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A Diachronic Analysis of Bias in News Coverage and Issue Salience
across the 15th through 20th Presidential Elections by Ideological
Affiliation of Major Korean Newspapers*

Shin Haeng Lee**
(Associate Professor, Department of Media & Communication, Chung-Ang University)

We cannot ignore the role of the media in deepening ideological and political divides in our society.
Recently, it has been pointed out that the media is largely responsible for the deepening of conflicts
and divisions in our society, which are driven by politics and ideology. This stems from the criticism
that media partisanship manifests itself in reporting attitudes that foster ideological confrontation and
political conflict between conservatives and liberals. In other words, the media determines the
direction of its reporting according to its political ideology and provides information biased toward a
particular political faction or ideology, causing the loss of balance of diverse opinions in society. But
has media partisanship reflected ideological conflicts? This study analyzes the news coverage of the
last six presidential elections to examine the political bias of the media and how it has changed over
time. Presidential election coverage constitutes an important source of media political bias and
provides useful data for understanding how media political bias changes by tracking reporting
attitudes. In particular, we examined whether the ideological bias of major Korean media
organizations manifested itself in partisan reporting attitudes during the presidential election, and
diagnosed how it affected the deepening social divide. The data were collected from nine national
daily newspapers using the Korea Press Foundation’s BigKinds service to search for election-related
articles for the entire period from the 15th presidential election in 1997 to the 20th presidential
election in 2022. We limited each presidential election to a contest between conservative and liberal
parties and categorized the articles into those that mentioned both candidates of the major parties
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Research Foundation of Korea(o] =2 2017 tghil= wSite} skl acke] |98 ol S=3)% o1719])
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and those that mentioned only one candidate. We measured media partisanship in two ways:
quantitatively and qualitatively. First, we measured the volume bias index to see how the political bias
of each news organization has changed in quantitative terms. For the qualitative dimension of political
bias, we analyzed the distribution of issue prominence among media organizations for each
presidential election and examined how it changed. We found that quantitative coverage bias varied
more across presidential elections than across media organizations and was related to the public
opinion landscape. We also found that media partisanship, as measured by issue prominence bias,
varied significantly across presidential elections, with the gap between conservative and liberal media
being particularly pronounced in the 17th and 19th presidential elections, but narrowed in the 20th
presidential election. This result suggests that the ideological orientation of the media is partially
expressed in political bias, but it is not an absolute form, and the partisanship of the media has
changed depending on the political system and public opinion terrain. Based on the results of this
study, we discuss the impact of media political bias on division and conflict in Korean society.
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Figure 1. Bias index of presidential election coverage by news organizations
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Figure 2. Bias index distribution of issue salience from news coverage of the 15th presidential election
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Figure 4. Bias index distribution of issue salience from news coverage of the 17th presidential election
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Figure 5. Bias index distribution of issue salience from news coverage of the 18th presidential election
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