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AWASH IN A SEA OF INFORMATION

The "Information Age" which accelerated during the second half of this century brought with it a dramatic expansion of information sources and technologies while simultaneously revolutionizing the variety of approaches underlying the definition of news and information. Expanded coverage of entire events stood side by side with the traditional "MEDIAated" information sources which selected and interpreted portions of those events for the public. Attack and investigative journalism became an accepted venue. Competition engendered variety and untied the often symbiotic relationship between news sources and reporters which had led to uncritical coverage. New information outlets provided newsmakers with choices for getting their message out, while audiences acquired more options for receiving news and information.

By the late 1970's, congressional leaders recognized television as the predominant source of national news for most Americans, but felt frustrated with the way in which their institution was reported to the public by the national commercial networks. They felt both ignored relative to the executive branch and besmirched by an increasingly critical national media which failed to capture the virtues of Congress in its sound bite journalistic style. The House of Representatives decided to circumvent the traditional media and communicate to the public directly via their own television cameras. Working on the assumption that "to know us is to love us," they installed House-controlled cameras in the chamber and encouraged the media to use their signal. Political pragmatism entered a marriage of convenience with economic necessity as the programming-starved cable industry saw the advantage of re-broadcasting the House signal in its entirety on its newly christened Cable-Satellite Public Affairs Network (C-SPAN). With a 24 hour news hole, C-SPAN retained its commitment to cover all House proceedings live and gavel to gavel, but began expanding its programming to include congressional committees, public speeches, policy forums, public affairs call-in programs, and a variety of special topics programs to enhance citizen access to public affairs information.

The House's decision to open its proceedings was part of a broader movement committed to increasing the practice of "government in sunshine,"a stimulant to additional initiatives by other institutions, and an encouragement for political activists to revise political strategies to take advantage of the new opportunities (See Figure 1). In 1986, the Senate, recognizing it would fade into public irrelevance if it kept its proceedings closed to the public, followed the House in allowing Senate-controlled cameras into its chamber.

Assessing the impact of congressional television is difficult. There were consequences for the internal workings of Congress, for the careers of individual public officials, for the outcomes of public policy, for the media, and for the public. This analysis will focus primarily on the public.(1)


CHOOSING ONE'S PORTHOLE OF PREFERENCE

Each new societal information source provides a "window" on some aspect of society. Traditionally the windows provided by national print and electronic media have been relatively broad "picture windows" designed to secure the widest audience and advertising base. Cable television, Internet services and specialized publications have allowed the development of viable niche markets made up of relatively small groups of users.The breadth of programming in many of these newer windows makes them look more like port holes than picture windows. C-SPAN is in a particularly envious position since it does not depend on revenue or audience size for any of its revenue.(2) Members of the public increasingly must make choices about which of these port holes of specialized information they prefer.

Direct assessment of the nature of the audience for congressional programming and the consequences of congressional television on the public is almost impossible. Without a distribution system, the House and Senate TV signals would be irrelevant. The existence of the signals spawned the two C-SPAN networks, but their programming expanded well beyond House and Senate proceedings. In one sense we can argue that by allowing the cameras in the chambers Congress served as the midwife to the birth of a fraternal twin set of networks providing public affairs programming that probably would not have been conceived without congressional action. Only in the rarest cases (such as the Clinton Impeachment process) is data collected on who watches House and Senate proceedings. The available hard data deal with the C-SPAN audience as opposed to the more narrow congressional television audience. With that in mind, we can say a great deal about who watches C-SPAN and therefore who has access to floor proceedings.

Except for highly publicized events such as the State of the Union Message and the impeachment trial, much of the C-SPAN audience is inadvertent. The timing of congressional proceedings is irregular. Only a very small segment of the population has the motivation or knowledge to tune into C-SPAN specifically to see a congressional session. The emergence of the remote control has provided a tool for scanning the increasing number of channels. Surfing the options, individuals land on one of the C-SPAN channels for a few seconds, assess their level of interest and either tune in for awhile or skip to another channel. Program loyalty to C-SPAN is limited to programs such a "Booknotes" (Sunday evenings), "Washington Journal" (mornings)," and "British Question Time," (Sunday evenings). Channel surfers often lack a knowledge of either congressional or C-SPAN procedures. Not knowing C-SPAN's policy of repeating key congressional debates, a House staff member recently reported a letter from a constituent exclaiming "How excited I was to see you on television twice today debating," and then commenting, "I hope you don't take offense, but you would be more effective if you did not repeat yourself so much." 

At one time, the C-SPAN audience was significantly constrained by the biases in cable television access and subscription rates. With over 90% of Americans living in cable-accessible areas and over 70% of the public now cable subscribers,(3) the inherent demographic bias of cable availability is much less important. Today, the cable utilization, and therefore C-SPAN audience, is more a matter of choice than availability. Surveys indicate that 4-8% of adults are C-SPAN "junkies" watching it "regularly." 13-20% they view it "sometimes.," and 53-58% "never" tune in.(4) 

Regular viewers are not much different from the population as a whole on many demographic characteristics. The junkies tend to be somewhat more male, slightly more Republican, and slightly more conservative. Heavy viewership is more directly correlated with increasing age, education, and income (see Figure 2).

[image: image1.jpg]Figure 2-A PROFILE OF THE C-SPAN JUNKIE
Percentage of adults reporting they watch C-SPAN "regularly”

TOTAL %
GENDER  Male %
Female %
PARTY  Republican
Independent
Democrat
IDEOLOGY Conservative &%
Moderate &%
Libersl %
AGE 182 %
3039 s
059 %
6069 8%
70 and over %

EDUCATION Less then HS
HS graduate
Same College
Colege graduate
Post gradute

INCOME  Less than 10,000
$10,000-529,999
$30,000-899.999
§50,000-574999
Over §75,000 1%

SOURCE: Princton Surey Rescarcs Associis atonal survey f 1751

aduls in April, 1996, cnductedforthe e seseaech Cenr “People and the

Press Modis Consunpton Survey,” LEXIS-NEXIS Rpsil database.





PUBLIC KNOWLEDGE ABOUT CONGRESS: DOES THE RISING TIDE OF INFORMATION RAISE ALL SHIPS?

A VIEW FROM THE CROWDED INTERIOR SALONS

There is little evidence that televising Congress has raised the level of political knowledge about Congress among the general population. About the same time C-SPAN emerged, a raft of additional specialized channels appeared on the horizon dividing the national audience in segments of sports junkies loyal to ESPN, teenagers hooked on MTV, and a myriad of other niche viewers getting their thrills out of the Home Shopping, Country Dance, and other similar channels. By the 1990's less than half the television audience was watching the major networks during prime time, having made their choices on cable.

The only hard data on changed public awareness comes from the public's increased ability to identify Speaker of the House. The year before the cameras appeared in the chamber only 33% of the public could provide reasonable, but vague, answers of "a congressman," or "a government official" (5) to the question, "who is Tip O'Neill?" Ten years after the introduction of House television, 40% of the public could identify Jim Wright more precisely as the "Speaker of the House" or "a congressman from Texas."(6) 

By the mid 1990's, 50-57% of respondents could provide "Newt Gingrich" as the right answer to "Who is the Speaker of the U.S. House of Representatives?" without prompting by the interviewer.(7) It is impossible to isolate House television as the reason for increased awareness of House leaders since Gingrich's visibility may be accounted for by other factors such as his confrontational political style and the political battles of which he was a part. Other measures of public awareness of such as the ability to name one's House member or to identify the party in control of Congress does not correlate directly with the introduction of the cameras.


THE PUBLIC AFFAIR JUNKIES: THOSE PRESSING THEIR NOSES AGAINST THE C-SPAN PORTHOLE

Among C-SPAN junkies, political learning is undoubtedly greater. Just as the O.J. trial familiarized viewers with terms like "side bars," regular C-SPAN viewers are more likely to sprinkle their conversations with terms like "quorum calls," and "reserving the right to object." Lest we downgrade the potential informational impact of C-SPAN, it is important to remember that regular viewers are also some of the most politically active segments of the population. Whatever they learn is likely to be turned into action. C-SPAN viewers are 20-25% more likely to vote, twice as likely to make campaign contributions, and four times more likely to contact their elected officials than are the general public.(8) Information from C-SPAN helps guide other actions such as voting, campaign contributions and writing letters. Among C-SPAN viewers, 81% credit it with improving their awareness of issues, 74% with their awareness of candidates' stands on issues and 41% with information that influenced their vote in presidential and/or congressional elections.(9) Comments from congressional staff indicate that appearances on C-SPAN by a Member generates significant correspondence and that incoming letters and calls frequently refer to information constituents have picked up watching the House or Senate in action.

There is also some evidence that those who watch House and Senate proceedings interject some of that information and their interpretation of it into the more wholesale vehicles of public education. While only 3% of weekly C-SPAN viewers have attempted to call to C-SPAN, 17% have called other radio and television call-in programs.(10) It is increasingly common to see writers of letters to the editor and callers to broadly distributed talk shows to begin their argument by saying, "As I saw on C-SPAN...," or "When I was watching the debate on the Senate floor..." Like the rock tossed into the water, House and Senate television may well have a "multiplier effect," as the C-SPAN junkies transmit their newfound political knowledge using more popular vehicles. The informational impact of televising Congress on the public can not be measured solely by those who watch.


RE-ENTER SHIPS' LOOKOUTS

The image of masses of citizens sitting glued to television watching their government in action was probably unrealistic from the outset. Even at the height of congressional drama, much of the public eschews such viewing. During President Clinton's impeachment trial in the Senate, only 5% of the public reported watching "almost all of it," 10% "a lot of it," 34% "some of it" and 50% "hardly any or none of it."(11) 

While a few citizens take advantage of unmediated live coverage, the vast majority still rely on professional journalists to sort through the mass of information and make sense of it. Journalists earn respect and rewards by knowing when, where and how to get the best and most up to date information. Congressional television has changed the way journalists cover national politics. A much wider range of journalists now have access to the chamber and committee rooms than was ever possible in the physical press galleries and seating areas.

For electronic journalists, the impact is greater. The television journalists' twist on the old philosophical question, " If a tree falls in the forest and no one is there is there any sound?" is the conclusion that if there is no camera to capture the tree falling, the event never really happened. Pictures from the House and Senate floor provide the raw material for news stories and turn virtually ignored events into news. Without television pictures of Speaker Tip O'Neill, Robert Dornan (R-CA), and Carrie Meeks (D-FL) having their intemperate words stricken ("taken down") from the Congressional Record, the stories would have been buried in the newspapers and non-existent on television. Sound bite video clips from the House and Senate floor now regularly populate news stories giving them legitimacy and a visual "anchor" affecting public perceptions and attitudes. If we really believe that "a picture is worth a thousand words," the congressional cameras have created pictures worth millions of words. The public embarrassment of being chastised is said to have hastened the retirement of Tip O'Neill and served as raw material for the electoral defeat of "B-1 Bomber" Dornan. The gallery visitor during the impeachment trial who yelled out, "Good God Almighty, take the vote and get over with it," would not have seen his outburst turn into a news story (and a plaintiff line in House impeachment manager Graham's summary statement) if the audio had not been picked up by the chamber cameras and played time after time by the media.(12) The cameras verify reality and provide the pictures which are almost mandatory for electronic journalists.


IMPROVING THE CAPACITY OF THE HIRED CAPTAINS

In assessing the impact of congressional television on the public, one should not forget the impact on the hired hands who are attempting to propel public policy in specific directions. While we often think of lobbyists as a separate class of political activists, they are hired by groups of citizens who suggest a destination and then let the professionals guide the initiative. Lobbyists report how the ability to monitor Congress and its committees increases their effectiveness by allowing them to watch the progress or debate while not having to sit in the chamber of committee rooms for hours on end. For lobbyists not based in Washington, televised information provides some leveling of the information playing field. By improving the knowledge of lobbyists, members of the lobbyists' organizations receive the benefit of their better informed advocates. Through newsletters, action-alert mechanisms, and public appearances Washington lobbyists communicate what they have learned to those most interested in their issue.

The bottom line is that access to the House and Senate chamber via television cameras increases the depth and richness of information necessary for understanding Congress and its members both directly and indirectly. For much of the public, the increase in knowledge is potential rather than real, and indirect as opposed to direct. In the future, factors beyond availability, such as public interest, and changes in the level of public cynicism will determine the actual expansion of public awareness facilitated by mounting the cameras. 


EVALUATING THE VOYAGE: HOW THE VIEWERS PERCEIVE WHAT THEY SEE THROUGH THE PORTHOLE

It is probably impossible to get a true picture of C-SPAN's believability since its corporate philosophy and operating procedures eschew promoting itself as an identifiable personality. By emphasizing programming comprised of gavel- to-gavel coverage of events, it is difficult to determine whether viewers are reacting to the content of the event or to C-SPAN's broadcasting of it. If a viewer distrusts the members of Congress he or she sees on C-SPAN, it is not clear how they would interpret a question like "Do you feel you can trust the accuracy of the news and information you get from C-SPAN?"

The confusion over responsibility is exacerbated by the media itself. Since the beginning C-SPAN has constantly reminded its viewers they neither own nor control the cameras which cover the official proceedings of the House and Senate.(13) C-SPAN, along with any other network, is simply allowed access to a feed from these congressional cameras. While it is probably unrealistic to expect the general public to understand the nuances of who controls the cameras, the news media do little to reduce the confusion. News stories constantly refer to "C-SPAN cameras" when discussing House and Senate procedures. Even knowledgeable Washington observers like Howard Kurtz chooses wording that confuses the situation when he writes, "The Senate, which controls the C-SPAN cameras,"(14) or when journalist Stephen Barr writes about the Senate voting to determine whether the impeachment deliberations "will be open to the public and C-SPAN cameras."(15)

Despite the confusion, C-SPAN stacks up quite well on the audience trust/believability scale. 

Figure3 reveals that 74% of those who could rate C-SPAN characterized it as believable.(16) A comparable survey of a more limited set of news sources ranks C-SPAN and CNN at 79% believabilty, followed by 74% for local television evening news and 69% national network television evening news.(17)
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Looking at survey results in a slightly different way, Figure 4 shows that while C-SPAN is also in the middle of the pack in terms of perceived overall trustworthiness, liberals and conservatives see it as almost equally trustworthy. Conservatives have higher distrust of all media except for radio talk shows, reserving special distrust for national network news programs, National Public Radio, national newspapers , and network news magazines. 
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PUBLIC ASSESSMENT OF CONGRESS: KEEP THE BATH WATER, BUT THROW OUT THE BABY

Congress entered the television age with the hope that "to know us is to love us." An initial look at the data might lead one to conclude that "familiarity breeds contempt." The more one watches C-SPAN, the more one has serious questions about how the political process is working.

The C-SPAN audience is skeptical, without being cyncical. The cynic condemns both the institutions of government and the office holders who manage them. Regular C-SPAN viewers are quite critical of incumbent office holders, but retain the belief that by replacing existing politicians, government institutions have the potential for better performance (see Figure 5).(18) It is not clear whether watching C-SPAN causes a more positive view of the institutions of government while expressing frustration over office holders, or that C-SPAN draws individuals with pre-existing proclivities in that direction. Individuals totally turned off by all aspects of the political system probably would not waste their time watching it in action.
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KEEPING THE PUBLIC PORT HOLE OPEN: HOW THE PUBLIC'S PERMISSION TO KNOW BECOMES THE PUBLIC'S RIGHT TO KNOW 

When the storm approaches, there is a temptation to batten down the hatches and close the port holes. Congress once closed public access on a regular basis during times of conflict for fear that undesirable images of conflict and rancor would flood over the public. Congressional committees were once only open to the media after an affirmative decision by the committee. Executive sessions of the House and Senate barred journalists and members of the public. Public galleries were limited in size and mitigated against those unable to come to Washington to observe. The public and the media came to congressional sessions hat in hand requesting permission to observe, but fully expecting to be turned away on the whims or inaction of Members. The institution of House and Senate television arrived with a broader wave of public access and "government in sunshine." Passionate speeches were given about the antiseptic nature of sunshine. Public access to governmental decision-making swept through all branches and levels of government. The physical public galleries in the House and Senate were seen as being overtaken by the electronic galleries facilitated by television. The principle of "open covenants openly arrive at,"(19) was applied to the broadest range of congressional proceedings with the exception of events dealing with national security.

The challenge in keeping the port hole open is both economic and political. In the economic realm, limited cable channels have encouraged some cable systems to restrict or abandon C-SPAN broadcasts to make room for revenue producing networks. "Must-carry" legislation, currently being considered by the FCC, could be interpreted to require cable systems to provide channel space for both the regular and high definition television (HDTV) signals of the major networks would put even more pressure on cable operators for their technologically limited channel capacity. C-SPAN is a likely target since its audience is small and it offers cable companies no advertising revenue. C-SPAN has self consciously not asked for any special protection from the institution whose proceedings it covers. Until technology provides more channel capacity, C-SPAN and congressional television could be denied to millions of potential viewers for economic reasons.

In the political realm, potential users signal a demand for access. Attempts to thwart access either by Congress or the cable industry are usually met by public outcry. Passengers locked in a dark ship's hold during a long voyage may well show initial appreciation for a few rays of sunshine from an open porthole. Once they become accustomed to that sunlight they will protest vigorously its closing even if it lets in some unwanted and/or undesirable seawater. The burden of proof almost invariably shifts to those desiring to close the porthole as appreciation of a gift turns into expectation of a right. Along with a variety of societal actions during the 20th century, the "rights revolution" applies to information as well as government resources and civil liberties. 

When the rules required an affirmative decision to allow television cameras into hearing and floor events, it was easier to keep them out by inaction. Requiring an affirmative decision to bar the cameras put the burden of proof on the other foot. As the Senate found out in the impeachment trial, turning off the cameras resulted in a barrage of criticism about the illegitimacy of hiding behind closed doors. The vote to overturn the impeachment rules to allow the cameras to remain on garnered a majority 59 votes and was thwarted only by the Senate requirement of a 2/3rds majority for changing rules. Almost identical percentages of the public felt the entire trial should be open.(20) This may well be the last gasp of the "government in shadows" approach. The implication that "if they don't want to be seen they must be doing something wrong," undermines the legitimacy of the process and besmirches decision-makers unwilling to face the citizens whom they are charged with representing. While some decisions will simply be driven to the corridors and backrooms, closed official sessions will be almost non-existent in the future. The general public may not want to watch, but they want the right to watch. The symbolism of the cameras in the chambers implying that Congress has nothing to hide may well in the long run be the most important implication.

Let the cameras roll.
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