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Abstract

Research on media sourcing focuses on the demand for experts by reporters. Recent claims of media bias are based on the premise that some outlets demand sources that support their own ideology. I argue that the supply side of expert sourcing explains much more about which organized advocates get to spread their views in news reports. Reporters seek recognized spokespersons for policy issue perspectives and political constituencies. As a result, all types of media tend to amplify the voices of institutionalized advocacy groups in national political debates, whether they are liberal or conservative. Using new data on the media mentions of more than 1,600 advocacy organizations, I demonstrate that patterns of source usage in media reports are largely reflective of the types of advocates in Washington. The factors that promote high levels of news media mentions are an organization’s age and political staff size, the breadth of their issue agenda and their formal ties to public supporters and policy expertise, rather than their ideological perspective. To the extent that media sources are biased toward some political perspectives, it is because some policy views or constituencies are better represented by organized interests, rather than because of unfair choices made by reporters. Media reports are more likely to include citations of liberal advocacy groups than conservative advocacy groups, for example, because there are more liberal single-issue groups in Washington. Yet there are some important differences in the kinds of advocacy group sources used across three types of media. The Washington print media tend to rely more on ideological organizations; the television news media rely more on organizations with local chapters and consumer orientations; World Wide Web publishers highlight organizations with expertise on technology and civil liberties. Yet participation in political debates in all types of media is a reflection of which organizations have institutionalized themselves as informed advocates for public constituencies.
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One of the primary goals of political organizations is to generate media attention for their activities and speak out through the media to gain public and elite support for their positions. The media, in turn, are dependent on advocacy organizations for informed comment on policy issues and often look to organizational leaders as spokespeople for political perspectives. Advocacy organizations and the media rely on one another to set the political agenda and engage in debate over major public issues. This codependence has engendered criticism from all sides of the political spectrum; everyone seems to believe that their perspective is underrepresented because the media turn to their opponents too often. Critics also bemoan the “he said, she said” structure of news coverage, which often lacks close examination of either side’s claims.

Advocacy organizations are the key actors in the contemporary highly-mediated public deliberation over policy issues. Rather than interview random members of the public, reporters rely on spokespersons. Berry (1999), for example, finds that advocacy organizations are the dominant actors in political debate in the news media, far outpacing the prominence of corporations and other types of interest groups. He reports that public advocates account for more than half of group interviews on television news. In a fact that hits close to home for political scientists, he also shows that advocacy group research is featured more often than any academic scholarship. Advocacy group prominence in the news media is likely to have important implications for how political issues are framed and whose concerns are recognized as important and valid by the public and by policymakers (see Corrigan 2000; Callaghan and Schnell 2001). Given this influential position in the media debate, just who are these talking heads and quoted experts?

Media scholars attempt to provide an empirical basis for these debates by analyzing the constraints that the media face and the process by which they select topics and present the multiple sides of political disagreements. They argue that reporters face constraints that promote reliance on interested advocates; these become the talking heads and quoted experts. As a result, we have learned a great deal about why journalists seek out subjective voices on political issues and how they go about describing political debates. In other words, we know much about the demand side of expert sourcing.


Yet we have underestimated the importance of the supply side. The character of the organizations that mobilize to enter the political debate should affect the structure of media political discourse. Relatively few of the more than 1,600 advocacy organizations in Washington become prominent players in media debates. With the vast array of advocacy organizations in Washington, whose voice gets heard? Which factors lead some organizational voices to be heard over others?

I look at the population of advocacy organizations that seek to affect political discussions in the media and ask whose voice gets heard and why. Prior attempts to answer these questions have been framed as a discussion of ideological bias; scholars have asked whether the media amplifies some voices at the expense of others. Rather than acting as independent arbiters of the claims of political stakeholders, however, the media rely on the organizations that have most effectively mobilized to participate in national politics. The products that we see in newspaper reports, television news broadcasts, and online commentaries generally reflect the structure of the advocacy group environment. Yet this does not imply that the media debate is fair and balanced. Rather, some political perspectives are better represented in the media because they are better represented by institutionalized organized advocates.

The View from Media Studies

Media scholars have generally assumed that the use of political sources is dependent on the constraints of news coverage and journalistic judgments about news values. Tuchman (1978), for example, argues that journalists are subject to professional norms that encourage regular patterns of source usage. Gans (1979) demonstrates that journalists share elite values that promote the use of elite sources. Weaver and Willhoit (1991) also suggest that characteristics of journalists are the key factor encouraging the use of experts in reporting.

Hess (1989) argues that political reporters, in particular, face important pressures that promote reliance on elites. Graber (2002) contends that the need to generate audiences under severe structural and economic constraints governs the relationship of journalists to political elites. Sahr (1993), in contrast, argues that journalists often make independent decisions in selecting their sources based on credibility and public opinion. Whatever the reasons for their choices, journalists are the key agents in theories of news media and politics.


Most studies of expert sourcing in political reporting emphasize government sources but a few studies focus on media coverage of advocacy organizations. Several studies spotlight whether organizations that arise in social movements get mentioned in the news media and whether their portrayal is positive or negative (see Terkildsen and Schnell 1997; Smith et al. 2001). Studies of other interest group involvement in media debates have concentrated on case studies of particular policy areas. Relying on the health care reform debate, Corrigan (2000) shows that interest groups sometimes have great success in generating media attention. Callaghan and Schnell (2001) analyze debates over the Brady Bill and the assault weapons ban and find that journalists borrow some frames from advocacy groups but also invent their own storylines that do not emphasize the same arguments that are most often used by advocates. Based on a study of abortion coverage in print media, Terkildsen et al. (1998) conclude that the media and advocacy groups jointly structure the messages of policy debates. Competition among groups in the media affects the kind of information available to the public about abortion, they argue, but journalistic norms, rather than actual interest group strength, account for differences in success among groups.

In the major aggregate study of interest group participation in media political debates, Danielian and Page (1994) study the sources used on television news programs in 80 policy issue debates. They find that interest organizations are common sources, particularly businesses, trade associations, and “citizen action groups.” Labor organizations and ethnic minority groups are cited in some cases but agricultural interests, professional organizations, and religious groups are rarely cited. They conclude that businesses are overrepresented but do not compare the sources mentioned with the population of organized advocates available for comment. Berry (1999), in contrast, compares the population of organizations with the interest groups that are quoted and finds that advocacy groups are more likely to be quoted than business representatives. We know that advocacy groups can be influential in media discourse on policy issues, therefore, but we do not know why some groups succeed in getting their message out where others fail.

In public debate about media reliance on political spokespersons, there is a consistent focus on bias. Goldberg (2003), for example, claims that the mainstream media engage in consistent liberal bias. In his bestselling account, he presents examples of alleged bias from his years in the news business. In the bestselling rejoinder, Alterman (2004) disputes his findings and general claims of media bias; he argues that the media have become biased toward conservatives out of fear of appearing too liberal. Both sides of the public debate insinuate that news outlets call the shots, either by advancing their own positions or in response to public claims of bias. Each side uses examples of how the media rely on advocacy groups to present particular sides of political debates.

Some scholarship also argues that media bias should be expected. Baron (2006), for example, predicts media bias based on a formal model of journalists and competitive news organizations. Yet the evidence is mixed. In a meta-analysis of many studies of media bias in elections, D'Alessio and Allen (2000) find no ideological bias in print publications; they find a small, but inconsistent, bias for television news. One recent account of media bias has generated attention by claiming to produce a comparable measure of bias across media outlets and Members of Congress: Groseclose and Milyo (2004) construct a measure of media bias based on mentions of liberal and conservative think tanks and advocacy organizations. They find that most outlets have a slight liberal bias, compared to the average Member of Congress. Yet a few media outlets, such as the Washington Times and Fox News, score more conservatively. They do not claim to identify why certain organizations are included in media debates, only to produce a comparable descriptive measure of bias. As a result, they do not account for differences in resources and attributes across organizations. Based on the limitations of their data analysis software, they are also forced to limit the population of organizations in their study to 50 for much of their research. The organizations included are those thought to be influential and thought to possess a clear ideological perspective. Without analyzing the characteristics and success of a large sample of all advocacy organizations in Washington, however, scholars cannot conclude that liberal or conservative organizations find it more difficult to make their way into news reports.

An Organizational Explanation

I offer a supply-side explanation for patterns of media source usage. As the current literature suggests, reporters are reliant on established leaders and organized political interests for comments on public policy and political conflicts. This does not reflect independent ideological judgments about who to call for comment, however. Journalists rely on the infrastructure of issue advocacy and constituency representation in Washington.

The constraints and norms of journalism do affect two key aspects of reporting on political issues. First, reporters face economic, political, and structural constraints that promote the use of sources viewed as experts in political stories (Graber 2002). Second, journalists commonly observe norms of balance that encourage them to search for sources that speak from different political perspectives and on behalf of different groups (Gans 1979).

Missing from this discussion, however, is an acknowledgment that the political landscape offers differential ease of access to spokespersons based on the degree of organized mobilization of each political interest. The structural constraints of the media promote reliance on representatives of the recognized sides of public issues and political conflicts. Advocacy organizations fill the space of spokespersons for these political ideas and interests. Journalists’ choices about which political elites to reference in their stories are not typically independent judgments of the merits of their political beliefs. The media tend to exercise at least moderate due diligence in presenting the sides of political conflict but they rely on the types of policy experts and spokespersons for causes that are easily available and notable to them. 

My organizational explanation of media reliance on advocacy groups also involves a reevaluation of the effects of major changes in the structure of the media. Scholars of new media often contend that the rise of Internet publishing heralds a new era of political debate, in which old assumptions about the role of the political establishment do not hold. Anderson (2002), for example, argues that the Internet will successfully empower new voices in issue advocacy. Davis (1999), in contrast, argues that the Internet will enable organizations that already have political advantage to extend their control over the political process. I suggest that both claims are unfounded; organizations that had an advantage in the offline world will have the same advantage in online media. There will be some differences in the types of organizations that succeed online but they are likely to be tied to the specific interests of Web publishers. 

To understand which organizations make their way into media debates by becoming recognized spokespersons, I rely on the framework offered by institutional theories of organizations. In organizational theory, scholars have long studied the problem of how organizations legitimate their activities and become stable embodiments of social purposes. Meyer and Rowan (1977), for example, argue that organizations are subject to pressures that legitimate particular forms and behaviors as the taken-for-granted means to achieve social goals. The idea that organizational roles become “taken-for-granted” moves beyond traditional notions of legitimacy. It emphasizes that neither those involved in an organization nor outsiders have to consciously accept the normative premises that underlie organizational behavior. Whether or not individuals have strongly held beliefs about the goals of an organization or about its effectiveness, they often behave as if they acknowledge some collective agreement on its function. Current research in cognitive psychology offers support for this perspective on how individuals interact with organizations; individuals make decisions in response to schematic views about organizational roles (see DiMaggio 1997).

In applying institutional theory to specific sectors of organizations, however, we should find the core myths that constrain and legitimate behavior in the sector. In representative democracies, the most legitimated goal of political actors is representation of public interests and ideas (see Dahl 1961). Competition and compromise among political elites is justified by their presumed role in representation and public debate. As Friedland and Alford (1991, 248) argue, “[The institutional logic] of democracy is participation and the extension of popular control over human activity.” For government officials, the process of legitimating activities through elections and policymaking institutions is direct and unproblematic. In contrast, advocacy groups must become recognized constituency representatives and advocates in policy debates without an obvious path. 


Due to the recognized social roles associated with democratic decision-making, advocacy organizations are engaged in two interrelated forms of institutionalization: they are attempting to become taken-for-granted representatives of a public constituency and taken-for-granted informed position advocates in policy debates. As a result, advocacy organizations seek to develop an identity as a representative of a social group or an advocate of an issue perspective in national politics (see Heaney 2004). To understand which organizations achieve this status, however, institutional theories of organization suggest that we look at the structural attributes of organizations and how they match up to the institutional logic governing behavior in their environment (see Meyer and Rowan 1977). This is consistent with prior evidence that the basic characteristics of interest organizations, such as their links to members and supporters, often determine how they are seen by outsiders (see Anderson and Loomis 1998). Advocacy organizations become taken-for-granted representatives and policy advocates by aligning their structure with the democratic purposes of policy deliberation and interest intermediation. 

I label this theory “institutionalized pluralism” to indicate that it is an attempt to synthesize traditional group theories of politics (e.g. Truman 1951) with institutional theories of organizations in order to help understand the representation of public constituencies by advocacy organizations. The theory is “pluralist” because it relies on democratic norms of including many different public groups and views in political decision-making. It incorporates “institutionalization” because it borrows from sociological accounts of how organizations reach a taken-for-granted role in public life.
 

From Theory to Hypotheses

Which structural characteristics of advocacy organizations will lead to institutionalization as representatives of public constituencies and institutionalization as informed position advocates in policy debates? To determine whether each organizational attribute is likely to influence institutionalization, I ask two key questions. First, does the attribute help to align the structure of the organization with the democratic purposes of policy deliberation or constituency representation? Second, does the attribute encourage outsiders to view the organization as a stable embodiment of its purposes? Some attributes will promote both types of institutionalization, whereas others will help with only one process. The effects of these different attributes on institutionalization are illustrated by Figure 1.

[Insert Figure 1]

Two key attributes of advocacy organizations should help contribute to both institutionalization processes, an organization’s longevity and the scale of its national political operations. As previous research suggests (see Schlozman and Tierney 1986), organizations with a long tenure in Washington become better known as policymaking participants and develop capacity to act as informed participants in policy debates and to effectively mobilize their constituencies. As institutional theory suggests, longevity also indicates that insiders and outsiders perceive the organization as a stable actor with a coherent purpose. For advocacy organizations, longevity signals a history of presence in policy debates and support from some constituency. This leads to the age hypothesis:
H1: Older advocacy organizations will be more prominent in media reports and more involved in Washington policymaking than newer organizations.

The other major indicator of an organization’s stable presence and purpose is the scale of its national political operations. Previous research (see Schlozman and Tierney 1986; Walker 1991) suggests that a large political staff in Washington enables organizations to establish a reputation with many policymakers and to become visible to stakeholders. Institutional theories suggest that organizations of greater scale have mobilized more people to support the organization’s operations and purposes; this can inspire outsiders to take their function and their behavior for granted. For advocacy organizations, a large political staff in Washington indicates that an organization seeks to participate as professionals in policy debates and to represent its constituency regularly and actively. This leads to the political staff hypothesis:
H2: The larger an advocacy organization’s internal staff of political representatives, the more prominent it will be in media reports. 

In addition to incorporating these hypotheses of prior interest group research, institutionalized pluralism suggests additional unique predictions. First, institutionalization as a representative of a political stakeholder will be advanced if organizations have formal connections to a public constituency. If an organization nurtures a large individual membership, they will be more likely to be assumed to be acting in a representative role. If they are tied to an active membership through federated local or state chapters, they are also likely to be seen as maintaining in-person ties to their public supporters. This leads to membership and chapters hypotheses:

H3: The larger the membership of a advocacy organization, the more prominent it will be in media reports.

H4: Federally-structured advocacy organizations with state or local chapters will be more prominent in media reports.


Though individual membership is a visible signal of constituency support, some types of membership organizations are more likely to be seen as spokespersons for private interests without active political support. If advocacy organizations must be seen as representatives of public constituencies, organizations that arise to promote professional development should face a disadvantage in being seen as representatives of the political ideas of their supporters. Professional associations have become less identified as public advocates and more associated with occupational advancement (see Brint and Levy 1999). This leads to the professional association hypothesis:

H5: Advocacy organizations representing professional interests, rather than issue perspectives, will be less prominent in media reports.

Institutionalized pluralism suggests that a different set of factors may help organizations become institutionalized as informed position advocates in policy debates. First, the scope of an organization’s political agenda helps establish it as a presence in multiple areas of political discussion. Organizations with a more expansive scope, which produce a large agenda of public policy goals, are likely to come to the minds of reporters more often as they cover policy issues. This leads to the issue agenda breadth hypothesis:

H6: The greater the size of an advocacy organization’s issue agenda, the more prominent it will be in media reports. 

The second factor that should influence institutionalization of organizations as participants in policy debates is formalized policy expertise. Organizations that become identified as “think tanks” will be seen as proponents for policy positions that are well-versed in policy background (see Rich 2004). An advantage is likely to be gained by those that can establish an image of fulfilling the formal role of expert policy proponents. Reporters know think tanks as informed advocates of particular perspectives. Because they enter a political debate where organizations need to be identified with a side and easily placed in categories, this combination of expertise and position taking is their strength, not their weakness. This suggests the think tank hypothesis:  

H7: Advocacy organizations that establish a reputation as a “think tank” will be more prominent in media reports. 

The same factors that lead organizations to become institutionalized spokespersons for public factions and participants in policy debates should make them attractive sources for political reporters. Both Washington reporting aimed at elites and national news broadcasts aimed at the public present political stories primarily as conflicts among groups with different interests and perspectives. To promote an understanding of the issues and the stakes of the conflict, reporters for both kinds of audiences must rely on entrenched spokespersons for these perspectives. This leads to the elite and mass media hypothesis:

H8: The same factors will influence the prominence of advocacy organizations in nationwide political reporting aimed at the public and Washington political reporting aimed at elites.

This reliance on institutionalized actors has important implications for theories of political debate in the news media. If reporters are reliant on the structure of the advocacy community, rather than their own decisions about how to frame political competition in their news stories, advocacy group involvement will not reflect the internal biases of the news media. Reporters will not be more likely to call liberal or conservative organizations for comment, even if they agree with the views of some organizations more than others. This leads to the bias hypothesis:

H9: Media coverage of representatives of issue perspectives will be a reflection of the population of liberal and conservative groups in Washington, rather than a reflection of ideological biases.

In addition to talking to reporters, most advocacy organizations have attempted to take advantage of the new media to reach potential supporters. Web publishers will not be immune to relying on recognized spokespersons for political perspectives. Yet a few political factions have highly concentrated support from Web publishers, who do not typically observe norms of balance. Most Web publishers are members of technological occupations and most have an inherent interest in supporting the free flow of information on the Web. In particular, Borsook (2000) argues that the creators of Internet technology tend to be libertarian in ideology and particularly concerned with civil liberties and the free use of technology. These interests should therefore enjoy disproportionate online support. This leads to online media and web publisher hypotheses:

H10: The same factors that influence the prominence of advocacy organizations in the traditional media will influence their prominence on the World Wide Web.

H11: Organizations that represent technologists will be more prominent with Web publishers, as will organizations that represent civil libertarian or libertarian issue perspectives.

A supply-side explanation for the prominence of advocacy organizations in the media takes into account the constraints and norms of the media and the factors that influence the success of advocacy organizations. Testing the theoretical predictions across three types of media allows us to evaluate which factors are universally important for advocacy organizations and which are important only to gaining attention in a specific medium.

Data and Methods

I investigate the prominence of more than 1,600 advocacy organizations that speak on behalf of social groups or public issue perspectives in national politics. The population includes all organizations with a presence in the Washington area that represent a section of the public broader than their own institution, staff, and membership. I combine the study of the organized representation of ethnic, religious, demographic, and occupational groups with the study of the organized representation of particular ideological or issue perspectives. Yet the population is not intended to be a sample of all interest organizations in Washington. Corporations, governments, and their associations represent a large portion of the interest group community but are not included in the analysis. Theory and previous research indicate that they are likely to be subject to different opportunities and constraints in their efforts to become successful in Washington (see Hart 2004).
 To identify advocacy organizations, I use the Washington Representatives directory and checked for additional organizations in the Encyclopedia of Associations, The Capital Source, the Government Affairs Yellow Book, Public Interest Profiles, and the Washington Information Directory. 

I also use information on all of the attributes thought to be relevant to prominence in the media. I use data on the age of an organization as reported on organizational websites or descriptions in reference texts. I use the number of internal political representatives on their Washington staff as reported in Washington Representatives. To assess an organization’s formal ties to a public constituency, I use the number of individual members reported on organizational websites or in reference texts.
 I also record whether an organization has a federated membership structure with associated local or state chapters. I use the number of policy issues on which they lobby, as recorded in Washington Representatives. To assess whether an organization has formal links to policy expertise, I record whether they were identified as a think tank in Rich’s (2004) interview-based study. To include controls for other variables thought to influence interest group success, I also record the number of external lobbyists an organization has hired and whether they have an associated Political Action Committee (PAC), as reported in Washington Representatives. When these variables were unavailable from the sources listed, I supplemented the information with data from scholarly studies of specific interest group sectors and Washington media reports. The analysis includes complete information on 1,454 organizations in the population.
 

With a research assistant, I also conducted a content analysis of organizational websites and reference text descriptions to categorize organizations based on their political constituency or issue perspective. We categorized all organizations into 210 non-exclusive sectors corresponding to their specified constituency group or political perspective. We then categorized them into 15 larger exclusive categories. Organizations in more than one category in this analysis were categorized as intersectional groups. In the process, we also categorized issue groups into liberal or conservative categories; when in doubt, we categorized an issue perspective as non-ideological or created a separate category, such as in the case of consumer and environmental perspectives. In a reliability analysis, our categorizations into these sectors were consistent for more than 90% of the organizations. Where available, we compared our categorizations with those used by other scholars (e.g. Hertzke 1988; Hofrenning 1995; Berry 1999; Shaiko 1999; Hays 2001). Our categorizations were also consistent with those used by these scholars for more than 90% of organizations. 

To measure the media prominence of each organization, I use three types of media. First, I use data on the number of mentions of advocacy organizations from 1995-2004 in the Washington print media that is directed at political elites. The sources of mentions are Roll Call, The Hill, National Journal, Congress Daily, The Hotline, Congressional Quarterly, and The Washington Post as recorded in the LexisNexis news index. The Washington political media allows political elites to share information among themselves and reports on the important activities of the Washington political community. Second, I use an indicator of organizational prominence in the mass media. I count the number of times that each organization was mentioned in national and local television news broadcasts from 1995-2004 using the Video Monitoring Services of America index. The index includes transcripts of all network and cable news broadcasts as well as summaries of local news broadcasts in major markets. Television news broadcasts are the primary political information source for the public while Washington publications are the main source of information for political elites and government insiders. To see if the changing media landscape alters the relative prominence of organizations, I also use an indicator of the prominence of each organization in new media. I count the number of links provided by other Web publishers to each organization’s website on the World Wide Web as of May 2005. The Web is the primary vehicle for new media outlets, including online magazines, blogs (web journals), and individual websites. I use the Google index of backward links.
 It includes links from all websites in the search engine’s database. Links are the Web’s common referencing technique; Google uses the number of links to rank the pages it returns in response to user searches. 

To assess which organizational attributes influence media prominence, I present one model for each type of media. To account for differences across types of organizations, the models include organizational attributes as well as dichotomous variables representing the categories of professional associations, unions, and identity groups, as well as organizations representing liberal, conservative, environmental, and consumer issue perspectives. The excluded category in these regressions is representatives of non-ideological issue perspectives that are not properly labeled liberal or conservative. Because all three dependent variables in the multivariate analysis are integer counts, I use maximum-likelihood count models to estimate the effects of each variable.
 To select among count models, Long and Freese (2001) recommend using tests of overdispersion to determine whether to use Poisson or Negative Binomial count models. Using these tests, I determined that negative binomial regressions were most appropriate for measures of media prominence.
 

Distributions of Media Prominence

All of the measures of organizational prominence indicate that most organizations are not very prominent. As shown in the 100-bin histograms depicted in Figure 2, the distributions are very uneven and skewed with some organizations acting as much more important players in political debate. This was true of media directed at elites and the public and true of print, television, and online media. The average organization was mentioned in the Washington print media on 85 occasions over the decade but the standard deviation of print media mentions was 284. The middle 50% of organizations in this distribution were mentioned between 3 and 54 times. The range was large: 150 organizations were never mentioned but one organization (the AFL-CIO) was mentioned more than 5,000 times. Policymakers were much more likely to read quotes from some advocates than others. 

[Insert Figure 2]

The viewing public also saw a limited community of advocates regularly speaking out on political issues. Television news mentions are even more skewed than Washington print media mentions. The mean number of mentions in the television news media was 463 but the standard deviation was 2,404. The middle 50% of organizations was mentioned between 2 and 136 times, with a median of 21. The range was again quite broad: several organizations were mentioned more than 20,000 times on the television news but 291 advocacy organizations were never mentioned. 

Prominence in the online media was somewhat less skewed but still far from even. The average organization had 615 links from other online publishers to their website but the standard deviation was 1,347. The middle 50% of organizations had between 46 and 577 links pointing to their site. Yet the most prominent online organization (the American Civil Liberties Union) had 15,700 links to their website. Only 46 organizations had no links to their websites. 

Organizations prominent in one medium are likely to be prominent in others as well. The correlation between Washington print media prominence and television news prominence is nearly .6, suggesting that organizations have a similar level of prominence in the mass and elite media. Only a few advocacy organizations appear to be prominent Washington insiders without generating mass exposure. The number of links that the organizations generate on the World Wide Web is also highly correlated with both indicators of their prominence in the traditional media but Web links are more highly correlated with Washington media prominence (r = .51) than with mass media prominence (r = .34). This initial evidence suggests that the Web may empower Washington insiders rather than organizations that are prominent in the mass public.

The distribution of elite and mass media mentions and Web links across different types of organizations largely reflects the distribution of organized representation in Washington. Figure 3 compares these distributions based on two different categorizations, one with 3 broad categories and one with 12 specific categories that correspond to the constituencies that these groups claim to represent. Each type of media features some important differences in coverage but the diversity of coverage generally matches the diversity of advocacy group representation in Washington.

[Insert Figure 3]

In the Washington media, organizations representing identity groups receive 22% of mentions, just below their share of organizations. Religious representatives receive just over 3% of Washington media mentions and ethnic representative organizations receive 3.6% of the total. Occupational representation in Washington media reports is roughly consistent with the organizational population. Representatives of occupational groups receive approximately 32% of Washington media mentions, with professional groups receiving more than twice the share of unions. Representatives of issue perspectives receive 46% of Washington media mentions, a bit more than their share of organizations. 

Liberal and conservative ideological organizations both account for over 4% of Washington media mentions, more than their shares of organizations. Liberal single-issue organizations (with 14.1% of the total) far outpace conservative issue organizations (with 4.1%). Liberal ideological and issue perspectives account for 18.8% of total mentions (or 28.2% if you include environmental and consumer interests in that category). At first glance, this appears to confirm the long-held conservative suspicions of media liberalism. The difference in Washington media mentions, however, mirrors the clear difference in the organizational population. Liberal issue organizations are simply more numerous in Washington.
 Overall, the distribution of media mentions is quite similar to the distribution of organizations, with several important differences: professional groups account for a smaller share of Washington media mentions per organization but unions and ideological organizations account for a larger share of mentions per organization. 


Television news media mentions follow a similar pattern, with a few key differences. Television reporters rely more often than Washington print reporters on representatives of identity groups, which account for 33% of all mentions. Occupational interests are again heavily represented in mass media debate, but not quite in proportion to their organizational population; they account for more than 28% of television news mentions, with professional organizations responsible for most of the total (19.5%). Television reporters rely less often on representatives of issue perspectives than Washington print reporters; organizations representing issue perspectives account for only 38% of mass media mentions. Conservative ideological and issue organizations account for only 5% of all television news mentions. Liberal ideological organizations receive only slightly more mentions than conservative ideological organizations but liberal single-issue groups account for more than 10% of all mentions. According to these data, television reporters rely on liberal ideological and single-issue advocacy organizations almost three times as often as conservative advocacy organizations. If you include environmental and consumer interests in the liberal total, liberal groups account for more than one quarter of all mentions. This rate of mentions eclipses their share of the organizational population, but only because consumer groups account for a disproportionate share of mentions (8%). The major differences between the distribution of mass media mentions and organizations are that identity groups and consumer groups receive more mentions per organization and occupational groups receive fewer mentions per organization.


There are also minimal differences in the prominence of types of advocacy organizations on the World Wide Web. In comparison to traditional media, occupational organizations gain share and identity groups lose share. The distribution of links to organizational websites is nearly identical to the distribution of organizations in Washington, except that identity groups account for only 20% of all links; ethnic and religious organizations are particularly less prominent online. Occupational organizations account for 37% of links to organizational websites, with professional groups leading the way with almost 35%. Members of professional associations apparently use the Web to publicize their organizations in a way that the traditional media does not allow. Representatives of issue perspectives account for almost 43% of links to advocacy organization websites. Liberal single-issue organizations and environmental groups account for more links online than conservative single-issue groups or either sector of ideological groups; this mirrors the organizational population. Liberal groups account for a total of 17.5% of links (or 26% if you include environmental and consumer interests) but conservative ideological and single-issue advocacy organizations account for only 6% of links. Since liberal single-issue organizations outnumber conservative issue organizations by more than three to one, however, this result is not surprising or necessarily indicative of the bias of Web publishers.

We can use a Herfindhal index to measure the concentration of mentions across types of organizations. In this index, 0 indicates low levels of concentration and 1 indicates high levels of concentration in only a few sectors of advocates. For a 3-category measure differentiating between representatives of issue perspectives, occupational interests, and identity groups, the organizational distribution has an index of .35, as does the Washington media mentions distribution. The television news mentions index is .34 and the Web links index is .36. Based on this measure, all types of media tend to amplify a similar diversity of organizational spokespersons. Using a 15-category index that further differentiates among types of advocacy group constituencies, the advocacy organization distribution has a score of .16. Washington media mentions and television news mentions are slightly less concentrated in these categories, with Herfindhal scores of .12 and .14 respectively. The distribution of Web links across these categories has a score of .2. Web links are therefore more concentrated in a few sectors of advocacy groups. Yet the distributions of media prominence across categories are not very concentrated in any medium.

Predicting Media Prominence

With a multivariate framework, we can better understand the causes of organizational standing in the media and identify differences in the factors that lead to prominence in the Washington media, in the television news media, and on the World Wide Web. Table 1 includes the results of negative binomial count models to predict organizational prominence in these three types of media. As hypothesized, the structural characteristics of advocacy organizations are significantly associated with their prominence in the news media and account for most of the explained variance in each model. Organizations of different types sometimes have different levels of prominence in each medium but neither conservative nor liberal views have an advantage in news media independent of their organizational characteristics.

[Insert Table 1]

For Washington media mentions, the size of an organization’s internal staff of political representatives is significantly associated with prominence. Each additional staff member increases the expected number of mentions by 23%. Organizational age also has a statistically significant relationship to Washington media prominence. Each decade of experience in Washington increases the expected number of mentions by 10%. As hypothesized, the breadth of an organization’s issue agenda is also a significant factor, as is think tank identification. According to the model, think tanks generate more than 4 times as many mentions as other advocacy groups. Also as predicted, public membership has a significant effect; the log of membership size is significantly related to organizational prominence, though having state and local chapters falls short of significance. 

Controlling for these factors, some types of organizations do get mentioned more than others in the Washington media. Professional associations are significantly less prominent than organizations representing non-ideological issue perspectives. According to the model, they are expected to generate just over half the mentions. Liberal organizations are slightly more prominent than non-ideological groups, as are conservative organizations. Yet there is no statistically significant difference between conservative and liberal group prominence.

The model for prominence in the television news media shows similar results. Political staff size is significantly associated with prominence. I also find statistically significant effects for organizational age and breadth of issue agenda. According to the model, each additional political staff member increases the expected number of mentions in television news broadcasts by 20% and each additional issue on an organization’s agenda is expected to increase prominence by 5%. Organizations with state or local chapters are also significantly more prominent in the mass media than those with only a Washington organization; having chapters is expected to more than double television news mentions. Local television reporters likely rely on organizational spokespersons that are more accessible at the local level. Membership size also has an independent significant and positive effect. The membership effects are generally small; yet given that some organizations in the population have recruited millions of members and most large membership organizations also have chapters, the aggregate predicted effect can be quite large. Issue expertise is also valued. Think tanks are significantly more prominent in mass media; being identified as a think tank more than triples the predicted number of mentions. 

In addition to these effects of organizational attributes, some types of organizations have different levels of mass media prominence. Occupational representatives are at a significant disadvantage in gaining exposure in the mass media, including professional associations and unions. According to the model, being a professional association rather than a non-ideological issue organization generates only 30% as many mentions and being a union generates just over 40% as many. Despite the high aggregate level of occupational representation in the mass media, each occupational organization is disadvantaged in media prominence. Their high level of prominence in the aggregate is simply a product of the large number of organizations representing occupational groups. In contrast, organizations representing consumer concerns are significantly more prominent in the mass media than other issue advocates; they are almost 9 times as prominent. Television reporters apparently rely on them to deliver information to their own consumers. As hypothesized, representing liberal or conservative ideological or issue positions has no significant effect on organizational prominence in the mass media. 

Together, these two models of media prominence indicate that many of the same factors generate prominence in both media directed at policymaking elites and media directed at mass television audiences. Washington print reporters rely more often than television reporters on organizations that focus on ideological issue perspectives, whether they are liberal or conservative. Yet there is no support for liberal media bias in these results. Liberal advocacy organizations are referenced in the mass and elite media more often because of their numerical advantage in the population, not because reporters advantage liberal organizations.
 

The model of World Wide Web prominence provides evidence that the process that generates new media attention is similar to the process that generates traditional media attention, with the exception of the specific interests hypothesized to be advantaged in the online world. The results show that larger organizations are significantly more prominent online. Every additional political staff member is expected to increase the number of links from other Web publishers to an organization’s website by 14%. Unlike the popular caricature, these data do not support the claim that the Internet is heralding an era of successful new organizational upstarts. Older organizations are more prominent online, just as they are in the offline world. Organizations identified as think tanks are also significantly more prominent online, generating almost 3 times as many links. Organizations with a larger public membership do benefit from their mass mobilization in becoming more prominent online but locally-organized groups do not gain an advantage in Web prominence. Organizations with a wider issue agenda are not advantaged online, even though they are advantaged in the Washington print media; those with a narrower issue agenda produce just as many links. 

The results indicate that the type of interest that an organization represents affects their prominence on the Web. There is again no evidence that Web publishers are biased toward conservatives or liberals. Organizations that represent non-ideological issue perspectives, however, are significantly more prominent online than professional associations, unions, and identity group representatives. Controlling for other factors, unions are expected to generate only 20% as many links as these issue advocates and identity groups are expected to generate about three-quarters as many. There is also substantial evidence that the Web empowers specific sectors of advocacy organizations. To see the effects, the Web links model also includes two dichotomous indicators that are hypothesized to be related to Web prominence: one differentiates the organizations that represent a libertarian ideological perspective or a civil liberties issue perspective and the other differentiates organizations that represent technological occupations. Controlling for other factors, organizations that represent a libertarian ideological perspective or civil liberties issue perspective generate 3.7 times as many links as non-ideological issue groups. Organizations representing technologists are also advantaged by their brethren in Web publishing; they are expected to generate 2.6 times as many links. The models suggest that a few types of advocates gain disproportionate prominence online. Yet, in general, the same types of attributes promote media prominence online and offline.

Bringing the Supply Side Back In

The results not only provide extensive support for the hypotheses, but also offer nuances for ongoing debates about media bias and the effects of changes in the media. Given the results presented here, scholars should move beyond media-centric explanations of the relative reliance of reporters on political advocates. Research on the interaction between the media and political organizations cannot move forward by viewing the process entirely from the points of view of reporters or consumers. The character of the political environment and the distribution of spokespeople offered for different social groups and points of view affect the content of American journalism. The supply side of expert sourcing explains a lot about why some voices are louder than others in public debates carried out in the news media.

The hypotheses offered by institutionalized pluralism were mostly confirmed. Structural characteristics of organizations influence their prominence in all types of media. The age hypothesis (H1) and the in-house political staff hypothesis (H2) proved universally correct. Older and well-staffed organizations are more prominent in Washington media reports, television news broadcasts, and on the Web. The results also provide support the membership hypothesis (H3) but only partially support the chapters hypothesis (H4). Organizations with a wider public membership are more prominent in all types of media but organizations with local chapters are only advantaged in the mass media. The professional associations hypothesis (H5) was universally confirmed; professional interests are at a disadvantage in gaining attention in all types of media. The issue agenda breadth hypothesis (H6) proved useful for understanding elite and mass media prominence but not for predicting prominence on the Web. Organizations with wider issue agendas are only more prominent offline. As hypothesized, think tanks are more prominent in all types of media (H7). Organizations that have institutionalized themselves as public constituency representatives and expert issue advocates are mentioned much more often in the news media, creating a distribution of mentions skewed heavily toward a small number of public spokespersons.

The elite and mass media hypothesis (H8) also proved largely correct. Most of the factors that produce prominence in the elite-directed media also produce prominence in the mass media, including size, age, breadth of agenda, and membership. There are only a few exceptions and they are intuitive. First, organizations with local chapters benefit in the mass media but not in the Washington media. Second, organizations that represent consumers are more prominent on the television news. Third, organizations that represent liberal and conservative issue perspectives are more prominent in the Washington print media. The bias hypothesis (H9) also proved correct. Reporters for both mass and elite-directed media are equally attentive to liberal or conservative organizations. Journalists rely on the population of advocacy organizations in Washington and their structure, rather than their ideological perspective, when acting to amplify some voices over others. Web publishers act in a similar fashion. The online media hypothesis (H10) also proved mostly correct. Older and well-staffed organizations with more membership, as well as think tanks, are more prominent online and offline. Yet breadth of issue agenda is not rewarded online. The Web publisher hypothesis (H11) proved entirely correct; Web publishers tend to promote organizations that speak on their behalf. Organizations supportive of the interests of technologists or of civil libertarian or libertarian issue perspectives are significantly more prominent online. Web publishers do amplify some interests at the expense of others, but not in the way envisioned by either champions or opponents of new media. Comparatively few advocacy organizations become prominent in media reports, but those that are prominent are included in all three types of media. The characteristics of advocacy organizations may be more important than the characteristics of media outlets in determining the kinds of public political debates that we see and hear.

By focusing on the supply side of expert sourcing, the theory of Institutionalized Pluralism has added new insights to traditional debates in media studies. Previous scholarship looked at the process of becoming a media spokesperson from the view of reporters. Different types of media were thought to produce different participants in political debates. Similarly, scholars assumed that media outlets looked for organizations of specific types or organizations representing particular perspectives, whether than simply reinforcing the stature of organizations that have become institutionalized public advocates and policy debate participants. Though the results showed minimal variation across types of media and types of organizations, they demonstrated the consistent effects of organizational attributes associated with the institutionalization of some organizations as public constituency spokespersons and the recognized sides of political debate. The advocacy system entrenches some organizations as our agents in the mediated form of public deliberation that characterizes contemporary democracy.

The results also have important implications for our view of the biases in political debates in the news media. Conservative single-issue perspectives have fewer organized spokespersons in the media than liberal single-issue perspectives because there are many more large and well-staffed liberal single-issue organizations in Washington. The inclusion of advocacy organizations in the elite and mass media mirrors their distribution in Washington. The dominance of corporations and trade associations in Washington, of course, may overcome this imbalance and generate a media debate tilted toward the conservative agenda. To the extent that conservatives are disturbed by the prominence of liberal organizations in the media, however, they should look to their own failure to create large single-issue organizations across the issue spectrum, rather than any inherent media bias. The evidence suggests that if more conservative spokespeople for policy perspectives were active in Washington over an extended period, they would gain attention. 

The results should caution scholars away from broad interpretations of previous findings attributing media bias based on interest group source usage. Groseclose and Milyo (2004), for example, may be correct in finding that media outlets differ in citations of liberal and conservative organizations, but the overall levels of inclusion of advocates from each side mirrors their organizational population. Daneilian and Page (1994) may be correct in finding that some types of groups are included less frequently in television news reports but the reasons appear to be based on the distribution of Washington organizations and their internal characteristics and external image. Previous case studies of advocacy group competition in news reports (e.g. Callaghan and Schnell 2001; Terkildsen et al. 1998) may not have sufficiently accounted for how institutionalization processes result in regular participation by some advocacy organizations in media debates. Any future attempt to assess media bias based on source usage should account for the important roles of organizational structure along with perceptions of expertise and constituency representation.

The clearest lesson from these results is that media scholars should look beyond the constraints and characteristics of journalists to understand how the media present political issues and empower certain voices in the political debate. Scholarship on the media has led to two important conclusions: journalists observe norms of balance and rely on easily-accessed spokespersons. Yet these tendencies do not imply that the media has an independent influence on who is included in the political debate. Given their constraints and norms, journalists tend to amplify the same voices that are likely to be heard in other forums of policy debate. Researchers can gain knowledge by moving to an analysis of the supply side of expert sourcing. The population of political organizations that seek to gain media attention and the structure of those organizations has a substantial effect on what perspectives are featured in the media. These factors play an important role in determining the behavior of Washington political reporters, television news reporters, and Web publishers. The search for ideological bias among reporters may be less important than the analysis of the biases present in the advocacy system and the differential participation of some types of groups in the political process and in civil society. The factors governing the participation of advocacy organizations in media political debates are not necessarily specific to the Washington press corps, television news, or the Internet. They are one symptom of the more general problem of the differential mobilization of some interests in American democracy. 

Figure 1: Components of Two Institutionalization Processes
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Figure 2: Distributions of Media Mentions among Advocacy Organizations
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Figure 3: Distributions of Media Mentions among Types of Advocacy Organizations
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Table 1: Prominence of Advocacy Organizations in Three Types of Media

	
	Washington Print Media Mentions
	Television News Mentions
	World Wide Web Links

	Political Staff Size
	.21***

(.02)
	.18***

(.02)
	.13***

(.02)

	Age of Organization
	.01***

(.002)
	.01***

(.002)
	.01***

(.001)

	Breadth of Issue Agenda
	.02*

(.01)
	.05**

(.02)
	- 0

(.01)

	Size of Membership (Log)
	.07**

(.02)
	.07*

(.03)
	.09***

(.02)

	Organization has State or Local Chapters
	.23

(.12)
	.73***

(.17)
	.07

(.11)

	Organization is Identified as a Think Tank
	1.4***

(.3)
	1.2**

(.5)
	1.1***

(.3)

	Organizational Type
	Professional Association
	- .64**

(.14)
	- 1.2***

(.2)
	- .31*

(.14)

	
	Union
	- .3

(.22)
	- .87**

(.31)
	- 1.6***

(.2)

	
	Identity Group Representative
	- .07

(.13)
	- .04

(.18)
	- .27*

(.13)

	
	Liberal Perspective
	.3*

(.14)
	- .04

(.19)
	.06

(.14)

	
	Conservative Perspective
	.48*

(.19)
	- .06

(.26)
	.34

(.19)

	
	Environmental Perspective
	- .21

(.19)
	- .38

(.27)
	- .35

(.19)

	
	Consumer Perspective
	.24

(.32)
	2.2***

(.4)
	- .07

(.31)

	Organization Has (Civil) Libertarian Perspective
	_
	_
	1.3**

(.44)

	Organization Represents Technologists
	_
	_
	.97**

(.37)

	Constant
	2.8
	4.3
	5.4

	Log Likelihood
	- 6509.2
	- 7494.4
	- 8928.4

	N
	1373
	1373
	1271


Table entries are negative binomial regression coefficients, with standard errors in parentheses. The dependent variables are total mentions in media reports from 1995-2004 or total links to organizational websites. The excluded type is organizations representing non-ideological issue perspectives. I also include but do not report controls for the number of lobbyists hired by an organization and whether they have a PAC. *p<.05 **p<.01 ***p<.001 (two-tailed).
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� Kernell (1997) uses the moniker “institutionalized pluralism” to suggest a bygone era where presidents used existing party coalitions to advance their legislative agendas prior to the rise of the “going public” strategy. I do not seek to challenge that set of findings or the research agenda that it spawned. 





� There is some debate about where to draw the line between advocacy organizations and other interest groups. Some scholars believe that professional associations and unions constitute a separate category that is a grey area between corporations and advocacy organizations. Yet they are included in this population because they seek to represent broad occupational categories rather than specific institutions. In the analysis, I note where the attributes of these organizations differ from those of other groups in any way that may affect the conclusions.


� I use the log of total membership size to indicate that organizations do not gain as much for additional members once they reach a large membership size; this generates a substantially better fit for each model.


� Removing organizations where I use supplemental data sources has no substantive effect on results. By removing organizational age and membership information from all models, I can analyze almost the entire population of organizations. The results of the models without these two variables are substantially similar to those presented here.





� We visited all of the websites and conducted all searches between March and June of 2005. Not all organizations have accessible websites, so these models contain fewer organizations.


� The institutionalization process examined here does not rely on a dichotomous distinction. Organizations may be in the midst of becoming institutionalized or be recognized as fulfilling these roles by only some reporters. In either case, their attributes would reflect an intermediary level of institutionalization.


� Generic problems with cross-sectional data collection and analysis may pose concerns for some readers. Over-time data is needed to pose additional tests for the mechanisms implied by the theory. Though there is a possibility of some feedback effects from media prominence to organizational characteristics, mentions in news media are unlikely to directly or strongly affect an organization’s structure and purpose. These models meet the standards of conventional cross-sectional models in social science, such as those used to analyze voting behavior.  





� Readers should not jump to the conclusion that Washington is dominated by liberal interests, however. The organizations in this population do not include individual business policy offices or trade associations, which are often spokespeople for conservative positions. In addition, the cacophony of liberal advocates for different perspectives is often seen as a disadvantage for reaching consensus around policy proposals (see Hacker and Pierson 2006).








