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Introduction
This paper presents with initial findings from a quantitative study of the UK General Election campaign in 2005. Utilizing content-analysis of press and party output during the campaign, we can gain valuable insights into how the major parties conducted their respective campaigns, and how the campaign and the involved actors, parties and leaders, were covered in the national broadsheet and tabloid press.
Since British Election studies began in the 1950s, we have witnessed ever more sophisticated and systematic investigations of elections, electoral behaviour, and the application of models explaining vote choice and outcomes. The content, patterns, and dynamics of preceding campaigns, however, have rarely been subjected to scientific scrutiny. Political scientists and students of electoral behaviour in particular, have remained sceptical about the effectiveness and relevance of campaigning, and its impact on vote choice. In a challenge to the marginalization of campaigns in the field of electoral research, political communication scholars have invested much effort since the 1970s to prove that campaigns do indeed matter. Since most of these campaign studies were conducted by communications and media scholars, their emphasis was on studying media effects on the voting public, e.g. agenda setting, priming, or framing. The role of political actors, parties and leaders, and their communication efforts during campaigns, has received very little attention indeed. That is apart from the ubiquitous menace of spin, which has, particularly in British politics since the late 1980s, received much attention, but resulted in surprisingly little if any systematic analysis. The study of professional political campaigners and their relationship with the national media appears to be limited to either historical, anecdotical accounts, based on interviews with the protagonists from the party and media sides (Kavanagh and Gosschalk 1995), or to the application of questionable theoretical models of political marketing (e.g. Lees-Marshment 2001). Notably, where chapters in edited volumes on British elections are dedicated to descriptions of campaign activities and strategies, the tendency has been to commission political insiders rather than academics to write these (e.g Cook 1995, Wakeham 1995), which means to favour even more subjective, impressionist accounts over systematic scrutiny.
The only major exceptions to the rule are the comparative study of campaigning and party-media relations in the UK and US by Semetko et al. (1991) and the volume on the British campaign in 1997 by Norris et al. (1999), which is most comprehensive in bringing together data from party and media content analysis as well as survey research to give insights into campaign dynamics and interrelationships between political actors, media and voters.

Notwithstanding the paucity of systematic and quantitative analysis, there is an abundance of widely accepted assumptions about campaigns, party and media behaviour in the UK. The British media are generally regarded as amongst the most partisan in the Western democracies, characterised not just by overt bias but also by attack journalism, which may also have contributed to the increasing reliance of political campaigners on spin. Norris et al. (1999) noted that press partisanship might be on the wane, but based this assumption on editorial endorsements rather than on analysis of political commentary and editorial opinion. On the other hand, a tendency towards tabloidization is argued to take place, not just with regard to changing formats, but in terms of content, an increasing tendency towards soft news and polarized, opinionated political commentary (Connell 1998). In the context of campaign coverage, this could lead us to expect an ever increasing focus on process rather than policy content in the coverage of both tabloids and broadsheets, and strongly opinionated commentary in both. But again, such hypotheses have rarely been empirically tested to date. In general, campaigns and campaign coverage are said to become more personalized, following a longer established tendency in US politics, focusing on leaders rather than party machines, and emphasizing leadership qualities more than policy content (Blumler and Gurevitch (2001). This can be tested both with regard to media coverage and campaign communication from the parties, but has to date only been argued, again on the basis of sketchy, anecdotical evidence.
Negativity in campaigning and media coverage, a tendency that has been lamented in US politics under the headline of political and media malaise is said to take hold of British politics as well. Not only have parties been accused of tending towards negativity in campaigning; a theoretical argument has also been made, by Budge and Farlie (1983) and Riker (1993), that parties do not tend to engage in policy debates but rather to “talk past one another”, i.e. to try and push their preferred, or owned, issues through, to fight with each over agenda control rather than over the best argument, or the preferable policy. This remains an untested assumption, which will however be addressed in the empirical section of this paper.

Finally, the literature notes that one element of campaign professionalization is the attempt by political campaigners to “stay on message”, to control proceedings, especially in press conferences, which apparently has created grievances amongst political reporters and commentators over the years. Statistical analysis can help revealing to what extent political parties remain in control of their agenda, stick to their policy priorities over the course of the campaign. And we can also look at editorial opinion to gauge whether grievances amongst the journalistic profession may have manifested in the form of scepticism and negativity in reporting towards the political campaigners.
In addition to testing hypotheses which derive from theoretical considerations, the present study allows to gain some systematic insights into the particularities of the 2005 campaign. There are a number of issues which appeared to dominate political debate in the UK ahead of the election, i.e. the Iraq war and the question of trust in Prime Minister Tony Blair; the immigration debate triggered by Michael Howard’s campaign, the role of Gordon Brown and the twin leadership between Blair and Brown in the Labour campaign; the question of whether the role of the Liberal Democrats in British politics is elevated to that of a genuine challenger, with the British political system moving towards a three-party system. A content-analysis based quantitative campaign study can improve our understanding of what happens during an election campaign; it can reveal counter-intuitive findings as well as confirming the obvious. The data used in this paper comprise the probably most comprehensive content analysis of campaign communications from both parties and press ever undertaken in the UK.
The data

This study uses content analysis data of campaign coverage in seven newspapers. The newspapers were selected on the basis of circulation figures. The sample includes the three largest red- and black-tops, the Sun, the Daily Mirror, and the Daily Mail, as well as the four broadsheets with the highest circulation figures, the Daily Telegraph, the Times, the Guardian and the Independent
 From these seven papers, all issues published during the campaign, between 6 April and 5 May 2005, were content analysed. Only articles with explicit reference to the campaign were coded. The unit of observation was a line of text.  Each line of newspaper text was then coded for party and/or candidate references and for policy dimension/issue content. The codebook contains fourteen different policy dimensions
 and five campaign/process dimensions
, plus one category in which to pool non-political content. Policy and process dimensions were then broken down further into individual issues. Each dimension contains between two and six separate issues.

Whenever references to political parties or candidates were made, editorials and political commentary was also coded in terms of bias.
 

Party press releases were collected from the websites of the Labour Party, the Conservative, and the Liberal Democrats. Smaller and regional parties like the Greens, Respect, Veritas, Plaid Cymru, and the SNP were left out, because of their at best marginal relevance in the national campaign, and media coverage thereof. And even though independent candidates featured at times prominently in some of the media coverage (e.g. Reg Keys, who stood in Tony Blair’s constituency of Sedgefield, and was dealt with in some full page articles across the national press), they are unaligned individual candidates, making it inconceivable to try and construct anything like a collective independent campaign agenda. 

The coding of press releases contained many of the same variables as the coding of press content. The identical policy dimensions and issues were applied, it was recorded, just as with the press, wherever references were made to other parties or party leaders, but in addition it was recorded who issued an individual press release, whether statements referred to policy proposal or the record of a party (be that either a party’s own record or policy or their adversary’s), and, as with commentary and editorials, whether statements were favourable, neutral or unfavourable. Since all press releases were held in electronic format, the basic unit of measurement was a single word.

The 2005 campaign
The Prime Minister, Tony Blair, asked the Queen to dissolve parliament on 5 April and called the elections for 5 May. It took a few days, though, for the campaign to get under way properly, because of the papal funeral and succession, as well as a Royal wedding. These events largely account for some reduced media attention towards the campaign in the first day. 

At the outset of the campaign, Labour had a substantial lead in the polls, with most commentators estimating that Michael Howard, the leader of the Tories, would need to generate a swing of around 10% through his campaign efforts to even come close to an electoral upset. The general feeling was that, with the economy and public finances still relatively solid, Labour was in little danger of losing the election, albeit that the public had increasingly become disaffected with the Prime Minister, most notably over the decision to act as the main ally of the United States in invading Iraq in 2003.
The Iraq issue was to substantially resurface during the latter part of the 2005 election campaign, with the leaking of the Attorney General’s legal advice on the Iraq invasion. Questions surrounding Blair’s role as Prime Minister and party leader went beyond the Iraq issue, since he had announced ahead of calling the election that he would step down before the end of the next parliamentary term. This raised interest in the relationship between Number 10 and 11, Blair and Brown, who were widely regarded as rivals, and Brown understood as the designated successor of Blair as both party leader and prime minister. The relationship of the two under close media scrutiny, and with Blair under pressure over the Iraq issue, Brown’s role in the campaign could take on crucial importance.
On the economic front, even though public finances and economic development featured as strong assets of Labour’s re-election bid, the early part of the campaign was characterised by troubling news on various fronts, from the collapse of Rover to a IMF report hinting at the necessity of tax increases to counter decreasing state revenues.
The Conservative campaign was widely received, by media and commentators, to evolve around Howard’s calls for a tighter immigration regime, and speculation about internal conflict in the party over this strategy. We will be able to see how prominently the issue featured in the campaign as well as in the coverage that Howard and his party received, and whether the issue helped or hurt his campaign, at least insofar as media opinion is concerned.
The Liberal Democrats’ campaign benefited from the birth of Charles Kennedy’s son, which increased in particular their soft news coverage. Hence, it will be interesting to see whether this meant that the party could play anything more than their traditionally marginalized role in British campaigns.

The following analysis proceeds by looking first at the content of campaign communications, assessing how parties ran their campaigns, and how they interacted during the campaign.
The second part of the empirical study then focuses on the press coverage of the campaign, assessing how extensively, how informative, and how partisan the press presented the campaign and the protagonists. 

Party competition and campaigning
For content analysis, we collected all press releases published during the campaign period from the websites of the three main parties. A conscious decision was made to use press releases instead of manifestos for this study, since press releases are the only documents suited to give us an insight into the patterns of communication over the course of the campaign. As is apparent from Table 1, the Conservatives produced the largest output, with 179 press releases, containing almost 74,000 words. In terms of words, the Tories communicated almost as much as Labour and the Liberal Democrats combined. While the Liberal Democrats published more press releases than Labour, Labour’s publications were on average the longest, resulting in their output being 50% more voluminous than that of the Liberal Democrats.
Table 1: Campaign output

	
	No of Press Releases
	No of words
	Average length in words

	Labour
	97
	45,895
	473

	Conservatives
	179
	73,862
	413

	Liberal Democrats
	122
	30,986
	254

	Total
	398
	150,743
	379


Compared with 1997, both the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats increased their campaign output markedly (Conservatives by 60%, Liberal Democrats by 170%), while that of Labour - at least in terms of the number of documents published - decreased somewhat (by 12%) (1997 figures in Brandenburg 2003: 131).

In case of the Conservatives, much of the campaign was initiated by party leader. Michael Howard signed for 54% of the Tory press releases’. In contrast, the Labour campaign was far more decentralized, or at least Blair and Brown shared the burden of leadership: Blair was responsible for just 17% of the output, Brown for a further 13%. In all, the 97 Labour press releases were divided amongst 29 originators, cabinet members and MPs alike. In contrast, the 179 Conservative press releases came from just 22 signatories, while the Liberal Democrats ran the, in some way, most decentralized campaign, with 42 different MPs and peers contributing to their campaign output. Charles Kennedy signed responsible for 35% of the Liberal Democrats’.
As to the content of the press releases, we find some initial evidence in support of the hypothesis that campaigning becomes increasingly process-oriented, at the expense of policy output. At 70.4% and 72.7%, both Labour and the Conservatives, respectively, produced relatively less policy-related output than they had done in 1997, where 77% and 82% from Labour and Tories, respectively, were policy-related (Norris et al. 1999: 81). The Liberal Democrats, however, did not follow that trend. Instead they even marginally increased the policy share of their campaign output from 77% in 1997 to 78.1% in 2005.

Interestingly, neither of the parties chose to runs as single-minded a campaign as the Tories had done in 1997, when over 50% of their campaign output was focused on economic issues, their unique selling point at the end of John Major’s government (Norris et al. 1999: 81). As can be seen from Table 2, all three parties were primarily concerned with debating economic and welfare issues. The Labour government was, understandable, most single-minded, devoting over a third of their output to economic questions, while the Conservatives divided their attention almost equally between economy, welfare and crime. The Liberal Democrats were the only party to emphasize social welfare over the economy, perhaps adequate for a party many have come to regard as being located to the left of New Labour on social and economic questions.

It is perhaps not surprising to see that the Liberal Democrats were the only party to pay substantial attention to Iraq as a campaign issue, given that they were the only party to vote against the government on this, which might have given them more confidence to raise the issue in a climate of public opposition to and distrust of Blair. The Tories only devoted 1.5% of their output to Iraq, the Labour party a meagre 43 words (sic!).
Table 2: Main policy dimensions during the campaign

	Labour
	Conservatives
	Liberal Democrats

	Economy
	33.6%
	Economy
	25.6%
	Social Welfare
	29.9%

	Social Welfare
	27.1%
	Social Welfare
	22.4%
	Economy
	22.1%

	Education
	15.8%
	Crime/Justice
	18.6%
	Education
	11.3%

	Crime/Justice
	8.2%
	Education
	12.9%
	Iraq
	10.7%

	Immigration
	4.4%
	Immigration
	8.0%
	Crime/Justice
	7.5%

	Arts/Culture
	2.9%
	Political System
	3.6%
	Environment
	5.8%


Education and crime were the two other issues, besides social welfare and economy to consistently rank in the top five of each party’s agenda. Where the Liberal Democrats emphasized Iraq, Labour and the Conservatives gave some substantial attention to the issue of immigration. But it may come as a surprise to see that immigration only features at number five on the Conservative agenda, with just 8% of the campaign output devoted to it. This betrays the wider perception that, under Howard’s leadership, the Tories ran a single-issue campaign.
In fact, as can be seen from Graph 1, apart from the massive initial emphasis on immigration, even at the height of attention to immigration during the later campaign, the issue remained a distant second to crime, which was primarily emphasised at that stage. The second peak of the immigration campaign was again outshone by attention to, in this case, welfare questions. Hence the aggregate figures in Table 2 are not misleading: immigration remained a rather minor issue in the campaign. It might have been the case that Michael Howard, during public and media appearances, overemphasized the issue, or instead that it resonated more strongly with the media than the Tory messages on economy, social welfare, crime or education; but if we can deduce anything about the Tory campaign strategy from their output, it would be misleading to label it a single-issue campaign - certainly not an immigration campaign.
Graph 1: Changes in the Conservative issue agenda throughout the campaign
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Another interesting finding, with regard to issue treatment by the political parties, is that, in conflict with Budge and Farlie’s (1983) and Riker’s theories, political parties did not talk past each other, but actively engaged in policy debates. When we look at time series data, containing information about how the three parties distributed their issue attention across the campaign, we find significant correlations between Labour and Liberal Democrats on education (.70) and economy (.51), between Labour and Tories on social welfare (.37), and between Liberal Democrats and Tories on Iraq (.43). These relations can also be visualized from Graphs 2a) through 2d). In all four cases, we find periods of close correspondence between issue attentions from two parties.
Graph 2: Inter-party policy debates on education, economy, and social welfare
2a) Labour-LibDem: education

2b) Labour-LibDem: economy
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2c) Labour-Tories: social welfare

2d) Tories-LibDem: Iraq
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In general, all three parties tended to address each other and each other’s policies and record (in government or opposition) more often than they praised themselves or laid out their policy proposals. 
Table 3: Party references in campaign communications
	
	
	
	

	Parties 

mentioned
	Labour
	Conservative
	Liberal Democrats

	Labour
	16396
	22795
	6951

	Conservatives
	16064
	18842
	4025

	Liberal Democrats
	1438
	1809
	9623

	SNP
	0
	28
	0

	BNP
	0
	0
	45

	Sinn Fein
	0
	19
	0

	Plaid Cymru
	3
	0
	0

	N (words)
	33901
	43493
	20644


48% of Labour statements, 43% from the Tories and 47% from the Liberal Democrats were self-referential. Not surprisingly, almost all self-references were favourable, while almost all references to opponents were negative. The mean score for Labour self-references was +.87, for Tories +.96, and for the Liberal Democrats +.98. Labour references to Tories and Liberal Democrats alike scored -.74, Tory references to Labour and Liberal Democrats scored -.68 and -.74, respectively, while Liberal Democrats treated their opponents to average scores of -.68 (Labour) and -.78 (Tories).

The Conservative campaign was most personal. 48% of their references to Labour were directly addressing the Prime Minister, plus another 5.5% addressing the Chancellor. Tony Blair was treated to significantly more criticism from the Tories than Brown, with an average score of -.73, compared to -.39 for Gordon Brown. They were much less concerned with Charles Kennedy: only 6% of their statements about the Liberal Democrats addressed their leader, but when they did so, they became more critical, accumulating a score of -.78.
In comparison, only 14 and 12 % of Labour references to Tories and Liberal Democrats mentioned the party leaders. Kennedy was treated more lightly than his party (-.53), Howard scored just as his party over all (-.73). The Liberal Democrats focused not as much as the Tories, but still more than Labour on party leaders. 24% of Labour criticism was directed at Blair 5% at Brown, again with Brown being treated significantly more generously than Blair (-.33 and -.73, respectively). 12.5% of references to the Tories aimed at Michael Howard, with an average score of -.78.
Most notably, a significant change took place once personal attacks were waged against party leaders. Both Labour and the Conservatives engaged in negative campaigning, which means not only that they criticized their opponents (resulting in negative scores), but they engaged them on questions of political ethics and leadership at least as much as attacking them on policy grounds. We saw earlier that on average, over 70% of campaign communications were policy-related, from all parties. But whenever Labour addressed Howard or Kennedy, this figure sank to around 50%. And in the Tory statements attacking Blair, only around 58% of the text contained policy references, when attacking Howard, only 63% did so. In contrast, Gordon Brown was not only treated more lightly by the Tories than Blair, he was also overwhelmingly dealt with in relation to policy questions. Only 14% of statements about Brown contained process-related content, which is much less than the average of 27.3% across all Conservative campaign output. 
And the Liberal Democrats did not only in general provide the most policy-focused campaign, they also did not diverge much from that tendency when criticizing opponents. Whenever Blair, Howard or Brown was dealt with directly, 75%, 83%, and 67%, respectively, of those were policy statements. Their criticism of both Blair and Howard centred on the Iraq war and social issues, while Conservative criticism of Blair and Kennedy was about their campaign conduct and leadership qualities at least as much as their handling of the economy (Blair) or proposals concerning crime and immigration (Kennedy). Similarly, Labour attacked Howard’s leadership qualities and campaign conduct just as much as his economic and immigration policies. Interestingly, 37 of the 43 words they uttered about the Iraq war during the campaign (out of a total of 45,895 words) were criticism of Kennedy’s stance on that issue, which made up 21.5% of all they had to say about the Liberal Democrat leader.
Media coverage of the campaign

British national newspapers carry substantial amounts of political coverage on a day-to-day basis throughout a General Election campaign. In fact, over 518,000 standardized lines of text have so far been coded from the 2005 campaign (see Table 4).
 Not surprisingly, we find that “quality” dailies (previously known as broadsheets) carry substantially more coverage than red- or black-tops. The Guardian and the Times provide the most extensive coverage, averaging around 4,500 lines of text per day devoted to the campaign. The red-tops, the Sun and the Mirror, produce less than half that amount on a daily basis. The standard deviations show that the Times was most consistent in its amount of campaign coverage, while the amount of coverage in the Telegraph fluctuated most (SD of its coverage is more than twice as large as for the Times).
Table 4: Campaign coverage in the national press
	 
	N
	Minimum
	Maximum
	Sum
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Guardian
	22
	2,039
	7,863
	100,763
	4,580.1
	1,224.9

	Times
	22
	2,347
	5,524
	95,503
	4,341.1
	764.1

	Daily Telegraph
	24
	857
	10,214
	87,710
	3,654.6
	1,654.4

	Independent
	22
	1,337
	5,352
	74,794
	3,399.7
	897.6

	Daily Mail
	22
	1,013
	5,226
	72,986
	3,317.5
	1,017.7

	Daily Mirror
	22
	344
	5,222
	44,578
	2,026.3
	1,153.0

	Sun
	22
	0
	4,359
	41,806
	1,900.3
	934.6

	Total (standardized text lines)
	27
	2,204
	37,512
	518,139
	19,190.3
	8,527.6


In most cases, the amount and intensity of coverage reached its height during the beginning and at very end of the campaign. The lows in coverage, coincidentally for the Sun, the Telegraph, and the Mirror, occurred on 9 April, which was the day after the papal funeral and the day of the Royal wedding.
The agendas of the national press
Looking at the content of the coverage, Table 5 reveals that the only black-top in the sample, the Daily Mail, actually provided the most substantial focus on policies, while all other papers gave more attention to process coverage, i.e. the campaign activities, strategies, and leadership qualities of the candidates, as well as horserace coverage. This does, however, confirm a finding from the 1997 campaign, which only relied on coding of front pages, but also found that the Daily Mail was debating issues more extensively than any other paper (back than the share of policy coverage in the Daily Mail was even higher, with 54%, see Brandenburg 2003: 141). In comparison with 1997, we do not witness much change, and not too much can be interpreted into any comparisons, because of the limited material that was coded back then.

Table 5: Policy versus process coverage
	
	Mail
	Independent
	Telegraph
	Guardian
	Times
	Mirror
	Sun

	Policy coverage
	42.8
	37.1
	35.9
	35.2
	33.4
	29.7
	25.6

	Process coverage
	57.2
	62.9
	64.1
	64.8
	66.6
	70.3
	74.4


Most of the process coverage centred on campaign activities, strategies, gaffes, etc. which accounted for between 30% (Telegraph) and 47% (Sun) of the total coverage. With the sole exception of the Independent, all papers focused more on questions of leadership than horserace issues. This could count either as an indication of a more presidential style of campaigning and coverage, or instead highlight the particularities of this campaign, combining the ubiquitous issue of trust in the prime minister with questions about the leadership qualities of both Howard and Kennedy. Horserace coverage only accounted for less than 8% of the total, while leadership was debated in more than 10% of news text from the campaign.
With regard to issue coverage, some interesting patterns emerge, particularly when comparing media agendas with the party agendas from Table 2. In Table 6, we report which policy dimensions dominated the issue coverage in the press. Just as was the case with parties, economy and social welfare dominate the campaign. These are the top two issues in six of the seven papers in the sample, the only exception being the Independent, which emphasized Iraq over social welfare, which must be deemed quite untypical for a left-leaning paper, and hence indicate the importance of the Iraq war for Labour critics on the Left.
Table 6: The dominant issues in the press
	Daily Mail
	Daily Telegraph
	Times
	Sun

	Economy
	29.6
	Economy
	33.5
	Economy
	28.3
	Social Welfare
	22.1

	Social Welfare
	17.7
	Social Welfare
	13.9
	Social Welfare
	16.2
	Economy
	20.3

	Iraq
	15.3
	Iraq
	13.4
	Crime/Justice
	10.3
	Immigration
	17.0

	Immigration
	13.8
	Education
	8.4
	Iraq
	8.6
	Iraq
	15.3

	Crime/Justice
	8.0
	Political System
	6.8
	Political System
	7.3
	Political System
	8.6

	Political System
	6.1
	Crime/Justice
	6.6
	Immigration
	6.9
	Crime/Justice
	5.5

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Daily Mirror
	Guardian
	Independent
	Overall

	Social Welfare
	33.5
	Economy
	30.4
	Economy
	25.1
	Economy
	28.8

	Economy
	27.3
	Social Welfare
	14.9
	Iraq
	17.4
	Social Welfare
	16.9

	Immigration
	9.0
	Iraq
	11.9
	Social Welfare
	13.2
	Iraq
	12.8

	Education
	7.3
	Crime/Justice
	10.3
	Immigration
	10.0
	Immigration
	9.5

	Iraq
	6.4
	Immigration
	10.1
	Environment
	8.3
	Crime/Justice
	7.8

	Crime/Justice
	6.3
	Foreign Affairs
	6.0
	Foreign Affairs
	6.4
	Political System
	5.4


In combination, social welfare and the economy account for between 38% (Independent) and 60% (Daily Mirror) of all issue coverage in the papers. The Iraq war does feature prominently in each paper, accounting for almost 13% of all policy coverage. Only in the Daily Mirror does the issue not feature amongst the four most important policy areas. This could be taken as an indicator of how the still most loyally partisan paper in the British national press followed the lead of the party it endorses, the Labour government, to suppress attention to the issue. Immigration also features as a major issue in all papers, bar the Telegraph, which is interesting, since the Telegraph was one of only two papers in this sample to still endorse the Conservatives during the 2005 campaign, the Daily Mail being the other. It appears as though the Telegraph pursued a more traditional Tory agenda, with an overwhelming focus on economic issues, paired with debate over the Iraq war, and some substantive focus on political system, which in this case results mainly from criticism of “red tape” created by the Labour administration, which was coded here under “public administration”, one of the political system sub-issues.

Immigration did feature most prominently in classical tabloid reporting, in the Daily Mail, the Sun, and even the pro-Labour Daily Mirror, where it did not receive quite as much attention as in the Sun and Mail, but featured as third most important issue in the campaign. Even the Guardian and the Independent devoted 10% of their issue coverage to the immigration question. This indicates that the media response to Michael Howard’s raising of the issue far outweighed and outlasted his strategic initiative. Crime did not feature as a major issue, apart from coverage in the Times. Its elevation above Immigration in the Guardian is the result not of extensive crime coverage, but rather much debate about the Labour government’s attempts to curtail the influence of the courts and to rush through anti-terrorism legislation intended to circumvent the influence of the courts in this matter.
A significant omission from press coverage of the campaign is the issue of education, which only features on the agenda of the Daily Mirror. As reported in Table 2, education was one of the key issues for all three parties, albeit always a distant third to economy and social welfare. This illustrates that, as Zhu (1992) and McCombs and Zhu (1995) argued, agenda-setting is a zero-sum game. Issue agendas, those of the public as well as those of the media, have a limited carrying capacity, and with the issues of Iraq and immigration featuring so heavily during the 2005 campaign, something had to give. Debates about Iraq and immigration took away space and media attention, and apparently so at the expense of debates about education.

Agenda bias

Table 7 reports correlations between party and press agendas. All the correlations are highly significant, but some patterns do emerge. All the party agendas tend to correlate more highly with those of the Daily Mirror and the Times than with, for example, the agendas of the Independent and the Sun. Both those papers had a strong focus on both immigration and Iraq, which was much less the case in the Daily Mirror, the Times, and also the Telegraph.

Table 7: Correlations between party and press agendas
	
	Labour
	Conservative
	Liberal Democrats

	Conservative
	0.92*
	
	

	LibDem
	0.89*
	0.82*
	

	Mirror
	0.92*
	0.86*
	0.93*

	Times
	0.89*
	0.88*
	0.83*

	Telegraph
	0.83*
	0.77*
	0.77*

	Guardian
	0.81*
	0.80*
	0.74*

	Mail
	0.76*
	0.76*
	0.74*

	Independent
	0.67*
	0.60*
	0.72*

	Sun
	0.67*
	0.68*
	0.73*


*Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).
It is, however, much more interesting to see whether and to what extent parties manage to generate coverage of their campaign that closely reflects their own agenda, and also whether this ability reflects on partisan tendencies in the press. Table 8 reports correlations between party agendas and “reported party agendas”. By reported party agendas we refer to the issue content of stories in the press about a particular party. Hence the correlation of .93 between the Labour agenda and the reported Labour agenda in the Mirror indicates the degree of correspondence between the issue content of the Labour campaign and the issue content of stories about the Labour party that appeared in the Daily Mirror.

Table 8: Correlations between party agendas and reported party agendas
	Reported party agendas
	Labour
	Conservative
	Liberal Democrats

	Mirror
	0.93**
	0.81**
	0.81**

	Sun
	0.90**
	0.34
	0.83**

	Times
	0.85**
	0.82**
	0.82**

	Mail
	0.75**
	0.72**
	0.66*

	Telegraph
	0.75**
	0.94**
	0.77**

	Guardian
	0.75**
	0.74**
	0.89**

	Independent
	0.56*
	0.65*
	0.87**


*Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed).

**Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed).

And here, we do indeed find strong support for the hypothesis that press partisanship does not only mean to endorse a party, but also to reflect that party’s policy priorities during the campaign. While the Daily Mirror acts as multiplier for the Labour campaign, so does the Daily Telegraph for the Tories. In both cases, the agenda of the party is very highly correlated with the content of its coverage.

It is also interesting to note that both the Times and the Sun, each part of the Murdoch press and each eventually endorsing the Labour party, did reflect Labour’s own issue agenda very strongly when reporting about the party. The Times’ overall agenda also correlates highly with that of Labour, but the case of the Sun is quite revealing. It’s overall issue agenda was about equally well correlated with both the Labour and the Tory agenda, but while they closely represented Labour’s agenda when reporting about them, they did quite the opposite to the Tories. The Conservative agenda is not at all reflected in Sun reporting from the Conservative campaign. This is in fact the only non-significant relationship between any party and media agenda.
Finally, we can note that while the Liberal Democrats do not have an openly partisan press endorsing their campaign, they did generally quite well, even compared to Labour and Conservatives, in generating coverage that was representative of their campaign priorities. Both the Guardian and the Independent moved clearly towards reflecting the Liberal Democrats’ agenda in reporting about them much more closely than the agendas of either Labour or Tories, albeit not openly endorsing the Liberal Democrats in the same way as the Mirror endorsed Labour, Mail and Telegraph endorsed the Tories, and even Sun and Times endorsed Labour. In their editorial on 3 May, the Guardian did jointly endorse both Labour and the Liberal Democrats, arguing that they want Labour to win the election, and the Liberal Democrats to return more MPs to Westminster. They did point out that in marginal Labour seats, it would be unwise for voters to defect to the Liberal Democrats, if that could allow a Conservative to win the seat. Their endorsement was a rather negative one, the priority being to minimize Conservative gains. The Independent also indicated on 3 May their wish for more Liberal Democrat MPs, and for a change in Labour leadership. But they argued that they would not “patronise their readership by pretending that the UK is a single constituency”, and arguing that under these circumstances endorsement of a single party makes no sense, they refrained from doing so.
Coverage bias
Unlike terrestrial broadcasters, like the BBC, ITV and even Sky news, the press is not obliged to fair and balanced reporting by law or statute. Hence nobody can expect them to reflect, in the amount of coverage they grant the different protagonists, their respective parliamentary strength or standings in opinion polls. In particular, minor or regional parties tend to be widely ignored in the campaign coverage. Traditionally, the Liberal Democrats have also suffered, at best receiving coverage that reflects their representation in Westminster, but coming nowhere close the 20% they score in opinion polls or at the ballot box.
The 2005 campaign, however, was notably in the overrepresentation that the Labour party received. If one looks at the figures in Table 9, which reports the total amount of coverage for all parties mentioned during the campaign, it rather reflects the number of seats in parliament than vote shares or poll standings. Labour does command an overall majority in parliament, which they defended in 2005, and this is how they are treated across all media. They receive over 50% of party coverage, with the Tories trailing at 27.6%, the Liberal Democrats further behind with 12.1%.

Table 9: Party coverage in the national press
	Party
	Standardized text lines
	Percent of total

	Labour
	194381
	53.1

	Conservatives
	101172
	27.6

	Liberal Democrats
	44312
	12.1

	SNP
	9599
	2.6

	Independents
	4369
	1.2

	Green Party
	3024
	0.8

	Respect
	2736
	0.7

	BNP
	1260
	0.3

	Sinn Fein
	1093
	0.3

	UKIP
	956
	0.3

	SSP
	918
	0.3

	Veritas
	770
	0.2

	DUP
	641
	0.2

	UUP
	304
	0.1

	SDLP
	244
	0.1

	Plaid Cymru
	243
	0.1

	Alliance Party
	26
	0.0

	Total
	366050
	100.0


In fact, the only paper in which Labour received less than 50% of party coverage was the Times, which gave it 45%. The Daily Mail granted Labour over 60% of coverage, with Labour accounting for between 50% and 60% of coverage in all the other papers. In headlines and on front pages, the Labour share increased even further, at times to over 70% (again in the Daily Mail). The more prominent the coverage, the more likely that the Liberal Democrats will receive less than 10% of coverage, in headlines and on front pages of most papers less than 7%. However well they might have done it getting their message across, i.e. having their agenda reflected in reporting about their campaign, in particular in the Independent and the Guardian, they did not receive a large amount of reporting. They remain a significantly marginalized political party.
And with regard to the Conservatives, it is interesting to note that they were most marginalized by their most loyal partisan outlet, the Daily Mail.

Statement bias

So far, we have established that partisanship appears to lead some press outlets to closely mirroring the agenda of the party they endorse, while remaining more independent in their coverage of other parties. But partisanship does not lead to marginalisation of the opponent. In fact, a staunchly conservative paper, the Daily Mail, most over-represented Labour in its campaign coverage. The clearest manifestation of a partisan press we would expect in their editorial opinion and political commentary. As with the coding of party press releases, all commentary in the seven newspapers was coded for favourable, neutral, and unfavourable statements. Table 10 reports how opinionated the editorial pages commented on the campaign. As one would expect, the red- and black-tops prove to be more judgmental, producing just about as many positive or negative statements as neutral ones. The Guardian and Telegraph are the most restrained in their opinions, with over 60% neutral statements. Most striking is the lack of open endorsement or support for political actors and/or their policies. The Daily Mirror produces by far the most positive statements with 13.6%, the Sun has almost 9% positive statements, but all other papers tend to be sparse with praise. On average we find six and a half times more negative than positive statements on the editorial and comment pages.
Table 10: Opinion in the national press
	
	Percent

Negative
	Percent

Neutral
	Percent

Positive

	Mirror
	37.0
	49.4
	13.6

	Mail
	45.8
	49.9
	4.2

	Sun
	38.7
	52.4
	8.9

	Times
	42.1
	54.1
	3.9

	Independent
	39.3
	54.8
	5.9

	Guardian
	32.3
	62.2
	5.6

	Telegraph
	32.2
	62.6
	5.1

	Overall
	37.7
	56.4
	5.8


Table 11, which reports the average bias scores (potentially ranging between +1.00 and -1.00) for the three main parties across all seven newspapers, shows very clearly what partisanship amounts to in the British newspaper landscape. Only the Daily Mail and the Daily Mirror can justifiably be identified as partisan in their treatment of Labour and the Conservatives, with positive scores for the party they endorsed during the campaign, and negative scores for the opponent. But even in those cases, endorsement amounts to no more than very moderately positive scores of +.07 for the Conservatives by the Daily Mail and +.05 for Labour from the Daily Mirror. Much, if not most of the partisanship consists of criticism of the opponent. Not only do the adversaries of the endorsed parties score highly negative (Labour -.55 in the Mail, the Tories -.62 in the Mirror), but the partisan papers also tend to invest over-proportional amounts of space to voice their criticism, and even more strikingly so than we saw before in the section on coverage bias. The Daily Mail invests 74% of their editorial and comment pages to criticising Labour while only 16% to support the Conservatives, while the Daily Mirror invests almost as much time attacking the Tories as they do endorsing Labour. The 43% devoted to the Conservatives in the editorial section of the Daily Mirror is in fact the most prominent they featured in any section of any newspaper during the entire campaign.
Even though the Daily Telegraph endorsed the Conservatives during the campaign, positive statements about them did not outweigh negative ones. Their score is almost neutral, but given their sharp criticism of both Labour and the Liberal Democrats, they can still count as a somewhat partisan newspaper. 

The Times provides the fascinating case of a newspaper openly endorsing Labour over the Tories, yet subjecting them to even more criticism than their adversaries. On the editorial pages of the Times, Labour did even worse than the Liberal Democrats, with an overall score of -.47. The Guardian and Independent were almost equally critical of all three parties, while the Sun marginalized the Tories and were most critical of the Liberal Democrats. Their score of -.66 was the most negative of all, which means that the Sun condemned them more strongly than either the Daily Mail or the Daily Mirror, the still most partisan papers, condemned their endorsed party’s main adversary.
Table 11: Average bias scores
	
	Labour
	Conservatives
	Liberal Democrats

	
	Bias score

Percent of total
	Bias score

Percent of total
	Bias score

Percent of total

	Daily Mail
	-0.55
	+0.07
	-0.27

	
	74.2
	16.1
	7.5

	Daily Mirror
	+0.09
	-0.62
	-0.31

	
	46.1
	42.9
	4.4

	Telegraph
	-0.38
	-0.05
	-0.47

	
	56.2
	30.1
	7.5

	Guardian
	-0.21
	-0.44
	-0.26

	
	57.2
	28.3
	10.5

	Independent
	-0.35
	-0.35
	-0.27

	
	56.6
	28.3
	11.6

	Sun
	-0.22
	-0.30
	-0.66

	
	65.9
	12.9
	14.6

	Times
	-0.47
	-0.21
	-0.44

	
	57.8
	26.2
	11.6

	Overall
	-0.35
	-0.28
	-0.38

	
	59.8
	25.9
	9.9


Since leadership was a core issue in the election campaign, it is important to investigate the impact that the leaders had on their respective parties’ treatment in the press. Table 12 disaggregates the overall scores from Table 11 into its constituent parts, namely the average scores of the three party leaders (plus Gordon Brown) against the average scores for statements about the parties as such, or about other representatives of the parties. The main finding from Table 12 is that Gordon Brown emerges as the only leader who might be regarded as an asset for his party, in the sense of improving their editorial treatment. With the sole exception of the Times, which criticized both Blair and Brown in more pronounced fashion than the rest of the Labour party, Brown received a higher score than his party in all the other papers. The same cannot be said for any of the other leaders. 
The Daily Mail was the sole paper to treat all party leaders somewhat more generously than their parties. Otherwise, the general tendency was one of personalized criticism. Leaders, more than parties, were the main target of media criticism. While Michael Howard even slightly improved the moderately positive score of the Tories in the Daily Mail, he emerged as the main reason for both the Times and Telegraph not to endorse the party. And Charles Kennedy was clearly not regarded as an asset for his party. Instead he received far more criticism than the Liberal Democrats in general. The Liberal Democrats would even have received a positive score from the generally sympathetic Independent, and indeed the highest score of all parties from any newspaper, were it not for their disaffection with Kennedy. Finally, the picture for Tony Blair is decidedly mixed. The Daily Mail, the Daily Mirror and the Sun all granted him better scores than his party, the Sun even decidedly so, but elsewhere he emerged as a liability rather than an asset. For the Guardian, he emerged as the core reason for only reluctantly, and conditionally, to endorse the party.

Table 12: Opinions in the press about parties and party leaders
	
	Labour
	Tony Blair
	Gordon Brown
	Conser-vatives
	Michael Howard
	Liberal Democrats
	Charles Kennedy

	Daily Mail
	-0.63
	-0.53
	-0.28
	0.03
	0.15
	-0.36
	-0.17

	Daily Mirror
	0.05
	0.12
	0.11
	-0.52
	-0.69
	-0.19
	-0.38

	Telegraph
	-0.39
	-0.47
	-0.16
	0.08
	-0.28
	-0.25
	-0.56

	Guardian
	-0.15
	-0.38
	-0.02
	-0.02
	-0.69
	-0.25
	-0.28

	Independent
	-0.34
	-0.40
	-0.13
	-0.27
	-0.49
	0.14
	-0.56

	Sun
	-0.46
	-0.13
	-0.02
	-0.25
	-0.33
	-0.79
	-0.48

	Times
	-0.38
	-0.52
	-0.53
	-0.04
	-0.45
	-0.07
	-0.76


What then were the leaders blamed for? Table 13 confirms that press criticism of the Prime Minister centred on the issue of Iraq, and of trust. Leadership, Iraq and political ethics together account for 52% of all political commentary about Blair across the seven papers. And on these issues, he did receive a very bad press. Judgement about Blair on other issues, like social welfare, the economy, and even immigration were comparatively benign, but they did not matter. Only 7.4% of all commentary and editorial opinion about Blair centred on any of those latter issues. 
Evaluation of party leaders was in general largely bereft of policy content. Just as we found earlier that negative campaigning by the parties centred on process not policy content, the same emerges with regard to judgments in the press. When passing judgment on Charles Kennedy, the press talked about process issues 82% of the time, about policy only 18% of the time. When evaluating Blair, Brown and Howard, process featured 69% of the time, policy on 31% of the time. This deviates substantially from the overall pattern of campaign coverage. 
Table 13: Criteria of leadership evaluation in the press
	Tony Blair
	Gordon Brown

	Leadership
	-0.36
	33%
	Leadership
	-0.25
	45%

	Campaigning
	-0.19
	21%
	Economy
	-0.18
	25%

	Iraq
	-0.68
	16%
	Campaigning
	0.04
	19%

	Election
	-0.28
	7%
	Social Welfare
	-0.41
	3%

	Political Ethics
	-0.82
	5%
	Election
	-0.05
	2%

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Michael Howard
	Charles Kennedy

	Campaigning
	-0.34
	31%
	Campaigning
	-0.23
	35%

	Leadership
	-0.59
	23%
	Leadership
	-0.78
	31%

	Immigration
	-0.67
	12%
	Economy
	-0.76
	12%

	Polls/Horserace
	-0.14
	7%
	Polls/Horserace
	-0.26
	8%

	Social Welfare
	-0.46
	6%
	Election
	-0.63
	5%


In case of each of the four leaders, only one issue emerges as a core focus of media attention, when it comes to editorial opinion. Blair is evaluated on the basis of his Iraq policy, Brown and Kennedy, for different reasons are evaluated on economic grounds, and criticism of Howard largely centres on his raising of the immigration issue.

Again, Brown is treated most benignly of the four, with the press only marginally more negative than positive or neutral towards is economic record and policies. He receives more criticism for his social welfare policies, but that issue only barely features in his evaluations. Blair, Howard, and Kennedy are all heavily criticised on what the media assessed to be their core issue in the campaign; Blair on Iraq, Howard on immigration, and Kennedy on his economic policies, most notably his tax proposals. Other than that, leaders are measured by their campaign conduct and their leadership qualities, and here Howard and Kennedy fare considerably worse than both their Labour counterparts. Neither the Tory nor the Liberal Democrat leader is regarded as an asset for his party. 
However, it is notable how both parties and media turn increasingly personal when it comes to passing judgment on party leaders.

On a final note, it is useful to look a bit deeper into the fates of the Prime Minister and his Chancellor during this campaign. We have seen so far that Brown was treated more benignly by the other parties as well as the media than was Blair. Disaggregating the data across time, however, reveals an interesting pattern in their media treatment over the course of the campaign. The lower part of Graph 3 shows smoothed curves of how their mean bias scores changed over time during the campaign.

Graph 3: Blair, Brown, the Economy and the Iraq issue

[image: image6]
For the first half of the campaign, they moved largely in tandem, but from around the 20 April their lines move apart, with Brown receiving substantively more positive treatment in the editorial pages, while Blair faces increasing criticism. When we compare these two curves with how the economic issue and the Iraq issue fared on the media agenda over the course of the campaign (variables have been standardized for comparative purposes), a tentative explanation offers itself. Tony Blair’s press treatment is intrinsically linked to how much coverage the media give to economic issues. Indeed, we find a correlation of .46 between the changes in the tone of commentary on Blair and the amount of economic coverage in the press. Once the Iraq issue resurfaces with the leaking of Lord Goldsmith’s legal advice on Iraq during the second half of the campaign, the economy ceases to be the dominant issue in the campaign, and Blair faces more and more criticism. Very interestingly, Browns fate is only during the first half of the campaign linked to economic coverage. In fact, he appears to benefit from the re-emergence of debate about Iraq. Again, as with Blair and the amount of economic coverage, we find a significant and positive correlation of .46 between Brown’s bias score and coverage on Iraq. It appears as though once the Iraq issue emerges, the media become more likely to draw comparisons between Brown and Blair and their respective leadership qualities. We have seen before that media evaluation about Blair is closely linked to leadership and ethical consideration in the press about his, Blair’s, person. This process undoubtedly benefits Brown. Indeed, primarily because of his almost neutral evaluations during the latter half of the campaign does Brown emerge as the least negatively perceived leader amongst the four (while, of course, actually not being a party leader, yet).
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� The Independent and the Times have changed to a tabloid format, but broadsheet is here rather used as a term of reference for the character of reporting, not page size.


� The original data set included twelve dimensions: Political System, Justice/Crime, Defence, Economy, Social Welfare, Education, Infrastructure/Technology, Environment, Foreign Affairs, Northern Ireland. But because of the particular importance of the issues Immigration (originally subsumed under Social Welfare) and Iraq (originally subsumed under Foreign Affairs), these two were recoded as separate dimensions.


� Campaign general, Polls/Horserace, Leadership, Political Ethics, Election general.


� Each line of text in editorials and comments referring to a political actor was given a score of 1 if it was deemed to be favourable, a score of 0 if deemed neutral, and a score of -1 if deemed unfavourable.


� The comparison has to be treated with caution, mainly because Semetko and Scammell applied a different coding procedure in 1997 than is done here. While our unit of observation is words, their unit was press releases; their coding then consisted of listing all issues mentioned in order of their importance. Since theirs is the less precise estimate, we cannot be as confident about the percentage values from 1997 as about the current ones.


� Weighting references by their length (number of words), the average score is computed, which can range between +1.00 (100% positive references) and -1.00 (100% negative references).


� Text lines have been standardized in order to account for differences in column width within and between newspapers. In the coding, two different variables were constructed, one of which summarized the lines of text per entry, the second the column width of that article. By multiplying these two variables, and then dividing by the average column width across all the data (which is around 4.6 cm, we arrived at the standardized text lines. As can be seen from Table 3, not all newspapers have yet been coded. There are 26 issues per newspaper from the campaign, between 22 and 24 have so far been coded for each. 


� Table 8 reflects a slight overrepresentation of both the Scottish National Party and the Scottish Socialist Party, which results from the newspapers being collected for content analysis in Scotland. This also accounts for the underrepresentation of the Welsh Nationalists, Plaid Cymru. Text has been coded for Scottish reporting, and this material will be omitted for further analysis, which should account for that misrepresentation.
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