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Abstract: 

  The 2010 midterm election campaign featured many women seeking higher office in the 

United States. This study concentrated on four of these women, two who ran for senator and two 

who ran for governor. These women are Meg Whitman, Christine O’Donnell, Nikki Haley and 

Sharron Angle. They ran for governor of California, senator from Delaware, governor of South 

Carolina and senator from Nevada, respectively. 199 articles from USA Today, the Washington 

Post and the New York Times that mentioned these candidates were read and a content analysis 

was conducted. The coding compared mentions of these candidates stances on public policy 

issues (such as economics, the environment, health care, education, reproductive rights etc.) and 

personal issues (such as family, appearance, religion, personal finances, sex, race, gender etc.).  

Based on a literature review, it was hypothesized that there would be more instances of personal 

issues coverage vs. public policy coverage due to the fact that the candidates are women. 

 However, the content analysis revealed that there was not a significant difference in the 

coverage of public policy issues vs. personal issues in regards to these four women. Despite this 

finding, multiple ideas and theories regarding newspaper coverage of campaigns were able to be 

drawn. Some examples of these findings include: a possible correlation between the amount of 

coverage a candidate receives and the percentage of votes they get; a trend of newspapers 

covering campaign news without mentioning anything about a candidate’s public policy stances 

or personal issues; and a difference of overall coverage of a candidate fifty days priors to an 

election compared to fifty days before their primary victory. 
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Introduction/Thesis

 Victoria Woodhull was the first woman to run for president. She ran as a candidate on the 

Equal Rights party ticket in 1872, nearly five decades before women gained the right to vote. Her 

candidacy began the custom of sexism in the media regarding women politicians. She was called, 

“the petticoat politician” by the New York Herald (Carlin & Winfrey, 2008, 327). Since then, 

many women have run for president and vice president in minor parties. However, only two 

women: Geraldine Ferraro (D-1984) and Sarah Palin (R-2008) have received the nomination for 

Vice President from a major party. Neither candidate was successful in her run. In 2008, Hilary 

Rodham Clinton came closer than any other woman in winning the nomination of a major party 

for president (Sheeler, 2010, 34). While in the US we have not yet seen a successful woman 

presidential or vice-presidential candidate, there have been many women who have run 

successful campaigns for other forms of higher office such as US Senator and Governor.  

Jeanette Rankin was the first woman to successfully run for  congress. She was elected as a 

representative from Montana in 1916, four years before women gained the right to vote. 

( Palmer, Simon, 2003,131)  As of 1991, a total of only 16 women had served in the U.S. Senate. 

(Kahn & Goldenberg, 1991, 180) In the 2010 election, there were 160 women candidates for 

congress and governor on the ballot throughout the United States. (Keck, 2010) Throughout 

history, the media has taken a different approach to covering female nominations compared to 

their male opponents, a fact that can be seen throughout my literature review. 
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 For my study, I am looking at some of the most prominent non-incumbent women 

candidates who ran against males in the 2010 election. I decided to look at non-incumbents 

because less has been studied about them. The women I am looking at are: Christine O’Donnell 

who ran for senator from Delaware; Meg Whitman, who ran for governor of California, Sharon 

Angle who ran for senator from Nevada, and Nikki Haley who is ran Governor of South 

Carolina. (Note: I was originally going to code for Linda McMahon who ran for senator from 

Connecticut, however, due to time constraints I needed to eliminate one candidate. I chose her 

because I had an uneven number of aspiring senators vs. governors as well as east coast vs. west 

coast. This made the choice between O’Donnell and McMahon, I chose to keep O’Donnell due 

to her prominence across the country, which can be seen in the number of articles that mentioned 

her in all three newspapers I studied. I also found McMahon’s background to be similar to 

Whitman’s and I wanted my sample of women to be as diverse as possible).  It is important to 

note that all five of these women ran as members of the Republican party. I have chosen them 

not based on their political ideology, but their prominence in the media throughout the United 

States and how they fit the requirements of this study. However, choosing these four women 

despite the fact that they are a part of the same party, may make my study more reliable based on 

Atkeson and Kreb’s statement that “One of the difficulties in studying media bias in elections is 

sorting out the influence of factors such as incumbency, party, and the competitiveness of the 

race.” (Atkenson & Krebs, 2008, 239) 

 These women were prominent candidates for many reasons including their former jobs, 

the endorsements they received and who it is they were running against.  In order to see how the 

media covers female politicians, I will code for the coverage of public policy issues and personal 
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issues in three major newspapers and analyze my findings.  This paper will begin with a 

summary of relevant literature from both academic and popular sources, about not only the 

current election, but also other prominent elections that have featured women. Next a description 

of the methods used to complete this study will be shown along with hypothesized findings. Next 

the data I have collected will be explained using charts that show my results. Following the data, 

the results of my hypothesis will be discussed and the findings of my study will be looked at in 

depth. Finally, conclusions will be drawn. 

Literature Review  

 Many studies have been conducted and articles written that look at how female 

politicians are portrayed in the media. A major theme in these articles is the coverage of public 

policy and personal issues of candidates, as well as the race and gender of candidates. A number 

of these studies also compared the portrayal of women politicians to male politicians, which 

could be a further step in my study. 

Public Policy vs. Personal Issues 

One of the major themes in these articles is the difference in coverage of personal issues 

verses public policy issues. Carlin and Kelly’s article “Have we come a long way baby?” 

explored the idea that there are differences not only in the quantity and quality of media coverage 

between male and female candidates but also in the expression of negativity, all of which can 

affect a woman candidate’s credibility (329). The authors concentrated on the 2008 presidential 

election regarding both Hilary Clinton and Sarah Palin, but they also cited past female candidates 

as well. Carlin and Winfrey cite numerous sources that agree the media is more likely to mention 
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aspects of a candidate’s appearance, personality, family, and “feminine issues” when covering 

female candidates as opposed to male candidates (329). These discrepancies are extremely 

significant to my study and I will look to see if this is the case with the newest crop of prominent 

female candidates. Atkenson and Krebs also state that “a separate area of concern is media 

coverage of more personal topics not directly related to campaign issues. Research shows that 

coverage dealing with candidates’ gender, marital status, children, age, personality and 

appearance, were far more likely to be about female than male candidates.” (Atkeson & Krebs, 

2008, 240) While this particular study regarding the women of 2010 will not look at the male 

opponents, it is something that can be looked into in the future to see if this statement holds true.  

  USA Today, one of the newspapers that I be looking at in my study published an article 

that looked at the credibility issues that arise when female candidates are called sexist names, 

some of which lead to unproven accusations. The articles was entitled “Sexist Jabs Scar Female 

Hopefuls” and was written by Susan Page.  Page mentions a case in which Senator Lisa 

Murkowski of Alaska was accused of being a “member of the oldest profession” aka a prostitute 

by an opponent. While this jab came from a politician and not the media, it was reported by the 

media and therefore was spread to even more people. Page cited a poll that found that female 

candidates lost twice as much support when sexist jabs such as “ice queen”, “mean girl” and the 

word “prostitute” were used to characterize women candidates. The poll also found that voters 

saw her as “less empathetic, trust worthy and effective” after hearing the sexist jabs.  However, 

the poll did find that women candidates were able to gain back support by simply calling the 

discussion “inappropriate” and bringing attention back to the issues.  It is significant that a 

newspaper that I have coded for public policy vs. personal issues has published an article that 
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addresses the problems that occur when inappropriate personal issues are featured in the news 

instead of the public policy issues the candidate supports.  

Some studies have looked at the same issues that I am going to be look at with different 

candidates: the variations in coverage of public policy issues vs. personal issues. Kristina Horn 

Sheeler looked at the campaign run by Jennifer Granholm who ran for Governor in Michigan. 

Granholm won her race becoming the first female Governor of Michigan. Sheeler cites many 

sources that have concluded that the media “distort the messages of female candidates toward 

gender stereotypes being more likely to report on their appearance at the expense of policy 

issues.” (Sheeler, 2010, 36). Sheeler’s study of the coverage of Granholm’s candidacy through 

various forms of media found that several gender related metaphors were often used. Sheeler 

also found that media coverage focusing on Granholm’s appearance, personality and femininity 

gave the impression that she was not as knowledgeable on issues or prepared for the job 

compared to her male opponents ( Sheeler, 2010, 38). Kim Kahn and Edie Goldenberg looked at 

coverage from the 1984 and 1986 races for US Senate. They theorized that “because female 

candidates for the U.S. Senate are relatively rare, their candidacies may be treated as more 

newsworthy and they may subsequently receive more coverage than their male 

counterparts.” (Kahn, Goldenberg, 1991, 184) To test their hypothesis they performed a 

newspaper content analysis looking at various coverage including public policy, personal traits 

and the race itself. They found that “female candidates receive less news coverage and the 

coverage that they do receive concentrates more on their viability and less on their issue 

positions.” (Kahn, Goldenberg, 1991, 196). This idea of candidate viability is interesting as this 

study was proposed while the 2010 race was still going on, and was concluded after Election 
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Day, therefore, the results of these races is known and theories can be made about how the media 

coverage influenced these results. 

Reporting on Race and Gender

 As the political world becomes more and more diverse, moving away from the standard 

of the white male politician, race and gender have become common topics in the coverage of 

political candidates. In my coding for personal issues, I will include specific mentions of the 

candidate’s race or gender in the “personal issues” division.

  Julie Hollar wrote an article called “Beyond Clinton and Palin: Coverage of Women in 

elections misses the real issues” which looks into how race and gender are covered in elections.  

She mentions that white men are usually thought to not be influenced by race or gender and that 

when people are talking about race and gender, it actually means that they are talking about 

people of color and women.  Hollar writes that many news agencies also assume that while white 

men are not influenced by race and gender, all others are.  This creates an interesting 

predicament for black women who were presented with the choice of voting for their race or 

their gender in the 2008 Democratic primaries. CNN chose to explore this interesting issue. 

However, according to Hollar, CNN ignored the black women they talked to because most of 

them said that they are “smarter than choosing a candidate just because of his skin color or 

because she’s a woman.” What actually matters to them are health care, the economy and 

education.  (Hollar, 2009, 11). Hollar continues to write that the real issues are ignored in favor 

of coverage of polls, strategy and who’s ahead. This is a significant finding that I will later 

discuss in my own results section. 

           Gagliardi,8



Lesa Hatley Major and Renita Colman conducted  a content analysis that looked at the 

2003 election for governor of Louisiana. The candidates were a 61 year old white woman, 

Kathleen Blanco and a 32 year old Indian man, Bobby Jindal. This race serves as an interesting 

comparison to the Obama-Clinton race, which would occur four years later. The article cites 

previous research that female candidates are considered strongest on issues such as health care 

and education and that men are better with economics, crime and defense (316). However, in this 

particular contest, the woman had more experience in economics and the man had more 

experience in education and health care. Despite the candidate’s experiences, the study found 

that there were significantly more mentions of Blanco’s ability to handle health care and 

education than Jindal’s. Likewise there were more mentions of Jindal’s ability to handle 

economic issues (324). In the 2010 election, some of the women who decided to run were 

previously a part of the business world including Meg Whitman who was the CEO of Ebay 

before trying to become governor of California. 

James Devitt wrote an interesting study that looked not only at the sex of the candidate, 

but the sex of the news reporter as well. Overall it seems that women are more interested in 

writing about the topic of media portrayals of female politicians. Devitt’s study is the only one I 

have analyzed that was written solely by a man. While this is not surprising, having research 

conducted by various types of people is always beneficial.  Devitt also looked at how often the 

female candidates and their male opponents were covered in newspaper articles in terms of their 

position on public issues as well as personal issues. He used chi-squares to analyze his coding, a 

method that is likely to prove to be useful in my study. 
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Most people would agree that in American society, crying is something that is only 

socially acceptable sometimes for a woman and practically never for a man. Erika Falk wrote an 

article that focuses on an incident during the 2008 presidential campaign in which Hilary 

Clinton’s eyes filled with tears and the press reaction to her “crying”. It uses other incidents of 

candidates tearing up and the press coverage of these events as a comparison. Falk argues that 

this is a good story about Clinton because it 1) may have helped her win the New Hampshire 

primary, 2) it supported stereotypes about women (women are emotional), and 3) it provided 

information about Clinton’s character (Falk, 2009, 51). One interesting thing about the press 

coverage in this event is that it painted Hilary as more warm, likeable and womanly (57). Before 

this she was often seen as not female enough. While Hilary’s tears were considered positive, 

incidents in which men cried were always deemed negative. This shows a double standard 

between men and women but in this case, a woman displaying a female stereotype was 

considered to be positive. However, the incoming Speaker of the House, Joe Boehner has been 

known to shed tears in public, a fact to which Sarah Palin commented "I don't know if a woman 

would be given a pass necessarily... That's one of those things where a double standard is 

applied....I'm sure if I got up there and did a speech, and I started breaking down and cried about 

how important it is to me that our children and grandchildren are provided great opportunities, 

I'm sure I would be mocked a little bit for that." (Palin, 2010, 3:26-4:53) However, she also said 

that double standards encourage women in politics to be work harder and be tougher.

Literature review conclusion

 Conducting this literature review gave me some great background information on the 

portrayal of women candidates from past elections. Reading the work that others have done gave 
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me some ideas on how I could go about conducting my own study as well as information that 

explained some of the results of my study. These influences can be be found throughout the 

remainder of my paper. 

Methods

 In order to complete this study, I have coded for the coverage of personal issues vs public 

policy issues as reported by the media. Because the term “media” is so broad and I am under a 

time constraint, I narrowed my study down to studying newspaper articles in the Washington 

Post, New York Times and USA Today, three of the country’s major national newspapers. I will 

look at articles from September 14, 2010 (the last state primary) through November 2, 2010 

(Election Day). I used the academic database, “LexisNexis” to access these articles. I coded 

articles that mentioned these candidates (by first and last name) and compared how much 

personal coverage and public policy coverage they received from these newspapers. Personal 

issues coverage included descriptions of family, appearance, religion, personal finances, sex, 

race, and gender. Public policy coverage was coded for the various political issues these 

candidates have taken a stand on including but not limited to: economics, the environment, 

education, military, health care, reproductive rights, etc. When the same issue was brought up 

more than once in an article, it was only coded once. If neither public policy nor personal issues 

were mentioned in the article, it was coded as zero public policy and zero personal issues.  For an 

example, I will code the following article from the Washington Post, bolding specific points: 

 Christine O’Donnell took to the airwaves Tuesday with a simple message for Delaware 
 voters: “I’m you.” 
 

           Gagliardi,11



 When the Senate candidate recently hired Fred Davis, the Republican ad wizard known 
 for such provocative hits as "Demon Sheep," many assumed she would use the millions 
 she raised online to launch a shock-and-awe ad offensive. And she still might.
 But O'Donnell's first general-election ad is decidedly simple. Davis filmed O'Donnell, in 
 pearls and a dark jacket, talking directly to the camera. No bells or whistles.
 "I wanted people to get to know the real Christine," Davis said in an interview. He said 
 the ad was designed to show "that she was not what everyone thought, that she was an 
 everywoman - with one exception. She was one of us, but was so disappointed in our 
 government that she was moved to action, to try and do something about it."

O'Donnell opens the 30-second spot by saying, "I'm not a witch." It was a reference to her 
much-publicized 1999 statement that she dabbled in witchcraft.

 Davis said he included that line in the script to "once and for all put that behind her, and 
 let people know we're moving on from that to things that really matter today."
 O'Donnell's ad bears a resemblance to a recent ad Davis produced for Republican Carly 
 Fiorina, the former Hewlett-Packard chief executive running for the Senate in California. 
 Both  feature the candidates, dressed elegantly and speaking directly to the camera in 
 front of dark, foggy backdrops.
 But Davis said that the O'Donnell background was different, and that Fiorina's was a 
 more elaborate production.
 As for O'Donnell's straightened hair and formal attire, Davis said it was not scripted.
 "The pearls, et cetera, are just her," Davis said. "She is literally not what everyone thinks. 
 That's just what she wore."
 

This article would have been coded three times (three of the bolded terms are about appearance) 

for personal issues and zero times for public policy issues.  After all the coding is completed, I 

will report my findings and then discuss what the meanings and implications of the results are. 

My hypothesis is that in the coverage of these four women, the newspapers in question will focus 

significantly more on their personal issues compared to their public policy issues.

Data

 In total, I coded 199 articles from the three newspapers. Each article mentioned one of 

the four candidates somewhere in the article. In order to make the coding more manageable due 

to time constraints, as well as an unevenness of articles across candidates, I reduced the total 
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number of articles in my LexisNexis search from 497 to 199. I did this by randomly choosing 

approximately 1/3 of the articles mentioning Christine O’Donnell, and ½ of the articles 

mentioning Sharron Angle and Meg Whitman (with the exception of USA Today which was not 

reduced for Whitman or Angle due to a manageable number of results). Articles mentioning 

Nikki Haley were not reduced due to a small number of total articles. From this sample, I also 

threw out a few articles for reasons such as them being repeat articles, (for the same candidates; 

if the same article mentioned more than one candidate, it may have been coded twice given the 

article made it through the random reduction process) letters to the editor or if they contained no 

journalistic commentary (such as a list of quotes). 

 Four charts detailing the results from my coding can be found below.  There is one chart 

for each candidate. The parentheses within the “# of Articles” columns indicate how many total 

articles were found before the reduction process. 

Chart 1-Nikki Haley 

Newspaper # of Articles Public Policy 
Mentions

Personal Issue
Mentions

USA Today 2(4) 0 2

Washington Post 6 0 6

New York Times 6 (8) 0 7

Total 14 0 15
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Chart 2- Christine O’Donnell 
Newspapers # of Articles Public Policy 

Mentions
Personal Issue 

Mentions

USA Today 8 (26) 5 6

Washington Post 29 (93) 9 15

New York Times 31(103) 7 21

Total 68 21 42

Chart 3- Meg Whitman 

Newspapers # of Articles Public Policy 
Mentions

Personal Issue 
Mentions

USA Today 8 (9) 5 4

Washington Post 22 (43) 12 18

New York Times 16 (43) 10 15

Total 46 27 37

Chart 4- Sharron Angle

Newspapers # of Articles Public Policy 
Mentions

Personal Issue 
Mentions 

USA Today 12 (15) 19 3

Washington Post 31 (64) 15 6

New York Times 28 (83) 21 6

Total 71 55 15
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These next three tables add up the totals of all the articles, all the public policy mentions 

and all the personal issue mentions regarding all four candidates and all three newspapers. The 

following tables also contain data on how many articles contained public policy and/or personal 

issues mentions as well as how many articles did not mention public policy or personal issues, 

but a candidates’ name is found in the article.                                                                                           

Chart 5

Total 
# of 

Articles

Total 
Public Policy (PP) 

Mentions

Total
 Personal Issue 
(PI) Mentions

199 103 109

  

Chart 6

Total # of Articles that 
mentioned PP and/or PI at 

least once

Total # of 
Articles that 
mentioned 

neither PP or 
PI

Total # of 
Articles that 
mentioned 

only PI Issues

Total Number 
of Articles that 

mentioned 
only PP issues 

99 100 33 9

Chart 7

Total # of articles that 
mentioned both PI and PP 

issues

Of those that 
mentioned 

both, total # 
that had more 

PI then PP 

Of those that 
mentioned 

both, total # 
that had more 

PP then PI

Of those that 
mentioned 

both, total # 
that had equal 

PI and PP
26 9 8 9
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Results of Research Question and Hypothesis

My research question asked if there would be a significant difference between the 

coverage of public policy issues vs. personal issues regarding the four female candidates. Based 

off the literature review, in which many of the articles found that in past elections women 

candidates received more coverage of personal issues than their stance on public policy issues, I 

hypothesized that this would remain true regarding women in the 2010 election. In other words, I 

thought that there would be significantly more coverage of personal issues compared to public 

policy issues. However, when all twelve variables were added up (4 candidates, 3 newspapers), 

the difference in mentions of personal issues and public policy issues was only six. Personal 

issues were mentioned an additional six instances compared to public policy issues (PP-103, 

PI-109).  This difference is not significant given that the large sample size (199 articles total, 

with 99 mentioning PI or PP issues at least once). Therefore, my hypothesis has proven to be 

false. In my study of how the New York Times, USA Today and the Washington Post covered the 

candidacies of Nikki Haley, Meg Whitman, Christine O’Donnell and Sharron Angle, I have 

found the difference of coverage between public policy stance and personal issues to be 

negligible. 

Discussion of findings 

 Though my initial research question did not result in a significant difference in the 

coverage of personal issues vs. public policy stances like I had hypothesized, my study still 

uncovered some very interesting information. Atkeson and Kreb’s write, “Research on how 

media male and female candidates has generally focussed on four areas: volume of coverage, 
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candidate's viability, candidate’s issues and candidate's traits.” (Atkeson & Krebs, 2008, 240). 

While I did not find a significant difference in coverage of candidates issues and candidates, 

some of the discoveries I did make do involve volume of coverage and candidate's viability 

among other things. 

Coverage of Campaign News

Of the 199 articles I coded, more than half contained no mention at all of personal issues 

regarding the candidate nor her stance on public policy issues. Instead these articles focused 

solely on campaign news. Some examples of this include reports on fundraising efforts, event 

announcements, polling results etc. None of these articles gave readers any information about 

who the candidate is and what she stands for. I found this result to be extremely surprising. It 

definitely gave me a new perspective of what a bipartisan press could look like, where reporters 

report strictly on campaign news and it is up to the reader to use other forms of media such as a 

candidate’s personal website or advertisements to learn about her stances on public policy issues 

and who she is as a person. Kahn and Goldenberg  recognized the prominence of campaign news 

and the lack of public policy issue discussion in the media. This type of campaign news is 

sometimes called “horse-race news”. Kahn and Goldenberg’s study found that horse-race news is 

more prominent in the coverage of female candidates as compared to male candidates. (Kahn and 

Goldenberg, 1991, 188) My finding that the majority of coverage of political campaigns adheres 

strictly to campaign news and not information about individual candidates is also supported by 

Hollar’s article. Hollar writes, “Policy issues were the focus of 5 percent of election stories in 

FAIR’s study of television primary coverage (Extra! 5-6/08) and 10 percent in the New York 

Times’ own self study (10/12/08); when media devote the overwhelming majority of their 
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election coverage to polls, strategy and who’s ahead today, all issues get the short shrift.” (Holler, 

2009, 12) 

Before conducting this study I would have thought that election coverage in the media 

would contain many more mentions of public policy issues than just the 5-10% reported in 

Hollar’s article. According to chart 6 of my study, in addition to the 100 articles that did not 

mention public policy or personal issues, there were 33 articles that only mentioned personal 

issues leaving just nine articles that covered only public policy issues. An additional 26 articles 

had mentions of both public policy and personal issues. That means that approximately 17% of 

the articles I coded had at least one mention of the candidate’s stance on public policy. This is 

seven percentage points higher than the New York Times self-study that Hollar mentioned. This 

difference could be due to many factors, such as the fact that I combined the results from three 

different papers and did not look at just the New York Times; I only looked at one half of the 

ballot and did not also look at the coverage of their opponents; The New York Times study was 

conducted during the 2008 presidential campaign and my study involved non-incumbents 

running for senator or governor whose stances on public policy issues may not have been as well 

know and therefore contributing to the seven additional percentage points. 

It is also possible that these four women had a higher percentage of public policy 

coverage than the New York Times study because not only were all four women running as 

Republicans, but they were supported by the Tea Party, which according to their website 

(www.teaparty.org) is a “grassroots movement that calls awareness to any issue that challenges 

the security, sovereignty, or domestic tranquility of our beloved nation, the United States of 

America.” Because this is a new movement that started in 2009 (though the original Boston Tea 
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Party took place in 1773) and this is the first major election they have been a part of, it is 

possible that the newspapers felt a greater need to spell out exactly where Tea Party supported 

candidates stand on public policy issues.        

Volume of Coverage

Another interesting aspect of my study is the great difference in the number of articles 

that mentioned these candidates.  Prior to reducing to the number of articles I coded, there was a 

huge variation in the coverage of these candidates. I reduced the number down in order to make 

the coding more manageable under the time constraint, but also in attempt to equal out the 

coverage as best as I could while still having enough articles to make my findings relevant. As 

mentioned in my methods section, I also threw out some articles that were irrelevant to my study.  

Before making any reductions to my LexisNexis search, I found 18 articles mentioning Nikki 

Haley, 95 mentioning Meg Whitman, 162 mentioning Sharron Angle, and 222 mentioning 

Christine O’Donnell within the September 14, 2010 to November 2, 2010 time frame. For all 

four women, the average number of articles was 124.25, with a median of 128.5. The difference 

between the number of articles Christine O’Donnell had and the number of articles Nikki Haley 

had (the range of the data) is 204.                               

Viability of Candidate/Volume of Coverage

Kahn and Goldenberg theorized that “If reporters and editors regard female candidates as 

less viable and thus less important than their male counterparts, then female candidates may 

receive less news exposure.” (Kahn and Goldenberg, 1991, 185) However, the results of this 

study contradict Kahn and Goldenberg’s idea. This study looked at articles from the day of the 

last primary, until Election Day. It did not extend into November 3rd when the newspapers would 
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announce the winners. Out of the four women whose election coverage I studied, only one was 

successful in her campaign for office. Governor-elect Nikki Haley will be sworn in as Governor 

of South Carolina on January 12, 2011. Christine O’Donnell, Meg Whitman and Sharron Angle 

all lost to their male opponents. It is very interesting that the only woman in my study to have 

had a successful campaign also had significantly less coverage compared to the other three 

women. It is also important to mention that not one of the articles I coded mentioned Haley’s 

stance on public policy issues. All the newspapers only mentioned personal issues such as her 

religion (Sikh-turned Christian), personal finances (history of late tax payments) race (Indian-

American) sex/family (accusations of an affair) and gender (specifically saying she is a woman) 

among other mentions of personal issues. Four of the Haley articles coded did not contain any 

information about public issues or personal issues and only covered general campaign news.  

While some of the articles that did mention personal issues did not paint her in the greatest light 

particularly those that mentioned her late taxes or the possibility of infidelity, there was 

comparatively very little coverage of personal issues regarding Haley compared to results of 

O’Donnell and Whitman. My coding found that Haley and Angle had the same number of 

personal issue mentions (15), however it’s important to note that 91 articles mentioning Angle 

were cut from my study during the reduction process but only 4 were cut from Haley, making 

comparing them side by side inequitable.   

Many new hypotheses can be made about the finding that Haley had so little overall 

coverage compared to Whitman, O’Donnell and Angle, yet was the only victor, contracting Kahn 

and Goldenberg’s idea. It is possible that little or no coverage from national newspapers is more 

beneficial to candidates than coverage of public policy stances, personal issues, or general 
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campaign news. This could be true for women candidates, Republican candidates, Tea Party 

supported candidates, any combination of the above, or even all candidates. Further research 

comparing the coverage of numerous campaigns would be needed in order to conclude or 

disprove that the least amount of coverage from national newspapers equals a greater chance of 

winning the election.

 However, there is one possible explanation for the disparity of coverage regarding Haley 

compared to the other three candidates. In my original paper proposal, I said that I was going to 

look at articles regarding the candidates from the end of their primary campaign (of which they 

were victorious) until Election Day. However, I discovered that there was a big variation in the 

dates of the last primary in the various states that the women were running in. Delaware’s 

primary was September 14, Nevada’s primary was August 17th, California and South Carolina 

both held their primary on June 8th. Therefore, there was a 99 day difference between California 

and South Carolina’s primary and Delaware’s primary, with 71 days separating Nevada from 

California and South Carolina, and 29 days separating Delaware from Nevada. There seems to be 

a correlation between the number of articles written about the candidate and the proximity to 

their respective state’s primary date.  Christine O’Donnell, who had the last primary had the most 

articles with 222, Sharron Angle had the next closest primary and had 162 articles, Meg 

Whitman and Nikki Haley had the earliest primary date and had 95 and 18 articles respectively. 

It is possible that the candidates had more coverage closer to their primary date and that interest 

in established candidates started to dwindle as new candidates emerged with primary victories. 

There are fifty days covered in my study (September 14th to November 2nd).  I decided to do 

another search of LexisNexis in which I looked at the number of articles from the three 
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newspapers for the three other candidates (excluding O’Donnell) for 50 days following the 

primary in which they were victorious. For Whitman and Haley, this will be from June 8th until 

July 27th. For Angle this will be from August 17th until October 5th.  The following chart displays 

the results:

Chart 8

Candidate USA Today 
Articles

New York Times 
Articles

Washington Post 
Articles

Total articles

Nikki Haley 10 20 23 53

Meg Whitman 13 28 18 59

Sharron Angle 10 34 23 67

 As it can be seen, Governor-elect Nikki Haley’s results nearly tripled in total (18 to 53) 

when comparing the fifty days after her primary victory to the fifty days prior to Election Day. 

Interestingly, her numbers are also very comparable to Meg Whitman’s numbers during the 50 

day post-primary time period. However, Whitman was actually covered more during the 50 days 

prior to the election compared to the fifty days after her primary win (95 articles to 59 articles). 

Sharron Angle was also covered more during the fifty days before the election as compared to 

the 50 days after her primary victory (162 to 67, noting that the time period has an overlap of 29 

days).  Angle had nearly 100 more articles that mentioned her in the fifty days before the election 

as opposed to the 50 days after her primary win. My theory as to why the results panned out as 

they did is that Sharron Angle and Meg Whitman were running in more prominent elections 

compared to Nikki Haley. Sharron Angle had the opportunity to take the seat of Senate Majority 
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Leader Harry Reid, making her race one of national interest. Meg Whitman’s election involved 

replacing Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger, a national celebrity. She was also an interesting 

candidate because she had never run for public office before; her previous job was as CEO of 

eBay, making her a billionaire (which I coded as a personal financial issue). Meanwhile, Nikki 

Haley had previously sat on the House of Representatives and did not have a particularly famous 

opponent in her race for governor. One of the reasons why she was considered a prominent 

candidate was that she was endorsed by Vice-Presidential nominee and former Governor of 

Alaska, Sarah Palin who named Haley one of her “Mama Grizzlies” as mentioned in some of the 

articles I coded. Though even with the additional data to take into account the fact that the other 

three women had earlier primaries then Christine O’Donnell, there was still an extreme 

difference in the amount of coverage O’Donnell received. Some explanations for this 

discrepancy could be the fact that she was a part of the very last primary and many of the 

newspapers I coded said she was a surprise winner against former Governor Michael Castle. She 

also appeared on TV shows as a young adult, which was often written about in the newspaper 

articles I coded. 

 The last comparison I am going to make is the number of articles mentioning the 

candidates and the percentages of votes they got in their respective states. In the race for senator 

from Delaware, Christine O’Donnell lost to Christopher Coons 56% to 40%.  In the race for 

senator from Nevada, Sharron Angle lost to Harry Reid 50% to 45%. In the race for Governor of 

California, Meg Whitman lost to Jerry Brown 53% to 42%. In the race for Governor of South 

Carolina, Nikki Haley won against Vincent Sheheen 51% to 45%.  All of these numbers came 

from CBS News's online election coverage.  As noted earlier in this paper, the only candidate to 
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win also had the least amount of coverage. However, it is also interesting to note that between 

the two senate candidates and the two gubernatorial candidates, the candidate with the least 

amount of coverage also had a higher percentage of votes in her respective election. This finding 

further strengthens the idea that less media coverage is more favorable to candidates in regards to 

the outcome of the election. 

Conclusion

 Though I was unable to prove my hypothesis that the coverage of public policy stances 

and the coverage personal issues of these candidates would be vastly unequal in favor of 

personal issues due to the fact that they are women, I did find some other very interesting 

information regarding newspaper coverage and election results. I found that many newspaper 

articles reporting on candidates covered only general campaign news and neither public policy 

nor personal issues regarding the candidates. I also discovered that coverage of a candidate can 

dwindle as more time passes over the final primary, but it can also increase as it gets closer to 

Election Day, possibly due to different variables about the candidates. Lastly, I also found a 

possible correlation between the amount of coverage a candidate receives and the success of the 

candidate. My current findings support the idea that less coverage is more ideal. 

 In conclusion, while the results I set out to prove turned out to be insignificant, I feel that 

my study was successful because I ended up coming up with many more research questions that 

could be studied in the future such as: Are candidates covered more in the days following the 

primary or the days leading up to the election?; Does election coverage focus more on the public 

policy stances and personal issues of candidates, or general campaign news?; Are candidates 
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more likely to succeed if they receive minimal press coverage compared to other candidates? In 

all of these research questions, gender can be, but does not necessarily have to a part of the 

equation. To further the original research question that I asked, I could go back and code the 

public policy vs. personal issue coverage for each of the women candidates’ male opponents and 

compare those findings. My study could also be repeated using all 497 articles in the original 

LexisNexis search, which I was unfortunately not able to complete due to time constraints, in 

order to see if my original results still stand. Lastly, the original task that I set out to do in my 

paper proposal (but again needed to be consolidated due to time constraints) could be done: 

coding the coverage of each candidate starting from the time they won their respective primary 

until Election Day and comparing the public policy vs personal issue coverage. This could also 

be done for their male opponents. As a final remark, it is clear that my study ended up asking 

more questions then it answered. I hope that sometime in the future, these questions can be 

answered. 
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