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FOCUS: MEDIA AND THE NEW MEXICO LEGISLATURE

Is There A Media Bias?
by Professor David Soherr-Hadwiger

Where do New Mexicansturn for information on the state legisla-
ture? The August Quarterly Profile of New Mexico Citizenssurvey
asked respondents several questions about their preferred sources
of information on the Roundhouse and perceived biasin the news
coverage of the legidlature by different media sources.

Nationwide research has shown that most citizens get their
newsabout national current eventsfromtel evision but depend more
on newspapers for local news. Table 1 shows that New Mexicans
follow the national pattern, preferring newspapersto television as
a source for news on the state legislature by a slim margin.

Next, we asked respondentsif their preferred source of news
“presents a biased or ideologically slanted view” of the New
Mexico state legisature. Table 2 shows that many respondents
indicated that media coverageisbiased. Overall, newspaperswere
the most likely to be considered biased by survey respondents,
followed by television and radio.

The next two questions in the survey explored the nature of
perceived mediabias. First, respondents were asked to i dentify the
ideological direction of media bias. In Table 3, we see that most
respondents answered that media coverage of the legidature is
ideologically moderate. M oreover, theremaining respondents split
almost evenly on the perceived direction of ideological bias.

Our second question on the nature of media bias focused on
whether newscoverageishiased either for or against thelegidlature.
Nationally, the nature of journalistic coverage of state legislatures
has changed dramatically since the early 1970s. Prior to that time,
legislators and journalists enjoyed congenial relationshipsin most
states. Journalists tended to socialize with legislators extensively
and were sometimes reluctant to expose the gaffes or corruption of
legidators. In the wake of Watergate, the profession of journalism
changed dramatically—from an emphasis on reporting the factsto
an emphasis on investigative reporting. In this era of Woodward
and Bernstein emulators, it is not surprising that legislators feel
under siege by the media.

This change is evident in New Mexico. Recent legidative
sessions have been punctuated by legislators’ accusationsof unfair
coverage by the media. Despite occasional bad blood between
legislators and the media, Table 4 shows that survey respondents
tended to believe that news coverage of the legislature is either
neutral or biased in favor of the legidature.

In 1993, there were accusationsin the legid ature that media
attacks on legidlative leaders reflected ethnic bias. A recent New
Mexico First town meeting report reiterated thispoint initsconclu-
sions. Wefound that Hispanic survey respondentsweremuch more

(continued on page 2)
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TABLE 1
Sources of News on the New Mexico Legislature (%)
Newspapers 44.3%
Television 40.7%
Radio 9.5%
Other Sources or No Answer 5.5%

TABLE 2

Bias in Media Coverage of the NM Legislature (%)

Biased Not Biased Don't Know

Newspaper readers 46.2% 38.6% 15.2%

Television viewers  35.7% 51.1% 13.1%

Radio listeners 30.9% 65.5% 3.6%

From other sources 28.6% 42.9% 28.6%
TABLE 3

Ideological Bias in Media Coverage (%)

Liberal Moderate Conservative

Newspaper readers  8.7% 86.3% 5.0%

Television viewers 8.7% 80.3% 11.0%

Radio listeners 15.1% 77.4% 7.5%

From other sources 0.0% 93.8% 6.3%
TABLE 4

Media Bias For or Against the NM Legislature (%)*

Favorable Neutral Unfavorable
Newspaper readers 23.5% 51.9% 15.9%
Television viewers  34.9% 54.9% 4.7%
Radio listeners 21.8% 61.8% 10.9%
From other sources 14.3% 42.9% 19.0%

* Rows do not add to 100% due to non-respondents.
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FOCUS: MEDIA AND THE NEW MEXICO LEGISLATURE
Is There A Media Bias?

(continued from page 1)

likely than non-Hispanic respondentsto believe that newspaper and TABLE 5
television coverage of the legislature is biased in some way. (See — —
Table5.) Ethnicity and Bias in Newspaper/TV Coverage (%)
Despitethisethnicdifferenceonthegeneral questionof media | . E'sagoe/d NO?EZBAaO/Sed Don't ﬁnf(\;v
bias, Table 6 showsthat Hispanics and non-Hispanic whitestended ISpanic . 27 70 7
. . . Non-Hispanic white 36.0% 50.6% 13.4%
to agreethat television and newspaper coverage of thelegidatureis Other** 41.0% 38.5% 20.5%

not unfavorable.
Among newspaper readers, however, Hispanics were more
likely to believe that newspaper coverage is biased against the

legidature (24.5%) than were non-Hispanic whites (14.6%) and TABLE6

other groups (4.8%). Hispanictelevisionviewers, ontheotherhand,  ["Ethnicity and Newspaper/TV Bias For or Against (%)
were more likely to believethat TV coverage favorsthelegislature Favorable Neutral Unfavorable
(48.2%) than were non-Hispanic whites (22.4%). Hispanic 39.3% 49.6% 11.1%
Finally, most survey respondents believed that the mediawas Non-Hispanic white 25.8% 61.3% 12.9%
providing the right amount of coverage of thelegislature; however, Other** 42.1% 55.3% 2.6%

Table 7 shows that a large proportion of the survey respondents
indicated a desire for more legidlative coverage.

TABLE 7
Sufficient Media Coverage of the NM Legislature (%)*
) . . . . Not Enough Enough Too Much
David Soherr-Hadwiger is Assistant Professor of Palitical Newspaper readers 39.0% 50.0% 4.9%
Science at the University of New Mexico where he teaches Ameri- Television viewers  34.5% 55 7% 4.3%
can Politics and New Mexico Government. Radio listeners 54.5% 40.0% 1.8%
From other sources 28.6% 47.6% 4.8%

* Rows do not add to 100% due to non-respondents.
** The number of Native-American, Black and Asian-American
respondentsis too small to generalize about these groups.

TRENDS
Quality of Life

This Quarterly Profile examines
the changing perceptions of New FIGURE 1
Mexico's quality of life. This in-
quiry was prompted by a trend
which has developed in the re-
sponsestothequestion, “Inthe past

"In the past two years, would you say that New Mexico has become a better placeto
live, gotten worse, or is about the same as it used to be?"

two years, would you say that New 60%
Mexico has become a better place
tolive, gotten worse, or isabout the 50% 1
sameasitusedto be?’ Weask this
question every quarter, and as Fig- . =" Better
urel illustrates, a trend appears to
have devel oped over the past three =% T Same
years indicating that our respon-
dentsareincreasingly less positive 20% "7 Worse
about current conditionsinthestate. 10%
Although there have been dlight
variations up and down from one 0% } } } {
quarter tothenext, thelessoptimis-
Aug '89 Aug '90 Aug '91 Aug '92 Aug '93

tic trend has been obvious.
(continued on page 3)




TRENDS
Quality of Life

(continued from page 2)

Wethought that thismight
beassociatedwitheconomicvari-
ables such as changesinincome
or employment statusand demo-
graphic variables such as ethnic
background, educational status,
or family size. Such variables
have long been regarded as
strongly influencing political at-
titudes, and changesinthosevari-
ables have been shown to be as-
sociated with changes in indi-
viduals' attitudes toward vola
tile, lessdeeply ingrained politi-
cal attitudes such as attitudesto-
ward political candidates, or spe-
cific events. For example, con-
tinuing newsthat New Mexico’'s 0-3
per capita income is among the
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"How do you feel about New Mexico as a place to live?"

Number of years respondents reported to have lived in New Mexico

FIGURE 2

[ | very satisfied
[ somewnhat satisfied
B somewnhat dissatisfied

B very dissatisfied

'10-19 '20-39 '40 or more

lowest in the nation; ongoing

concern about joblessness, par-
ticularly in the state's non-met-
ropolitan areas; and antagonism
toward the influx of new resi-
dents from other places all
seemed to be likely sources of
explanation for this trend. What
we found was that there are no
clear explanationsfor thistrend.
Theoffsettingincreasein“ same”
responseswould suggest that the
trendisnot pessimistic. Thelack
of any significant relationships
between the quality of life ques-
tion and the demographic vari-
ableswould also tend to support
an argument that the climate is
simply less“upbeat” rather than
“gloomy” about thecomparative
state of affairs.
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"How do you feel about New Mexico as a place to live?"

Age categories of respondents

FIGURE 3
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'41-55 '56-65 over 65

While exploring this change over time we a so took acareful
look at the current responses to our other regularly asked quality of
life questions. We asked our respondents to indicate their level of
satisfaction in response to the question: “How do you feel about
New Mexicoasaplacetolive?’ Thepredominant answerswerethat
our respondents were either “very satisfied” or “somewhat satis-
fied.” These results are the same across virtually all demographic
variables with the exception of the length of time one haslived in
New Mexico.

Ascanbeclearly seeninFigure 2, thelonger onelivesin New
Mexico the greater on€'s degree of satisfaction with the place.
Intuitively this conclusion seemsalmost trivial, and yet the popular
press, and various pundits, frequently proclaimthe Southwest asthe
refuge of elderly “ Snowbirds,” and displaced industrial wage earn-

ers. It iseasy to see both categories asripefor discontented feelings
associated with cultural change as one experiences the adjustment
fromlifeinthe Rustbelt to life in the Sunbelt, distance from family
and old friends, and the constraints of limited incomes. We pushed
the analysis a hit further to explore the relationship between age,
length of residenceand quality of life. Asindicated above, therewas
no statistically significant relationship between the quality of life
assessment and income, employment status, ethnicity, ideology, or
age. Acrossthe categoriesfor each of those variables, no significant
differences in the distribution of opinions about New Mexico's
quality of life could be discovered. Figure 3 for example, portrays
the distribution of opinionsregarding New Mexico'squality of life
by age distribution. Individuals who were “very” or “somewhat

satisfied” dominatein all categories. (continued on page 4)



TRENDS

Quality of Life
(continued from page 3)

A similar dight trend may be observed in Figure 2, i.e."
somewhat satisfied" decreases with each progressive tenure, and
thevalue, "very satisfied," risesmost markedly inthelongest tenure
category. It would seem that the conjecture regarding discontent
arising from relocation or economic dislocation isill-founded. So
we decided to take one more step to determine the relationship
between ageand length of residencein New Mexico. Thefollowing
table presents the distribution of respondents by age category and
length of residencein New Mexico. Thepercentagefiguresindicate
the proportion of each age category which haslivedin New Mexico
for lessthan4 years; 4 to9years, 10to 19years, 20to 39 years, and
40 or more years. One should also keep in mind that 361 of our
respondents (62.5%) were not born in New Mexico, and 217
(37.5%) were.

Only 20% of the entire sample has resided in New Mexico
less than 10 years. While 175 of our respondents (31%) report

having lived in New Mexico al their lives. Thisfits well with the
observation that 37.5% of the sample reports having been bornin
New Mexico. Y et the number of short term residentsis proportion-
ately much smaller than the number of non-native New Mexicans
inthesurvey. Theconclusionsthat may bedrawn are numerous, but
it appearsthat the rel ocated retiree and displaced worker migration
rationales are unsupportable. Our representative sample would
indicatethat New Mexico has a predominance of non-nativeimmi-
grants, but they are not “ Johnny-come-latelys.” The quality of life
in New Mexico apparently holds powerful appeal. The fact that a
substantial portion of the popul ationisno longer perceiving notice-
able improvement over the preceeding two year time period need
not be politically alarming. The overall satisfaction with the state’s
current quality of lifecoupled with thelong tenure of the bulk of the
state’' s popul ation seems to suggest an absence of discontent likely
to upset the present political environment.

TABLE 8
Length of Residence by Age Cohort

0-3 Years 4-9 Years 10-19 Years 20-39 Years 40 or More
Age 18-24 13% 11% 33% 43% 0% N= 76
Age 25-40 16% 11% 13% 57% 3% N=211
Age 41-55 8% 10% 18% 29% 35% N=141
Age 56-65 9% 6% 11% 32% 43% N= 54
Over 65 2% 5% 14% 21% 58% N= 85
TRENDS
Citizen Approval Ratings
Governor King's approva ratings TABLE 9

show asharp declinesincethe May
quarterly profile of New Mexico
households. After a modest, and

Percentages of Respondents Rating Governor King

Excellent or Good

statistically non-significant, drop of May '93 (N=531) August '93 (N=578)
2 percentage pointsin May to 36%, Hispanic 37% 38%
the Governor’ sapproval fell nearly Non-Hispanic White 40% 26%
7 percentage points to 29%. Our Education

findings reveal that fewer respon- H.S. Diploma 36% 31%
dentswho are non-Hispanic White, Some College 42% 29%
have some college education, and Bachelor's Degree 34% 21%
are Republican or “no party affilia- Post-Baccalaureate 33% 31%*
tion” identifiers gave the Governor Political Party

“excellent” or “good” ratings than No Affiliation 40% 27%
inthepast. Thelargest declinecame Democrat 40% 37%
among respondentsmaking $30,000 Republican 35% 20%
annually or less. The Governor has Income

experienceddight (statistically non- $20,000 or less 44% 33%
significant) ups and downs with $20,001-$30,000 47% 36%
Hispanic respondents, respondents $30,001-$60,000 33% 26%
who have had education beyondthe $60,001 or more 24% 17%

Bachelor’ sdegree, and Democrats.
(continued on page 5)

* No respondents indicated "excellent" as aresponse.
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TRENDS

Citizen Approval Ratings

(continued from page 4)

With regard to other public
officials, we found that public em-
ployees continue to retain most of
the gain in favorable assessment
reported inthe Spring newsletter. A

dight drop to 37% in the approval 70% g
rating for New Mexico's public 60% ¥/-/-—F-/'%' - - : -%- police in Your Area
employeeswasnot statistically sig- 50% ® "
nificant. Ratingsby therespondents 40% — o

icei i &=V overnor
of the performance of the policein 30% s——e  _— 97 —~.

20%
10%
0% -

their area remained strong at 60%
and continued the stable pathwe’ ve

FIGURE 4
"How would you rate New Mexico's ... ?"

-+- Public Servants

reported since May of 1992. At
22%, approva of the legidature’'s

May Aug Nov Feb May Aug Nov

-0 Legislature

Feb May Aug

performanceisvirtually unchanged 91 91 '91 '92 92 '92 '92 93 '93 ‘93
from the May numbers.
TRENDS
Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP)

TABLE 10

"Which of the following best represents your view? WIPP is ..."

The Waste Isolation Pilot Project August '93
(WIPP) has_beenthefocusof height- Unsafe; Never Open 25%
ened attention in recent months as | Unsafe; Open with Major Changes 28%
the Clinton Administration works | Unsafe; Open with Minor Changes 22%
outitspoliciesonradio-activewaste | Safe to Open Now 17%
management. Weasked our respon- Don't Know/No Answer 8%
dents, in the most recent quarterly
survey of New Mexico households, TABLE 11

what they thought about the pros-
pectsfor opening WIPPasaperma-

"Using the scale ... how risky do you consider the transportation of low and medium level

radioactive material to the WIPP facility to be?"

nent storage facility for radioactive

X Scale of 1-5 August '93
wastes, and the degree of perceived 1 (No Risk) 8%
risk associated with transporting | o 21%
wastetoWIPP. Thefollowingtables 3 26%
illustrate those responses. 4 18%
(continued on page 6) 5 (Extreme Risk) 22%
Don't Know/No Answer 4%
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Waste Isolation Pilot Plant (WIPP)

(continued from page 5)

A majority of thefull sur-
vey (53%) believe WIPP should
never open, or open only after
major changes. Nearly two-
thirds (66%) of our respondents
believe that there is a moderate
to extreme risk of radiation re-
lease associated with the trans-
port of materials to the WIPP
site. It appears that the New
Mexicopublicingeneral remains
skeptical concerning WIPP.
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Degree of Perceived Risk Associated
with the Transportation of Materials
to the WMIPP Site
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