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Cable news
reinforces 
partisan 
instincts

other views

DOES YOUR vote depend on which news 
channel you watch? If you are a regular 
viewer of Fox News, will you become more 
likely to vote Republican?

Until recently, it has been impossible to 
answer that question empirically. Sure, 
Republicans tend to favor Fox News and 

Democrats tend to prefer 
MSNBC. But if Fox view-
ers are more likely to vote 
Republican, it might well 
be because of the conser-
vative views that led them 
to Fox in the first place.

A n ingenious new 
study, by Gregory J. Mar-
tin and Ali Yurukoglu of 
Stanford University, ex-
plores whether people’s 

voting behavior really is influenced by 
what they see on cable news. 

Their research starts with the fact that, 
in different parts of the United States, the 
stations found on specific channels vary. 
It turns out that, when it comes to the total 
number of viewers, channel location mat-
ters a lot. People are more likely to watch 
stations in the lower positions. For histor-
ical reasons, Fox News and MSNBC have 
sometimes received advantageous chan-
nel positions — but sometimes have not.

So Martin and Yurukoglu explored, 
across recent time periods and in vari-
ous parts of the country, the relationships 
among channel positions, people’s intend-
ed votes, county-level presidential vote 
shares, and individual viewership. With 
several large data sets, they tested the 
effects on voting of watching Fox News 
and MSNBC.

One of their preliminary findings is that 
Fox and MSNBC have both grown more 
ideologically defined, and Republicans 
and Democrats alike are aware of that. 

In 2000 and 2004, a typical Democrat 
was no more likely than a typical Repub-
lican to watch MSNBC. By 2008, a typi-
cal Democrat was 20 percentage points 
more likely to watch MSNBC. In 2004, a 
Republican was only 11 points more likely 
than a Democrat to watch Fox. By 2008, 
the gap widened to more than 30 points.

The authors also found that both Fox 
and MSNBC have real effects on people’s 
likely votes.

For those who end up watching Fox be-
cause of channel position, just four addi-
tional minutes of weekly viewing increas-
es the probability of intending to vote for 
the Republican presidential candidate 
by 0.9 percentage points. For those who 
watch MSNBC, four such additional min-
utes decreases the probability of intend-
ing to vote for the Republican presidential 
candidate by about 0.7 percentage points.

With one hour of viewing per week, 
the effects are greater. In 2008, an hour 
of MSNBC decreased the likelihood of a 
Republican vote by about 3.6 percentage 
points. In the same year, watching Fox 
for an hour increased the likelihood of a 
Republican vote by 3.5 points.

At the level of individual voters, that 
may not be such a huge deal. But consid-
ered across the United States, the effects 
are large. The researchers estimate that 
in 2004 and 2008, if there had been no 
Fox News on cable television, the Repub-
lican vote share (as measured by voters’ 
expressed intentions) would have been 4 
percentage points lower. And if MSNBC 
had had CNN’s more moderate ideology, 
the Republican share of the 2008 presi-
dential vote intention would have been 
about 3 percentage points higher. (In gen-
eral, Fox has more success in converting 
viewers than MSNBC does; it also has a 
much larger audience.)

These are disturbingly big numbers. To 
be sure, Martin and Yurukoglu’s analysis 
has many moving parts, and the research-
ers draw some of their key findings from 
surveys of voting intentions, rather than 
actual votes. So their particular calcu-
lations should be treated as provisional 
rather than definitive.

Nonetheless, their evidence is the most 
compelling to date that cable news has a 
major influence on viewers. Fox News and 
MSNBC do not merely attract like-mind-
ed people. They also heighten divisions 
among voters, contributing to political 
polarization — and they have an impact 
on people’s ultimate votes.

Cass R. Sunstein, the former administrator 
of the White House Office of Information and 
Regulatory Affairs, is a professor at Harvard 
Law School.

CASS R.
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The stories he missed

Re “We need policing” (letter, Dec. 
28): The letter-writer says, “Every 
person I have read about who had a 
final confrontation with the police 
had one thing in common: They were 
all doing something illegal.”

He apparently missed the stories 
of the young black man who was shot 
and killed in a Target store as he was 
holding an air rifle that was for sale 
there (and this was in an “open-car-
ry” state), the 12-year-old black boy 
who was killed in a park while play-
ing with a toy gun, a young black man 
who was killed while walking down 
the stairs of his apartment house in 
New York City and the young black 
man who was killed in Oakland, Ca-
lif., while waiting for a train. There 
are others — too many to count.

As for those who were doing some-
thing illegal: Those people were not 
tried in a court of law, and misde-
meanors do not carry the death pen-
alty.

David Klein
Cape Charles

No answers, either?

It’s startling that our national conver-
sation on police killings of unarmed 
civilians has morphed into a conver-
sation on how awful it is that the feel-
ings of police officers have been hurt 
by criticism of police killings of un-
armed civilians.

This morning someone on a local 
country music radio station said that 
people must be educated to respect 
and obey the police. Does this mean 
police actions are never to be ques-
tioned in America?

Kathleen Stack
Norfolk

The best use

Re “A national gathering place for 
our pain” (Sheri Bailey Sunday Fo-
rum column, Jan. 4): As a former mil-
itary post, Fort Monroe should be 
reassigned to the Veterans Adminis-
tration and used for temporary lodg-

ing for family members who are vis-
iting patients, outpatient services or a 
retirement home for older veterans.

 Using Fort Monroe as a taxpay-
er-supported location for lectures 
and other events about slavery would 
do nothing but cater to one specific 
group and would perpetuate division.

Keith Stone
Chesapeake

Molinaro reappears … 

At a New Year’s Eve gathering, one 
of the topics of conversation was the 
loss of Bob Molinaro’s sports col-
umn after so many years in The Pi-
lot. We were happy to see his column 
(“Sports world taught us many valu-
able lessons in 2014”) appear in the 
Jan. 2 edition.

Thanks for granting one New 
Year’s Eve wish.

Gayle and Curt Scott
Chesapeake

… and so does Mal

Every time I read a syndicated mov-
ie review in The Pilot, I miss Mal Vin-
cent, so I was excited to see his Top 
Ten list (“It wasn’t easy to compile”) 
in the Jan. 3 edition of The Pilot.

Having a local reviewer the qual-
ity of Vincent added to the flavor of 
Hampton Roads. I hope he will con-
tinue writing his insightful reviews, 
if only as a guest columnist. 

Barb Benfante
Chesapeake

No ‘like’ button

I am often bemused by people who 
are apparently convinced that they 
have improved so much in the past 48 
hours that they are compelled to post 
a photo on Facebook for our confir-
mation.

Diana O’Brien
Virginia Beach

LOOKING FOR WAYS OUT OF WAR
RE “ONE WAY TO fight ISIS: Understand their objections to Western life” 
(Cal Thomas column, Jan. 5): This piece centers on the U.S. military’s 
inability to understand the Islamic State militancy.
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your views

The U.S. military does indeed un-
derstand the goals, aims and moti-
vations of the Islamic State. Gen. 
Michael K. Nagata is seeking input 
from a wider range of experts than 
those who know what the military 
is trained to do — kill the enemy. By 
eliciting help from experts on the 
Middle East, the U.S. military is look-
ing for more ways to stop the enemy.

By finding more advanced means 
to pacify an aggressor than just 
bombs and blankets, warfare can be 
reduced, and that is a good thing for 
the Sunni population being plundered 
by these murderers.

However, Thomas’ column shows 
a disturbing lack of understanding 
about self-examination. While West-
ern culture has created enemies, it 
has embraced various cultures and 
lifestyles. Those who do not wish to 
adopt the life of “MTV and McDon-
ald’s” are free to do so, in a political 
environment that allows choice. And 

we certainly didn’t create our society 
by taxation and beheading, the pre-
ferred methods of the so-called Is-
lamic State.

Of the world’s great religions, Is-
lam is the lone holdout in self-exam-
ination. Muslim theocracy has no 
established course in seeking co-ex-
istence with other forms of worship. 
They have held a strict code since the 
14th century. Islam is noteworthy in 
terms of anthropology, but it fails to 
provide culture, growth and peace 
through service to God, all elements 
that Westerners hold dear.

Yes, ISIS has objections to Western 
life.  But those objections need not 
cause the West to re-examine our cul-
ture. Nagata’s outreach proves that 
we are a thoughtful, sincere people 
that seek truth, not cowardice and de-
capitation.

Richard M. Timberlake
Cape Charles

MCDONNELL’S
SHAME, AND
VIRGINIA’S

our views

F
ORMER GOV. Bob McDonnell was 
sentenced Tuesday to two years in 
prison for exchanging the influ-
ence of his office for more than 

$170,000 worth of gifts and loans from a 
supplement-peddling businessman.

With good behavior, the former gover-
nor will likely be released in late 2016. It 
is, perhaps, the most favorable outcome 
in a self-inflicted ordeal that shamed Mc-
Donnell’s family, embarrassed Virginia 
and undermined public trust in the com-
monwealth’s government. 

It began in the spring of 2013, when the 
Washington Post first reported details of 
the financial ties between McDonnell’s 
family and Jonnie Williams, then-chief 
executive of Star Scientific.

The company, which had lost money for 
years, was banking on the success of a di-
etary supplement called Anatabloc, and 
McDonnell and his wife, Maureen, tout-
ed the product in ways large and small: 
The governor arranged for meetings be-
tween state health officials and Williams. 
The first lady flew to out-of-state gather-
ings to promote the supplement. The cou-
ple hosted a product launch party at the 
Executive Mansion.

In return, Williams showered Virgin-
ia’s first family with riches: an engraved 
Rolex, vacations, cash, designer clothes, 
electronics, golf outings and clubs.

Coverage of the unfolding scandal dom-
inated the final months of McDonnells’ 
term, effectively paralyzing state govern-
ment operations and exposing the weak-
nesses in Virginia’s ethics laws. 

It also overshadowed the governor’s 
many legislative achievements and sapped 
the starpower that had vaulted him onto 
the national stage as chairman of the Re-
publican Governors Association, Repub-
lican Mitt Romney’s 2012 short list for 
vice-presidential nominees and the list 
of prospective 2016 Republican presiden-
tial contenders. 

The governor’s refusal to detail the ex-
tent of Williams’ beneficence undermined 
his credibility with every new revelation.

Less than two weeks  after his term end-
ed, Bob McDonnell and his wife were in-
dicted on 13 felony counts each. In Sep-
tember, after weeks of cringe-inducing 
testimony that laid bare the dysfunction, 
strife and greed that permeated the cou-
ple’s private life, a jury convicted both on 
myriad charges. Maureen McDonnell is 
set to be sentenced Feb. 20.

Bob McDonnell will report to prison, 
yet to be determined by the U.S. Bureau 
of Prisons, on Feb. 9. He is the first gov-
ernor in Virginia’s history to be indicted, 
let alone convicted, of a felony.

Sentencing guidelines had suggest-
ed he serve 10 to 12 years in prison, but 
U.S. District Judge James Spencer low-
ered those parameters Tuesday to 6 to 8 
years, siding with McDonnell’s attorneys 
on claims that the guidelines inflated the 
financial gain.

Spencer, however, chose to dispense 
with the guidelines altogether, describing 
them as “ridiculous” in this case. 

He acknowledged McDonnell’s military 
service, his decades in public office, as-
cending the ladder from delegate in Vir-
ginia Beach to attorney general to gover-
nor, and the letters of support from more 
than 400 friends, family members and col-
leagues pleading for leniency.

Those years’ of hard work and service 
shaped McDonnell and carried him to the 
highest office in Virginia. His own poor 
choices, however, have stained that rep-
utation and caused immeasurable harm 
to this commonwealth. That damage will 
endure far longer than two years.

THE  ISSUE  The former governor 
is sentenced to two years in federal 
prison. 

WHERE WE STAND  The shadow of his 
conviction will loom large in Richmond.

say again
He’d be on the short 
list for president, 
without question.”“
Former Gov. L. Douglas 
Wilder, a Democrat, in 
testimony Tuesday, on 
former Gov. Bob McDonnell’s 
political prospects, had it 
not been for the scandal 
that netted him two years in 
prison
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