5.2...cc00000s cheere e ceseenaeean 137
Tables 5.3 and 5.4....cctttieeeeeeeenncnnconconnosnsosnsans 138
AppendiX A...iiveerrcnnannnn cecesesssnns Ceeccsaereesnan .. 139
AppendiX B..eeeereoons ceersee cheesecrsessasenaanes c et 140
Appendix C....... cerececanee cetececasans ceceeenn ceeeens 145
AppendiX D..cveeeecenncsnscoaasons ceeeaen e eeeeaaaan e 146
2 - cestacccescsrareans o 147



LIST OF TABLES
Table 4.1, Reliability test..... ittt innenennnas

Table 5.1, Descriptive statistics for three newspapers,
pre- and post-incorporation years..........ccettettcnns

Table 5.2, Percent of neutral editorials by major
variable...... C e s e st eacesecsesese s s e et seaneneana

Table 5.3, Percent neutrality for each newspaper, pre-
and post-incorporation......... e teeesssencetentessaanns

Table 5.4, Logistic regression testing for main effect
Oof Incorporation. ..t eeereceeeesncecsenceonsnnnsns

viii

137

137

138



Chapter One

Introduction

Near the end of Orson Welles’ 1941 classic Citizen Kane, newspaper

magnate Charles Foster Kane hypocritically fires his long-time friend -- a
reviewer with one of his newspapers -- for embarrassing him because the
reviewer was the only journalist in the city to praise Kane’s wife’s dreadful
operatic debut. Despite her remonstrations, Kane forces his wife to continue
her singing career as he announces he will take care of her future press reléases
and reviews. "People will think," he says, "what | tell them to think."

A montage follows where Kane-owned newspapers, the Cincinnati
Inquirer, San Francisco Inquirer, Detroit Inquirer, St. Louis Inquirer, and New
York Inguirer, spin into focus, each proclaiming the rising star of Kane’s wife,
Sharon Alexander. Despite the new-found media adulation and sold-out
venues, Sharon Alexander attempts to kill herself.

Welles’ fictitious world of the rise and fall of a turn-of-the-century
newspaper tycoon was, of course, based on the life of William Randolph Hearst
who, flexing his own journalistic muscle, succeeded in temporarily halting the
release of the film. The story, though fanciful, points out a reality that once
was the newspaper industry in the United States: important publishers such as
Hearst, Horace Greeley, and Joseph Pulitzer controlled the news and

information the masses received daily. Their power was indeed formidable:



Hearst, for example, is credited by some with fomenting the Spanish-American
War in an effort to boost his newspaper’s circulation; presidents, governors,
and mayors often called on the publishers for advice and campaign support.
They also damned the publishers in public and in private when some
publishers opposed them and their power to sway public opinion grew too
great. Politicians did not hide their resentment of the press: the late Georgia
governor Eugene Talmadge’s favorite line, when referring to the Atlanta

Constitution and Atlanta Journal, was "Those lying Atlanta papers." The great

publishers and editors of the "yellow journalism” era and a handful of their
disciples who followed, did not seem to mind. Their oft-quoted mission was
to "Comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.”" Despite their
shortcomings -- and with no competition from television and radio --
newspaper journalists at the turn of this century were advocates of causes
from the rights of workers and child-labor laws, to opponents of government
corruption and business misdeeds. The press truly was "the fourth estate.”
Regardless of its propensity to sensationalize and muckrake, the press was
anything but neutral on social, economic, and political causes.

But has something happened along the way? Have the watchdogs lost
their bark and been tamed by the very government and big business czars they
used to face on a day-to-day basis? Did the owners of the major newspapers

in the United States become "The Comfortable" and the press big business?



The transformation of, and what is seen by some as the taming of, the
press in the United States has not taken place overnight (Dreier, 1981, Herman
and Chomsky, 1988, Postman, 1985). Moreover, any change in the overall
stance taken by the press has been a slow process that coincided with, and
was part of, the rise of capitalism and corporate ownership, trademarks of
business in this country during the past century. What sets apart the
newspaper publishers at the turn of the century and newspaper publishers
today may be the dominant form of ownership in the industry. Once nearly all
family owned or individually owned enterprises, newspapers now are nearly all
chain owned or controlled by large corporations with corporate boards deciding
editorial policy.

The question arises, then, "Did the transformation of ownership

contribute to a change in the advocacy role of newspapers?”

Statement of Problem

Corporate ownership of newspapers has grown significantly in the past
two decades with less than a dozen chains controlling more than 80 percent
of the total daily circulation (see, for example, Hiebert, et al., 1991, and Lee
and Solomon, 1990). W.ith this unprecedented growth in monopolies and
concentration of organizational power come questions of the effect of changes

in ownership on media content. Several problems have arisen which



researchers have attempted to resolve in the past thirty years, but few
researchers (see, for example, Thrift, 1977, and Meyer and Wearden, 1984)
have looked at corporate ownership’s effect on the ideological orientation of a
newspaper as reflected in editorials.

Judging from this research, one possible result of changes in corporate
ownership may be a general "watering down" of journalistic opposition, and a
lack of expressed solutions, to important social problems through increased
neutral editorials. This also may satisfy the needs of the parent corporation and
its owners/directors. Another possible effect is that of limiting or eliminating
opposing viewpoints altogether. Ultimately, the problem may not be one simply
of concentrated media ownership and limited political choices; rather, it may be
the taming of the press as a social critic and, ultimately, a deterioration of the
democratic process. Therefore, the purpose of this study is to explore the
effect of changes in corporate ownership on the advocacy orientation of three
major metropolitan daily newspapers as reflected in lead Sunday editorials.
These changes may be seen as increases or decreases in the use of position

editorials in pre-incorporation and post-incorporation years.

Historical Background of U.S. Newspapers

The role of newspapers in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth

centuries, taken in a historical perspective, was that of conveying differing



opinions for political debate and inciting public action in both the news and
editorial pages (Hallin, 1985, Schudson, 1979, and Tuchman, 1978)

The main purpose of the newspaper, to the extent that it

concerned itself with public affairs ... was to express a particular

point of view as forcefully and eloquently as possible (Hallin,

1985, pp. 127).

Despite the fact that newspapers were used as an organ for public
communication during the early 1800s, the six-cent price tag was prohibitive
for the common consumer to afford on a daily basis. Still, while the
newspapers of the late 1700s and early 1800s were read mainly by elites who
could afford to buy them, when they purchased a particular newspaper, they
usually knew exactly the political orientation of the publisher. The penny press
that followed in the 1830s put newspapers into the hands of the masses, yet
the political oratory that had been the keystone of earlier newspapers was
beginning to diminish in favor of news, entertainment, and advertising.
Incorporation ultimately led to what some see as the downfall of newspapers
as a political commentator and also to its rise solely as a profit-generating
venture for owners and investors (Herman and Chomsky, 1989, Lee and
Solomon, 1990).

Three instances, albeit exceptions, in recent years stand as examples of

the newspapers’ ability to fulfill their more traditional advocacy role in a

democratic society. During the 1960s, the Atlanta Constitution, under the




editorship of Ralph McGill, opposed what McGill perceived to be Georgia Gov.
Eugene Talmadge’s, and later Gov. Ernest Vandiver’s, racist policies and called
for an end to racial discrimination. As editor, and later publisher, of The
Constitution, McGill directed the coverage of two of the first major civil rights
issues in Georgia: the admittance of two blacks, Charlayne Hunter and
Hamilton Holmes, to the University of Georgia, and the fire-bombing of a
synagogue in downtown Atlanta. For his efforts, McGill won the Pulitzer Prize
for editorial writing (Grimes, 1985). McGill kept hammering away at Georgia

politicians with front-page, signed editorials, while the Journal and the

Constitution printed numerous stories on the efforts of segregationists and
other racists.
Then, in 1969, Daniel Ellsberg became disenchanted with the war in

Vietnam and began photocopying the 7,000 page top-secret Pentagon report

on the war. Two years later in June, 1971, the New York Times, with
Elisberg’s help, obtained a copy of, and ultimately published, the Pentagon
Papers despite the legal maneuvering of then-President Richard Nixon (Sheehan,
1989). The Supreme Court, at the request of the Nixon administration,
enjoined the Times from publishing the report. The next day, however, the

Washington Post also obtained a copy of the report and began publishing the

papers. The Post too was enjoined and, after a month of court decisions and

government appeals, including a span of several days in which the Boston



Globe and the St. Louis Post-Dispatch also published copies of the report, the

U.S. Supreme Court ruled the newspapers could publish the highly sensitive
papers. The Pentagon Papers proved to be extremely embarrassing to the
administration and helped to congeal anti-war sentiment in the country.

Finally, the Washington Post, with reporters Bob Woodward and Carl

Bernstein leading the way, was in the forefront of reporting the Watergate
break-in and cover up that ultimately led to the resignation of President Nixon.

The Post was in daily competition with the New York Times and the Los

Angeles Times for new leads on the story, but it was not until Woodward made

contact with "Deep Throat" {(many believe he was Woodward’s former military
boss General Alexander Haig or a composite of high-level FBI officials) that the
Post became the nation’s paper of record in reporting the corruption of
President Nixon’s White House.

Some critics argue, however, the press had little to do with these and
other more recent journalistic exposes. For example, Sheehan (1989), Herman
and Chomsky (1989), Lee and Solomon (1990), and Davis {1991) maintain

Ellsberg repeatedly had to request for an editor at the New York Times to

simply look at the papers he had smuggled out. It also has been suggested that

the fall of the Nixon White House was less the doing of the Washington Post

than it was a conspiracy within the federal government to oust President Nixon

(Colodny and Gettlin, 1991). The mainstream press in the United States,



according to these critics, would prefer to avoid confrontation the majority of
the time and toe the party line.

The 1960s and early 1970s also were important times for newspapers
in the United States for reasons other than civil rights, the Pentagon Papers,
and Watergate. Significant changes in ownership patterns of newspapers
began during these time periods. Indeed, Hertsgaard (1989) and Herman and
Chomsky (1988) argue that the press of today could not have reported the
Watergate scandal or the Pentagon Papers as it did twenty years ago because
corporate concerns, not family traditions, influence newspaper policies. In
addition, the public’s lack of interest in the Reagan and Bush era’s Iran-Contra
affair perhaps stands as an example of a waning in the press’ watchdog role
concerning questionable misconduct by public figures, and consequently, its
inability to generate interest about such misconduct among the citizenry. This,
too, may be a by-product of corporate concerns in the media seeking to raise
the bottom line while not seeking to enrage powerful government and business
officials because many of these same government and business officials often
sit on the corporate boards of many newspapers. Indeed, as Mills notes,

Such consolidation of the corporate world is underlined by the fact

that within it there is an elaborate network of interlocking

directorships. ... It points to a solid feature of the facts of

business life, and to a sociological anchor of the community of

interest, the unification of outlook and policy, that prevails among
the propertied class {Mills, 1956, pp. 123).



The move toward corporate and chain ownership of newspapers in the
United States since the early 1960s is well-documented (Bagdikian, 1989,
Busterna, 1988, Parenti, 1986). The expansive growth of chain newspaper has
been accompanied by a decline in the number of cities with more than one
newspaper. At present, 98.1 percent of all cities with a daily newspaper have
just one non-competitive daily (Editor and Publisher International Yearbook,
1991). Busterna (1988) looked at those trends using data from 1986 and
concluded that the proportion of total daily circulation controlled by the larger
national chains increased at the expense of smaller, more regional chains. The
net result is one of increased absentee and corporate ownership of regional
newspapers and the consolidation of daily newspapers into the hands of a small
number of distant firms. Despite all the documentation, however, little research
has been conducted dealing specifically with the effects of concentrated
ownership on the editorial positions of once-independent newspapers. | turn

next to a literature review of newspaper and organizational research.



Chapter Two

Review of Literature

This chapter contains reviews of two relevant bodies of literature. First,
research on organizations will be reviewed to indicate possible organizational
consequences from ownership transformation. Second, research on
newspapers will be reviewed to document changes in newspaper ownership
patterns and the consequences of those changes on editorial page content.

Finally, implications of these two bodies of literature will be discussed.

QOrganizational Research

Much of the literature dealing with comparative analyses between
corporately owned and individually owned organizations concerns changes in
influence in those organizations. Early studies of corporate culture, control, and
power (see, for example, Berle and Means, 1968) argued that as corporations
grew, control by the original family members decreased. Media and sociological
theorists also have looked at organizational culture from the perspective of the
effects of new management on editorial policy and the introduction of
corporately based, non-media trained individuals into the role of publisher of
once family owned newspapers (Clark, 1981). This research appears to be a
direct offshoot of earlier research attempting to identify whether a conservative

or liberal bias exists in the media. Clark found that as the corporation grew, the
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chance for a once-dominant family member to ascend to the position of CEO
declined. The consequence of this is that corporate concerns overtake the
concerns of the family.

Further complicating a study about the editorialization of the press is
recognizing the diminished role of individual corporate managers as well.
Writing on corporations in general, Useem (1980) notes that corporations and
cbrporate elites are the dominant force in American society and corporate elites
are in

a position to exercise major influence over the decisions and

policies of these large companies. ...

No simple criterion for ownership of a major fraction of stock can

be established. At a minimum it would entail control over stock

worth at least several hundred thousand dollars, but the

importance of such blocks of stock varies with the size of the firm

and the structure of ownership within it. ldentification of the

most important individual owners (of corporations) is complicated

by the fact that between one third and one half of the common

stock of US corporations is no longer in the hands of individual

owners; it is held instead by a variety of ‘institutional investors,’

though these (latter) holdings are themselves often controlled in

turn by individuals or wealthy families (Useem, 1980, pp. 42).

Furthermore, increasingly interlocking directorates represents a form of
ownership (Kerbo, 1983, Useem, 1984). Kerbo summarizes the effects of
interlocking directorates on society as follows: (1) interlocking directorates
reduce competition among corporations in general, (2) represent outside

influences over the corporation, (3) provide a means of sharing information

about corporate plans and operations, (4) help provide unity among top

11



corporate officials in the economy (much like social clubs), and (5) thus help
provide unity in corporate dealings with the government. The United States
Senate Committee on Governmental Affairs further summed up the influence
of interlocking directorates in a 1978 study. According to the committee

They can have a profound effect on business attempts to

influence Government policies. They can impact on corporate

decisions as to the type and quality of products to be marketed in

the United States and overseas. ... They can bear on corporate

policies with respect to environmental and social issues and

possibly, control the shape and direction of the nation’s economy

(United States Senate report, 1978, pp. 281).

This interlocking elite in Domhoff’s (1967) view, is legitimated now to
serve elite policy. This is done in three ways: (1) support of government policy,
(2) the shaping of world news to favor elites and the dominant political
economy, and (3) holding alternative viewpoints up for ridicule and scorn if, in
fact, these alternative viewpoints are mentioned at all (Domhoff, 1977, Dye,
1979). If Domhoff is correct, newspapers’ editorials should be increasingly
similar in their legitimating of elite policy. When corporate interests control the
media, a narrowing of viewpoints and a pandering to the whims and wishes of
corporate ideologues, whose major concern is maximization of profits, ensues.
Thus, a narrowing of the political range might be found in editorials.

The impact of corporate ownership on other types of media has been

well documented (Bagdikian, 1989, and Lee and Solomon, 1990). For

example, when General Electric purchased RCA (the parent company of NBC)

12



in 1986, the nation’s second largest defense contractor added a key media
group to its holdings and further concentrated the ownership of the mass
media. As Bagdikian noted in a recent interview:

Concentrated power over public information is inherently anti-

democratic. If a nation has narrowly controlled information, it will

soon have narrowly controlled politics ... In a world of multiple

problems, where diversity of ideas is essential for decent

solutions, controlled information inhibited by uniform self-interest

is the first and fatal enemy (quoted in Lee and Solomon, 1990,

pp. 74).

The impact of changes in journalism also has changed the way
consumers view the media today. Gannett’s USA Today has almost single-
handedly forced newspaper owners and editors to rethink traditional means of
producing and presenting a daily newspaper. Newspapers across the country
now rely on more colorful graphics and less on in-depth analyses (Postman,
1985) with the end resuit a press that increasingly is indistinguishable from one
city to the next.

From a critical theory persepctive, the increasinghomogenization of news
and decreased analysis will hinder the
ability of people to reflect on their social life {Hallin, 1985, and Luke, 1989).
In this regard, Hallin notes that Horkheimer, Adorno, Marcuse, and Habermas
see capitalism as

... a form of social organization that brought the public sphere into

being [and] nevertheless distorts and limits its development to the
point that the society is unable to establish the process of

13



dialogue and collective self-reflection that the advent of liberal
institutions seemed to promise (Hallin, 1985, pp. 121).

The position taken in this study follows that of Marcuse, Horkheimer,
and Adorno in that the media are seen as capable of producing an ideological
hegemony. However, newspapers are seen as perhaps having a unique history
that may have caused them to be late in joining the trend of other corporations.

Ideological hegemony in the press continues today, of course, but
perhaps in a manner more suitable to the purposes of the owners of the press.
Indeed, the ideological voice of the press may no longer pluralistic but could be
a reflection of the concentration of economic and governmental powers in this
country.

Finally, a distinction needs to be made between that of "bias" and
"ideology." Bias is seen as existing in the news media as a slant or angle that
is put on a story. An effort is made by journalists to lessen that bias by
offering differing points of view to a particular news story. Ideology, or
ideological orientation, is a particular distortion of an issue and the solution to
the issue that, as a result, is presented as a logical conclusion. For example,
according to Herman and Chomsky (1988), the mass media’s failure to report
widespread U.S. involvement in Central America, in particular the arming of
Nicaraguan rebels, was a conscious decision made by editors and broadcasters

who supported the Reagan administration’s policies in the region.

14



Offering differing points of view, however, is not a normal function of an
editorial. Editorials are written to persuade, so the "hidden agenda" that
Herman and Chomsky (1988) argue exists may be less obvious. This is an
important point because it demonstrates that newspaper owners, while
supporting a particular viewpoint or ideology, may attempt to cover up or
disguise a vested interest in a subtle manner that may not be obvious to
readers. To further explore this possibility, | now turn to research on

newspapers.

Newspaper Research

Very few studies in sociology in recent years have concentrated on the
mass media in general and newspapers in particular. Gans (1978) is a notable
exception. Gans notes that the media are formal, rational organizations that are
open to their environment perhaps more so than other social organizations. The
relationship between an organization and those who work in it is reciprocal and
politically motivated at times. What this means is that individuals remain with
the organization, or learn to accept the ideology of the organization, because
it contributes to and reinforces their belief system. The ideology of a news
organization’s owners or publishers therefore may determine how the staff of
journalists and editors reports the news and writes editorials. As Gans notes

In the news, ideology is defined as a deliberately thought-out,

15



consistent, integrated, and inflexible set of explicit political values,
which is a determinant of political decisions (1978, pp. 29-30).

It follows then that the editorial decisions which drive the selection
criterion of the news also may determine the ideological viewpoint espoused
on the editorial page. However, newspaper organizations differ from other
formal organizations, according to Gans, in the unique nature of journalists.
Journalists enjoy a certain degree of autonomy not necessarily enjoyed by
workers in other complex organizations

Delegation of power also takes place because the news

organization consists of professionals who insist on individual

autonomy. Journalists claim freedom from interference not only

by nonjournalists but also by superiors; they have the right to

make their own news judgments, which is why they cannot be

given orders (Gans, 1978, pp. 101).

This is a limited autonomy, though, as Gans later admits. Journalists,
for example, are assigned stories and, if they return with the wrong slant or
angle on the story, the managers (editors and/or publishers) may rewrite the
story, reassign it to another reporter, or kill it. Journalists realize this and,
while believing they are maintaining their autonomy or independence, also act
in accordance with what will pass the scrutiny of their editors. Furthermore,
at the daily "budget meeting” where editorial decisions are made as to what
stories go where in the newspaper, the managing editor, executive editor,

editorial page editor, and publisher decide what the editorial position of the

newspaper will be on any given topic. It is here that the newspaper is

16



expected to be the most ideologically consistent.

Other constraints also determine the stance of the newspaper on specific
stories, and the editorial page as well. Like the electronic media described by
Miller (1989) and Marc (1986), newspapers are affected by market conditions,
but also have to be responsive to the demands of advertisers. Oftentimes,
these same advertisers are members of the corporate board of directors who
control the newspaper. Because of this, journalists may consciously or
unconsciously produce news and editorials in a manner that avoids upsetting
advertisers.

In addition to advertisers, newspaper owners influence editorial stance.
A single, locally based owner, and not an absentee/corporate owner, Bagdikian
(1989) laments, is better for a community because that owner will concentrate
his/her energy, skills, and managerial resources on that one newspaper at the
benefit of the community.

A chain owner does the opposite. With rare exceptions,

reinvestment into the long-term health of individual daily papers

is a low priority compared to the inexorable demands of its parent

firm for maximum profits, often for expansion elsewhere. ... There

is no good social or economic reason for a single corporation to

control more than one local monopoly (Bagdikian, 1989, pp. 226-

27).

Parenti, similarly, notes the danger of corporate chain ownership of daily

newspapers:

17



Whichever newspaper one reads or television station one views,

in whatever part of the United States, one is struck by the

indistinguishable and immediately familiar quality of the news and

views presented ... One confronts a precooked, controlled,

centralized, national news industry that is in sharp contrast to the

"pluralistic diversity" of opinion that is said to prevail in the United

States (Parenti, 1986, pp. 31).

According to Parenti, "It is oligopolistic [sic], standardized, and most accessible
to those who possess vast amounts of capital." The result of this
concentration of the media in the hands of a few corporations may be that the
media will tend to reflect only corporate concerns, not the concerns of a
community.

Additionally, once-independentnewspapers mightiosetheireditorial-page
"voice” as the chain/corporate owners force political endorsements upon their
newly acquired newspapers (Nixon and Jones, 1956, and Wackman, et al,
1975). Incorporation may remove editorial decision-making from the local
newspaper and put it in to the hands of the national corporation. Some chains
allow limited local editorial autonomy and the newspaper may become a "mini-
corporation” in its own right. These newspapers are becoming more and more
rare, however, as chain/group ownership has become the norm in the industry.

One constant, however, has been presumption that the editorial page
reflects the subjective, ideological component of most newspapers. Here

owners and editors articulate the opinion presented in the newspaper. The

front page and other spaces for news are the places where editors place the

18



important news of the day based on what they conceive as objective criteria.
The news, accordingly, has to be timely and locally relevant, and have the
potential to affect local readers. Now, many newspapers across the country
appear faceless and lack the unique qualities that distinguished each from the
other. This does not necessarily mean the newspapers have "less ideology,”
but rather the possible development of a new corporate ideology.

Many newspapers, in fact, no longer have an editorial page and, if they
do carry editorials, often times they are canned editorials sent over the wire by
the parent company. The New York Times Company, for example, sends out
a weekly "News of the Week" feature reported and written by Times staffers.
The eight-to twelve-page package is a mixture of news and editorials that
newspapers belonging to the New York Times Regional Newspaper Group are
encouraged to run each Sunday. These once autonomous newspapers now are
provided material for their editorials pages, thus the question arises: Have
newspaper editorials been significantly changed by changes in ownership?

However, little research has been conducted dealing specifically with the
effects of concentrated ownership on editorial positions of once-independent
newspapers. Two exceptions are Thrift’'s 1977 study of several small, west-
coast newspapers’ editorial pages, and Meyer and Wearden’s {(1984) study of
changing patterns of ownership in the newspaper industry. In Thrift

demonstrated a marked decline in what he termed "editorial vigor” in editorials
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in the months following the purchase of newspapers by a chain. Thrift
operationalized "editorial vigor” as the capacity for the newspaper’s editorial
staff to: (1) identify local issues, (2) use an argumentative form, (3) make the
context of the editorial controversial, and (4) provide information that tends to
mobilize readers. Thrift concluded that independently owned daily newspapers’
editorials become less vigorous after purchase by chain newspapers.

Obviously, chain ownership of daily newspapers is a phenomenon which

will continue to be with the newspaper industry. ... And, certainly, the

impact is not helpful to readers who seek guidance on local matters
when they turn to the editorial pages of their daily newspapers (Thrift,

1977, pp. 331).

Meyer and Wearden (1984) looked at the effects of public ownership on
newspaper companies that were once individually or family owned and found
slight differences between the corporate-owned and family owned newspapers
in terms of editors’, publishers’, and staff members’ judgments concerning the
newspaper’'s day-to-day performance. Day-to-day performance was
operationalized as earnings consistency, management quality, community
service, and editorial quality. Journalists’ and stock market analysts’
judgments on each of these categories were compared with some significant
differences between the two groups. Not surprisingly, journalists were more
concerned with editorial quality while analysts were more concerned with

earnings consistency and management quality.

Where Meyer and Wearden did voice concern was in the possible
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