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Abstract

This study examines how two newspapers in South Korea, one conservative and one liberal, covered the U.S.
presidential election of 2008. The study found that there was a significant divergence in the emphasis placed on certain
types of issues between the two ideologically polarized newspapers. While the liberal Hankyoreh Daily placed more
emphasis on social justice issues —such as racial equality and the abolition of social discrimination, the conservative
Chosun Daily highlighted “human interest” issues, focusing on more trivial topics such as the candidates’ gender, family,
and fashion preferences. There was also a difference in the types of news sources used by the two newspapers. The
Hankyoreh Daily sought to represent the voices of the South Korean elite, while The Chosun Daily used American
politicians as one of its major source of information. This study argues that a news organization’s ideological orientation
is an important factor, which influences South Korean newspapers’ “domestication” of the U.S. election, which was
staged in a distant region.
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1. Introduction

The U.S. presidential election of 2008 attracted international attention primarily because the U.S. enjoys a preeminent
position in world politics as a result of its military and economic power. BBC broadcaster Dotun Adebayo (2008), while
commenting on the global significance of the presidential contest on the U.S. National Public Radio (NPR) News &
Notes program, argued that the U.S. election had international consequences because “whoever has the keys to
Pennsylvania Avenue [i.e., the White House] is going to dominate world politics for... the next four years or so.”

For South Koreans, the outcome of the U.S. presidential election had crucial foreign policy and national security
implications as a result of the opposing views held by the candidates on two issues of national importance for South
Korea: the South Korea-U.S. Free Trade Agreement (FTA) and South Korea-North Korea relations.

During the campaign, candidate Obama called for the FTA to be renegotiated, insisting that “the accord does not do
enough to address concerns of American autoworkers” (2008, June 4). In contrast, McCain (2008) argued, “we have
negotiated a trade agreement with South Korea that will expand American exports and create American jobs.”

On the relationship between North and South Korea, Obama adopted a somewhat conciliatory approach, asserting that
“we must work with diligence and determination with our friends and allies to end this dangerous threat and to secure a
lasting peace on the Korean peninsula” (Ellis, 2008, June 26). McCain was more belligerent toward North Korea,
advocating that the U.S. should mobilize international opinion against the abuses of human rights in that country, rather
than embrace its leader, Kim Jong-il (Mason, 2008, April 24).

The U.S. and South Korea have been strongly allied since the Korean War of 1950-53. Given the importance of the
South Korea-North Korea relations, the FTA, and other issues, this study examines the differences and similarities in the
coverage of the U.S. presidential election of 2008 by two prominent newspapers in South Korea—The Chosun Daily
and The Hankyoreh Daily. It also explores in what ways local journalists’ selection of news sources influenced their
choices of the salient issues in this important news event.
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The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily were chosen because of their contrasting ideological approaches. The
Chosun Daily is regarded as one of the most conservative dailies in South Korea, while The Hankyoreh Daily, a
prominent liberal paper, has generally advocated progressive values in its coverage of public issues. Thus, not only does
this study investigate how these two news outlets’ evident partisanship colored their reporting of a global news event,
but it seeks to explore in what ways the ideological orientations of news outlets in general can serve as an important
variable which shapes the international agenda-building process.

One of the common criticisms of the coverage of elections is that the news media have tended to portray politics as a
kind of game played among political factions by putting an emphasis on political strategies and tactics while
undervaluing real policy issues (Dimitrova & Stromback, 2011; Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Patterson, 1993). It is in
this context that the present study examined the extent to which The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily paid
attention to major issues, including both the “horse-race” issues and the “substantive” public issues (policy aspects of
the race). The “horse race” issues largely concern the candidates’ performance at the polls. In contrast, the “substantive
public issues” refers to public policy agendas, such as those, which concern the economy or foreign affairs. In the end,
this study seeks to investigate not only how distinctive the two liberal and conservative papers were in both their
presentation of issues and their usage of news sources, but also how the choice of news sources determined the South
Korean media’s agendas in their coverage of the U.S. election.

1.1 Significance of the Study

This study employed an agenda-setting theory in its examination of the issues that the editors of South Korean print
media considered appropriate and newsworthy. Issues, when emphasized by the news media, tend to facilitate the
formation of the social reality and worldview of the media’s audience (Shoemaker & Vos, 2009). Agenda setting theory
postulates that those issues which are chosen to be highlighted by the news media eventually become what their
audiences consider to be the most important issues of the day (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; McCombs, 2004; Weaver,
2007). Thus, this study can enhance the scope of journalism research by providing some insight into the
under-researched area of how the U.S. presidential election, an evidently important international news event, was
presented to their local audiences by two major print publications from opposing sides of the political spectrum in South
Korea.

Consequently, this study attempts to deepen our understanding of how the newsworthiness of an issue is influenced by a
range of factors, such as a news organizations’ partisanship, access to sources, and the political climate with respect to
international relations. There have not been sufficient studies on how news organizations’ ideological orientations
influence their coverage of foreign news events, and South Korea is a country where ideological polarization among the
mainstream news media is particularly intense (Lee, 2006).

Thus, this study can provide an opportunity to examine how the coverage and “domestication” of the U.S. election
event by Korean news media can be influenced by those news organizations’ partisanship. A number of studies—such
as those published by Galtung and Ruge (1965), Ostgaard (1965), Hester (1973), Scammell (2005), and Golan
(2006)—have examined the various factors that affect international news coverage by domestic media.

International news, when delivered to a domestic audience, tends to be an “out there” or “foreign” phenomenon, which
means that local journalists are constrained to publish only those news items that are meaningful to their local audiences.
It is in this context that this study seeks to advance the concept of the sociology of news by exploring which news
sources were given more prominence by South Korean journalists and in what ways those news sources influenced the
salience of issues in the case of South Korean newspapers’ coverage of the U.S. election.

1.2 Newsworthiness

Journalists are continuously engaged in the process of determining what news is worthy for publication. Despite this
recurring editorial task, the reasons why journalists select some news items for publication and discard others remains
enigmatic (Reinemann & Shulz, 2006; Schwarz, 2006). The components of “news value” include “sensationalism,
proximity, relevance, unambiguity, and facticity” (Eilders, 2006). Shoemaker and Reese (2013) proposed the following
elements of news value: timeliness, novelty, proximity to audiences, and controversy or conflict. National interest is
also considered an important criterion in determining “news value” (Dimitrova, et al., 2005; Kim, 2002). All of these
are also influenced by the journalists’ professional and newsroom routines as well as by organizational imperatives
(Shoemaker & Reese, 2013; Graber, 2010).

Given the position of the U.S. as a superpower with global political and economic clout, the outcome of its presidential
election is bound to be of interest to many nations. Furthermore, the 2008 U.S. election represented a new era in U.S.
presidential history since candidate Barack Obama was not just the first serious African American contender, but also
the frontrunner during the election. In other words, the election was worthy of coverage as an important event. On the
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other hand, the political and economic ties between the U.S. and South Korea provided context to the coverage by the
media. South Korea is a strategic ally of the U.S. in Asia, and the two major issues of concern to both nations at that
time were their bilateral FTA and their foreign policies toward North Korea. It is possible that South Korean newspapers
would pay attention to the 2008 presidential polls not only because of the close ties between South Korea and the U.S.
in areas such as trade and foreign policy, but also because of the nature of the U.S. presidential election as a major
international event.

1.3 Agenda-Setting and Issue Salience

Lippmann (1922) stated that the pictures formed in people’s heads are inherently incomplete and distorted reality of the
external world, since the media intrinsically display only a very narrow part of the world to their audience. Many scholars
have proposed that the content of the news is not at all a reproduction of an objective reality, but should be considered as
a result of the interactions between journalists, power elites, news sources, and citizens and is also strikingly affected by
the political ideologies and social institutions within a society (Guzman, 2016; Croteau & Hoynes, 2003; Graber, 2010;
Patterson, 1993, 2000; Shoemaker & Reese, 2013; Tuchman, 1978).

Agenda setting theory proposes that, since the news media is able to place greater emphasis on some issues over others,
the salience assigned to those issues can be transmitted from the media to the public (McCombs & Shaw, 1972; McCombs
& Shaw, 1993). Due to the transmission of issue (object) salience, the news media are able to play an important role in
influencing the public’s opinions (Weaver, 2007; Takeshita, 1997).

When journalists present an issue to their audiences, they tend to highlight certain issues while de-emphasizing others.
According to the agenda-setting perspective, news items or issues, presented by the news media, engage the media’s
audiences and leave them with a sense of knowing what the important issues of the day are about. In this way, journalists
and the news media become agenda setters for their audiences. In particular, the news coverage of an international event
is also susceptible to the agenda-setting process.

In particular, since citizens are generally restricted in their direct experiences of international events, journalists or
editors in local media are able to exercise more power and authority to shape the public’s views of international issues
in their preferred ways. Thus, the “domestication of news” —the ways in which news media largely reflect their
country’s national interests and cultural stereotypes in their coverage (Hafez, 2007)— may be seen to be frequently
manifested in the reporting of international issues.

1.4 “Horse-Race” Coverage

Previous research has shown that, in political elections, it is the “horse-race” aspect of campaigns, which tends to
dominate media reporting (Asher, 2007; Patterson, 2005; Mann & Orren, 1992; Holley, 1991). “Horse race” coverage
essentially refers to that which primarily (or even exclusively) emphasizes what the polls show regarding which
candidate might be ahead or behind in a race for political office at any given moment in time. The predominance of
such horse-race coverage is partly attributable to voters’ eagerness to know how the candidates stand relative to each
other in their campaign for elected office (lyengar et al., 2004).

However, Kovach (1980) observed that the media’s overemphasis on horse-race matters, often results in potentially
serious candidates, even those with credible agendas, being forced to quit early in a political race simply because they
are seen as not doing well in the polls. Fahey (2007) claimed that horse-race coverage is convenient to less diligent
reporters and media organizations, due to their tendency to avoid the rigors of “serious analysis, critique, or challenging
commentary” during coverage of political elections (p. 136). Horse-race level reporting focuses on “competition for
competition’s sake” (Bartels, 1988, p. 31) and, by putting enormous emphasis on one aspect of an election, a news
outlet simply “reduces election coverage to a simple win-lose situation” (Gan, Teo, & & Detenber, 2005, p. 448).

Despite these criticisms, some scholars, most notably Ladd and Benson (1992) and Broh (1980), have underscored the
necessity for horse-race reporting, asserting that it allows voters to learn about public issues and the character of
candidates for political office. Zhao and Bleske (1998) have further argued that horse-race reporting enhances voters’
learning of issues during elections as well as their understanding of public policy.

The horse-race coverage of election is indeed not new to South Korean media. Kim and Kwon (2009) observed that
South Korean media have focused on horse-race issues in a number of South Korean presidential elections, and South
Korean TV networks have covered U.S. presidential elections in the way they cover real horse races. For example, Lee
and Lee (2004) contended that TV networks in South Korea concentrated on sensation-oriented horse-race reporting in
their coverage of the 2004 U.S. presidential election by giving virtual day-to-day updates on what the polls said about
the candidates’ chances in the election.
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1.5 Research Question and Hypothesis

The national interest of any medium’s home country is one of the major factors, which influences media coverage when
news media and their journalists cover international issues (Lee & Yang, 1995; Lee et al, 2005; Novais, 2007). Thus,
given that the 2008 U.S. election was crucial to the national interests of South Korea, it was not surprising that South
Korean journalists would also consider both the FTA between the U.S. and South Korea and U.S. policy towards North
Korea to be important issues, which were very relevant to their nation and its people.

In South Korea, conservative media are generally inclined to support the FTA due to their positive views toward the
U.S. as an ally. In contrast, the liberal media are somewhat critical of the trade agreement with the U.S. due to the
perception that it could infringe on the sovereignty of South Korea. Regarding the relationship with North Korea, the
liberal media generally take a conciliatory attitude toward North Korea while the conservative media advocate tougher
policies towards their neighbor to the north. Thus, given the different ideological orientations frequently expressed by
both newspapers, it is important to assess how often the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily
reported both of these national interest issues in their coverage of the U.S. election. Therefore, this study poses the
following research question:

RQ1: How did the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily differ in their coverage of the
most important issues relevant to Korea’s national interest (i.e., the FTA and relations with North Korea)?

The literature on the coverage of political elections shows that the media tend to pay excessive attention to horse-race
issues (Gan, Teo, & Detenber, 2005). Lee and Lee (2004), as well as Kim and Kwon (2009), specifically noted the
preponderance of horse-race coverage in South Korean elections. However, the ways in which the partisanship of news
outlets can influence the frequency of horse-race issues over “substantive” policy issues have largely been unexplored.
This study therefore poses the following research question:

RQ2: How did the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily differ in their treatment of
horse-race matters in their coverage of the U.S. election?

The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily have framed news events from conservative and liberal ideological points
of view, respectively. The liberal Hankyoreh Daily has been active in enhancing political democratization and in
disseminating the liberal point of view in South Korean society (Han, 2000; Min, 2000; Song, 2007). It published its
first issue in 1988, when 67,300 citizens came together as shareholders in the new company in order to establish an
independent newspaper. In contrast, The Chosun Daily is the leader in South Korea’s newspaper market, occupying
about a 25% share of the market for printed newspapers (Park, 2008, September). However, The Chosun Daily is
frequently criticized as being not only too conservative and sensationalism-oriented, but also as being unresponsive to
social causes including social justice (Kang, 2005; Lee et al., 2010). Thus, this study predicted that both newspapers
would place different levels of emphasis on issues, namely:

H1: The Hankyoreh Daily will emphasize social justice issues (e.g., racial discrimination, advocacy for the
unprivileged), while The Chosun Daily will highlight human interest issues (e.g., the candidates’ clothes,
family, and career).

An examination of the news sources used in each article during the 2008 presidential election published by The Chosun
Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily will shed some light on how South Korean journalists construct their news stories. In
addition, such an examination can also illustrate in what ways the partisanship of newspaper media may determine the
selection of news sources. Thus, this study proposes the following research question:

RQ3: How did the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily differ in their usage of news
sources in covering the 2008 U.S. election?

2. Method

Data for this study were obtained from the two South Korean (language) newspapers, The Chosun Daily and The
Hankyoreh Daily. The unit of analysis is a single news story which can be effective for detecting the background of an
issue as well as the journalist’s emphasis on, or exclusion of, certain elements. The period covered by this research was
from Aug. 25, 2008 (the starting date of the Democratic National Convention) to Nov. 4, 2008 (the presidential election
day).

News stories by The Chosun Daily were acquired as PDF (Portable Document Format) files from that newspaper’s
website; The Hankyoreh Daily’s stories were retrieved from the Korean Integrated News Database Service (KINDS). In
both instances, the stories were identical to those which had appeared in the print editions of the newspapers. Editorial
and opinion columns were excluded since the editorial and opinion columns concerning the 2008 U.S. election in the
two papers were relatively few in number and were not expected to affect the overall findings of the study. In all, 315
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news stories were obtained (The Chosun Daily, 185; The Hankyoreh Daily, 130).
Coding
Data obtained for this study were categorized into the following:

(1) National Interest

The national interest issue was coded according to whether each news story discusses issues— North Korea
and the South Korea-U.S. FTA—crucial to the national interest of South Korea. There are two sub-categories in this
classification: (1) National Interest stories; (2) Non-National Interest stories.

(2) Primary Issue

The primary issue in each news article was determined according to the major topic of each story. It was coded
according to the following classifications: (1) Economy; (2) Foreign affairs issues (e.g., the Iraq War, the War on Terror,
North Korea, diplomacy); (3) Horse-race (e.g., campaign strategy, polling results); (4) Human interest (e.g., race,
gender, family, fashion, career, candidate’s health); (5) Social Justice (e.g., racial discrimination or social and economic
equality); (6) Qualification (morality or capability) of candidate; (7) Voting issues and the electoral system; (7) Others.

(3) Source

A “source” refers to a person or organization that is quoted or stated as a source of information in the news stories. In
consideration of journalists’ general tendency to cite their major sources at the beginning of their stories, the first source
in each story was coded as the main source. The source-classifications were: (1) Candidates; (2) American Politicians;
(3) American Scholars or Experts; (4) South Korean Elites (i.e., politicians and scholars); (5) American Media; (6)
American Citizens; (7) Others.

Inter-coder reliability

Coding the stories and articles for this study was performed by one of the authors and a doctoral student in mass
communications. Twelve percent of the stories were used to test for inter-coder reliability. Landis and Koch (1977)
suggested that Cohen’s kappa figures of between 0.61 and 0.81 would be quite sufficient for any quantitative research.
The kappa figures for our statistics were: national interest (1); primary issue (.81); primary news source (.76).

3. Results

RQ1 examined the extent to which the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily reported on the U.S.
election in terms of their own country’s national interest. The results presented in Table 1 show that both newspapers
reported major national interest stories less frequently. The Chosun Daily devoted 8.6% of its reports to major national
interest issues, while The Hankyoreh Daily reported 7.7% of its stories on those same issues. Both newspapers
overwhelmingly published non-major national interest stories (91.4% for The Chosun Daily and 92.3% for The
Hankyoreh Daily). There was also no significant difference in this regard between The Chosun Daily and The
Hankyoreh Daily [ (df=1) =.092, p=.761].

Table 1. Comparison of National Interest and Non-National Interest Issues

Chosun Daily Hankyoreh Daily
National Interest 8.6% (16) 7.7% (10)
Non-National Interest 91.4% (169) 92.3% (120)
Total 100% (185) 10096(130)

* 2 (df=1) =.092, p=.761

RQ2 examined the types of issues that The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily highlighted in their coverage and
predicted that horse-race matters would be the most prominently covered issues by the newspapers. Our findings in
Table 2 show that the most salient issues in newspapers’ news coverage of the 2008 U.S. election belonged to the
horse-race category (39.4%), while human interest (19.0%) and social justice (8.9%) ranked second and third. There
was no significant difference in the amount of attention paid to the horse-race issue by either of the two newspapers
(The Chosun Daily, 37.3 %; The Hankyoreh Daily, 42.3%). These results show that the horse-race coverage displaced
substantive/policy issues such as the economy and foreign affairs in the news coverage of both newspapers. Our
findings show that there is no significant difference in issue salience between The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh
Daily (rho=.038, p=.496, 2-tailed).
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Table 2. Comparison of Primary issues in South Korean Newspapers

Issues Chosun Daily Hankyoreh Daily Total
N=185 N=130 N=315
Horse-race 37.3% (69) 42.3% (55) 39.4% (124)
Human Interest 27% (50) 7.7% (10) 19.0% (60)
Social Justice 4.3% (8) 15.4% (20) 8.9% (28)
Candidate Qualification  8.6% (16) 8.5% (11) 8.6% (27)
Others 5.9% (11) 10.8% (14) 7.9% (25)
Foreign Affairs 7.6% (14) 7.7% (10) 7.6% (24)
Economy 5.9% (11) 6.9% (9) 6.3% (20)
Election System 3.2% (6) 0.8% (1) 2.2% (7)

*(rho=.038, p=.496, 2-tailed, n=8).

H1 predicted that, given their different ideological orientations, The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily would
respectively place their emphasis on human interest and social justice issues in their coverage. This hypothesis was
supported by the data (3* (df=2)=26.217, p<.001). Table 2 shows that The Chosun Daily presented human interest issues
as being more important in its news coverage (27%), while these issues occupied only 7.7% of The Hankyoreh Daily’s
coverage. In contrast, The Hankyoreh Daily placed considerable emphasis on social justice issues in its coverage of the
elections (15.4%), while the percentage of social justice issues in The Chosun Daily’s coverage was a mere 4.3%.

RQ3 examined how the conservative Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily would differ in their usage of news
sources in their coverage of the election. As Table 3 shows, there was indeed a significant difference between the two:
(#/ (df=6) =20.36, p<.01). One finding in this regard is that though the ratio of the reliance on U.S. media as a news
source (compared to other sources) was high for both newspapers, the level of dependence of The Chosun Daily (47.6%)
was slightly higher than that of The Hankyoreh Daily (41.5%). As Table 3 indicates, The Hankyoreh Daily used three
news sources—American scholars (or experts), South Korean elites, and American citizens—more frequently than did
The Chosun Daily. By contrast, the candidates themselves and other American politicians were more often quoted as
major sources in The Chosun Daily than in The Hankyoreh Daily.

Table 3. Comparison of News Source Type in South Korean newspapers

Source Candidate American American South uU.S. American Others  Total
Politician Scholar or Korean media Citizens
Expert Elite
Chosun Daily 24.3% 13.5% 5.4% 1.1% 47.6% 2.7% 5.4% 100%
(45) (25) (10) 2 (88) ©) (10) (185)
Hankyoreh 19.2% (25) 8.5% 13.1% 8.5% 41.5% 5.4% 3.8% 100%
Daily (11) a7 (11) (54) (7 (5) (130)
Total 22.2% 11.4% 8.6% 4.1% 45.1% 3.8% 4.8% 100%
(70) (36) (27) (13) (142) (12) (15) 315
* 7 (df=6) =20.36, p<.01
4. Discussion

This study offers a good opportunity to explore in what ways the “domestication of news” was executed in South
Korean newspaper media’s coverage of the U.S. election. The conservative and liberal papers in South Korea differed in
their emphasis of certain issues, depending upon their ideological predilection; the conservative Chosun Daily
highlighted human interest issues, while the liberal Hankyoreh Daily emphasized social justice issues. These findings
showed that the partisanship of news outlets could be an important factor in shaping the “issue salience” manifested in
the coverage of an event like the U.S. election. In addition, the study found that, in both cases, the horse-race aspect of
the coverage exceeded the coverage of substantive issues. It is likely that the South Korean newspaper media’s
emphasis on horse-race coverage might have been the result of the South Korean journalists’ reliance on the U.S. media
as their primary news sources.

4.1 Conspicuous Horse-Race Coverage

South Korea and the U.S. have long maintained a strong bilateral relationship dominated by economic and security
issues. The Korea-U.S. FTA is the backbone of the economic relationship, while the security aspect is largely concerned
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with how to deal with South Korea’s neighbor—North Korea. The importance of South Korea—U.S. relations is
exemplified by the fact that that issue came up in a major foreign policy debate between candidates Obama and McCain
during the 2008 campaign. The two contenders held diametrically opposed views on issues relating to South Korea.
Therefore, given the fact that the presidential candidates in the U.S. made South Korea—U.S. relations a major campaign
issue, it was expected that the media in South Korea would show substantial interest in covering the 2008 election,
paying special attention to the twin issues of the FTA and relations with North Korea.

However, our findings show that horse-race issues were the most salient concerns found in the coverage by both
newspapers. This excessive attention paid to horse-race oriented stories overshadowed coverage of the serious debates
concerning South Korea-U.S. relations. Beyond the partisanship of these news outlets, both the South Korean
newspaper media slanted their coverage of political elections in favor of horse-race matters over more substantial
issues. It is probable that since the FTA and relations with North Korea were not prominent issues of contention in the
U.S., the American media would not be actively covering these issues. This in turn may have affected the volume of
coverage by both South Korean newspapers, since they largely relied on news sources from the U.S. media for their
own reports on the campaign.

It is also likely that for South Korean media covering a campaign taking place in the U.S., horse-race coverage would
be greatly preferred because everyone, from whatever country, can understand it—while more complex issues of policy
in a political campaign are frequently nation-specific and essentially “opaque” or incomprehensible to outsiders. For
roughly the same reason, domestic media coverage in the popular press, such as USA Today, gives great weight to
sports coverage over coverage of more complex, “serious” issues, such as foreign policy, healthcare, or immigration.

Nevertheless, the primary audiences of both The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily are, of course, South Koreans.
Thus, it is difficult to deny that South Korean papers were excessively concerned with horse-race issues rather than with
substantive matters that actually impact South Koreans. Conversely, it might also be plausible to argue that reporting on
horse-race issues to South Korean audiences was equally important since the manner in which the U.S would eventually
handle the substantive issues of the FTA and North Korean relations largely depended on which candidate won the
election. The study indicates that by apportioning less than 9% of their U.S. election coverage to national interest issues,
both newspapers may have put too high a premium on horse-race reporting in their coverage.

4.2 Partisan Difference between the Newspapers

The study’s findings show that the liberal Hankyoreh Daily put more emphasis on social justice issues, such as racial
equality and the abolition of social discrimination, while the conservative Chosun Daily focused on human interest issues
and more sensational topics, such as the candidates’ career, gender, family, and fashion preferences.

The Hankyoreh Daily is considered to be a frontrunner in advocating for social justice and in abolishing social
prejudices and inequality—more than any other daily newspaper in South Korea (Han, 2000; Song, 2007). Sang-woo
Yang, the president of the Hankyoreh Media Group emphasized that The Hankyoreh Daily would make an effort to
overcome “the oppression of political power and conciliation of capital power” (2011). The newspaper’s status as a
liberal media outlet in South Korea might be one of the factors that induced it to stress social justice issues in their
coverage of the 2008 presidential election. On the other hand, The Chosun Daily’s emphasis on human interest issues
might have arisen from both its conservative viewpoint and its commercial interests. Human interest issues are
particularly effective in catching readers’ eyes, and their salience in The Chosun Daily’s coverage can be understood in
this context.

Our findings are meaningful in that they underscore how ideological viewpoints can shape news reporting as well as
newsworthiness of the issues (topics) covered during an election season. The Hankyoreh Daily’s advocacy for social
justice might account for its emphasis on such matters in reporting on the U.S. elections, while The Chosun Daily’s
conservative viewpoint and commercialism might shed light on its emphasis on human interest stories.

It should also be mentioned that the prominence of human interest issues in The Chosun Daily’s coverage may have
originated from this newspaper’s market-oriented approach. Indeed, as the largest circulation newspaper in South
Korea, the conservative Chosun Daily might have viewed its audience primarily as “consumers.” In contrast, the liberal
Hankyoreh Daily may have been inclined to consider its audience as “citizens” and could therefore have advocated
public interest and social causes, such as equality, in its coverage. In other words, the difference in the degree of market
orientation between The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily may have influenced the difference in the “issue
salience” between these newspapers.

Beyond the ideological difference between the two newspapers, the findings show that both of them also stressed the
qualifications of the candidates—especially those of Republican vice-presidential candidate Sarah Palin—as an
important issue. This overemphasis on the question of Sarah Palin’s qualifications appears to have been informed by our
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earlier contention about the uniqueness of the 2008 U.S. presidential election. It was an election in which issues of race
(the first African American contender, Obama) and gender (the Republican vice presidential candidate, Palin, and
Hillary Clinton, a strong contender for the Democratic Party’s nomination) featured quite prominently. It needs to be
noted that Palin’s “qualifications” were also featured rather prominently in the coverage of U.S. media, which itself was
the major source for South Korean newspapers’ coverage.

One can reasonably argue that, in the context of American presidential politics, candidates Obama and Palin were
“deviants”, and their emergence was therefore of some political consequence. Never before had an African American
contender become the standard-bearer of either major party. On the other hand, Sara Palin was a candidate who almost
literally sprang up from “nowhere,” personally chosen by the “maverick” Republican Party presidential nominee, John
McCain. The “oddity” of both these candidates made news about them more attractive, as editors and news managers
often refer to the “deviance-factor” in their selection of publishable news. As Shoemaker and Vos (2009) argued,
deviance is the “news” item that contradicts what society deems to be normal.

4.3 Usage of News Sources

This study also examined how two Korean newspapers obtained their news stories. The findings show that the South
Korean media’s coverage of the U.S. presidential election falls within the general pattern of relying on the foreign
media’s reporting on its own domestic events. Indeed, 47.6% of the stories published by The Chosun Daily came from
U.S. media reports while The Hankyoreh Daily’s proportion was also high, at 41.5%.

While we recognize there are financial difficulties involved in establishing news bureaus and in maintaining reporters
all over the world, and that the subsequent practice of relying on other media organizations as sources of news is
sometimes appropriate, South Korean newspaper’s reliance on reports from the U.S. media as their major news sources
is undeniably excessive. This reliance on American media as a news source could facilitate the transference of biases
found in the initial stories to the secondary Korean readers, with the inherent possibility of misinforming them in the
process.

This study found some degree of divergence between the two newspapers in their usage of other news sources. The
conservative Chosun Daily used the candidates and other American politicians more frequently as their news sources
for each news story than did The Hankyoreh Daily. By contrast, the ratio of Korean elites (scholars or politicians) as
news sources in the progressive Hankyoreh Daily was higher (8.5%) than that of the conservative Chosun Daily (1.1%).
In a similar way, The Hankyoreh Daily used American citizens as its hews source twice as often as The Chosun Daily
did (5.4% vs. 2.7%). Overall, American politicians were quoted more frequently in the news coverage of The Chosun
Daily, whereas South Korean scholars were used more often as news sources in the stories by The Hankyoreh Daily.

It can be also inferred that the ideological orientations of the two newspapers might have influenced South Korean
media’s selection of the sources they utilized. The Chosun Daily relied heavily on the U.S. media and American
politicians as its sources, which probably accounts for its emphasis on horse-race and human interest issues. However,
The Hankyoreh Daily tried to present the voices of Korean citizens and elites in its coverage, reflecting its inclination to
advocate social justice issues. Compared to The Chosun Daily, The Hankyoreh Daily generally presented their own
perspectives —which could be considered to be contrary to those of the U.S. government and media. In the end, the
liberal Hankyoreh Daily made more of an effort to present independent views of the U.S. election than did the
conservative Chosun Daily.

5. Conclusions

This study investigated the relative weight given to horse-race or policy issues in the South Korean coverage of the
2008 U.S. election. It found that the coverage by both the liberal and conservative papers was dominated by horse-race
news stories. Since audiences can learn a substantial amount from such horse-race coverage about both the issues and
the personalities of the contenders for political office (Ladd & Benson, 1992), it must be conceded that such coverage is
not inconsequential; however, such issues tend, on the whole, to trivialize and reduce elections to just win-or-lose affairs
(Gan, Teo, & Detenber, 2005). Indeed, Fahey (2007) characterized the penchant to publish horse-race issues as a
characteristic of reporters who shun the rigors of more serious news gathering and the writing of informed commentary.

Specifically, The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily focused almost 50% of their attention on horse-race issues,
while they seemed to have been largely negligent in their reporting on the significant implications of the U.S. election.
Despite the clear importance of the outcome of the U.S. election to South Korea’s economy and national security, these
two newspapers focused more of their attention on the publication of horse-race stories than on those dealing with
substantive/policy issues. The Chosun Daily and The Hankyoreh Daily represent conservative and liberal voices in the
South Korean media market, respectively. This suggests that a substantial portion of South Korean newspaper readers
were exposed to election coverage that was largely focused on the question of which candidate was leading or losing in
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the polls at any given moment in the campaign. The substantial amount of horse-race coverage, rather than substantive
issue coverage, by these two major newspapers raises questions about the credibility of their often-touted position as the
“newspapers of record” and “authority” in South Korea.

This study examined how liberal and conservative Korean newspapers differed in their presentation of issues related to
a major international news event that also happened to be crucial to Korean national interests. Specifically, it found that
while South Korean newspapers concentrated their attention on “deviant” or “sensational” news items, the editors of
these major newspapers might have lost sight of the importance of foreign and economic policy issues in their choice of
what to publish about the U.S. election. One important and heuristic finding in this study is that the conservative
Chosun Daily and the liberal Hankyoreh Daily differed in their choice of which issues were most salient; The
Hankyoreh Daily highlighted social justice issues, whereas The Chosun Daily underscored human interest issues. These
findings indicate that the ideological orientations of South Korean newspaper outlets played an important role in the
divergence of issues accentuated by those newspaper media and, as a result, impeded the objective presentation of an
international news event crucial to South Korea’s national interests. In particular, it is notable that the differences in the
election coverage between the liberal and conservative papers might have been determined by differences in the degree
of market orientation and commercialism —that is, whether each newspaper primarily saw its readers as “consumers” or
as “citizens.”
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