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NEWSPAPER COVERAGE OF 2012 PRESIDENTIAL

CANDIDATES’ DIGITAL COMMUNICATION:

A CONTENT ANALYSIS

ABSTRACT

At the turn of the 21st century, the U.S. public flocked to the Internet, social media, and 

other digital tools. Political candidates took note, and integrated these into campaigns. These 

tools allowed politicians to reach the public directly, bypassing the journalists who once were the

only way to reach mass audiences. As digital communication has increased, it is unclear how 

much journalistic mediation these tools receive. This study analyzed news coverage of 

incumbent Barack Obama’s and opponent Mitt Romney’s digital communication in the 2012 

U.S. presidential campaign. The researcher identified 292 articles (containing 372 specific 

mentions) from 10 leading newspapers and The Associated Press that mentioned Obama’s or 

Romney’s campaign websites, Twitter, Facebook, and mobile applications. In addition to 

describing overall prominence, aspects mentioned, tone, and level of mediation coverage, the 

study compared coverage by candidate and by specific tool.

Of 20,968 articles about Obama’s and Romney’s campaigns carried by the news outlets, 

only 1.4% mentioned digital tools or messages. Further, prominence for the stories was low, with

53.4% running inside sections and only 6.2% on the front pages. Within the stories, mentions of 

the candidates’ digital tools were quite brief. Only eight stories, (0.04% of all coverage) were 

wholly devoted to digital communication.
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The mentions most often focused on message content (covered in 57.5% of the 

mentions), followed by use of digital tools for political means (41.4%). Fact-checking (18.3%) 

and the use of digital tools for attacking politics (10.8%) were rarely discussed. Nearly half of 

the mentions had no tone, and more than half of the mentions had little to no mediation, 

suggesting little critical analysis of digital communication.

Journalists were most likely to cover websites and Twitter than the other tools. Obama 

tended to receive more coverage overall, more coverage of his Twitter feed, and more neutral 

coverage. Romney’s mentions focused on his website and were more likely to be negative.

Journalists appear to be doing little to mediate candidates’ digital communication. 

Because of the importance of an informed voting public in U.S. democracy, this raises concerns 

about the future role of journalism in the political process.
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Tornado Recovery in Tuscaloosa: Yesterday and Today

It is hard to believe that a year has passed since the tornadoes devastated Tuscaloosa, AL. 
For those who are still homeless and jobless, it might feel like only yesterday. Despite the slow 
and careful pace of the rebuilding effort, some people have been able to find relief. As we 
approach the first anniversary of this tragedy, we remember those who have been lost and are 
grateful for those who survived…

…Some people have been skeptical of local government’s slow pace in helping rebuild 
the city. City Hall has been working on the plan, Tuscaloosa Forward. Meredith Lynch says, 
“The city has been very dedicated towards not rebuild back what we have lost, but making sure 
we rebuild better.” According to Lynch, many ideas have been collected from the community and
now these ideas are beginning to be acted on. Six characteristics were consistently mentioned by 
citizens. The Tuscaloosa Forward website, states that the people are interested in having a vital, 
healthy, safe, connected, unique and sustainable community. The city also wants to create a walk 
way along the path of the tornado in memory of the victims. 

The city has recently received $16.6 million in federal grant money to help with repairs. 
Lynch says, “The city is in the process of developing a plan on how to spend that money. It has 
not been released yet, but we have some components that we want to address, and housing is 
definitely our first and most important thing that needs to be funded.” Lynch explains that those 
who still have debris on their property, like Hardy, are part of the one percent left of those who 
still need help with debris and demolition. Businesses are eager to come back, but rezoning and 
updated regulations must first be implemented. This has not been done since the 1970s and is 
necessary for safety and quality in the area.

Dan Blakley is president of Regions Bank for the Tuscaloosa area and described three 
branches that were damaged due to the storm. The location at the corner of 15th St. and 
McFarland Blvd. had significant damage and was closed for six months while it was remodeled. 
Close to this location was a remote drive-through location which had wind damage. Its sign and 
roof were repaired. It was also reopened in six months. Boards were still on the windows, but the
location was deemed safe. In Alberta, the Regions Bank branch on University Blvd. had little 
damage and was reopened less than a week after the storm on generator power. 

Despite difficulties, Regions Bank has been able to help the community. Speaking of the 
Alberta branch, Blakley says, “[The branch] has been a key member of that community for a 
long time, so residents have built strong relationships with the employees at that bank…
[customers] could come in and talk about what was going on in their life and trust their 
feedback.” Regions Bank was able to help their customers manage FEMA money and more 
personal problems as well. Blakley explains that Regions Bank was the first business in the area 
to donate $1 million to the tornado recovery effort. 

Unlike many businesses that were affected by the storm, this bank was able keep all of 
their employees on hand. Even though their original place of work was destroyed, they were 
moved to branches that were not damaged. Blakley says, “We knew that our plan was ultimately 
to reopen in those same locations, so it would not have been wise to layoff or terminate an 
employee when six months down the road we would have to hire them again…There was a 
business need to retain them. The customers did not leave, the building did.” 
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The Chamber of Commerce has been helpful in bringing businesses back to Tuscaloosa. 
Jim Page, president of the chamber, says, “Our first priority is to get those businesses that were 
adversely affected by the storm back on their feet as soon as possible.” The loss of businesses in 
the area has created a loss in income, employment and tax revenue in the city. Page is working 
with City Hall on behalf of business owners to help quicken the recovery effort. Page is also 
thinking of the future of business in Tuscaloosa. He says, “We’re also using this…as an 
opportunity to identify what gaps we have in business in this community…to make sure we 
recruit new businesses to town, maybe businesses that we do not have now and have not had in 
the past.” The chamber backs the city’s push for updated regulation, but Page is trying to make it 
easier for businesses to progress through this transition. 

Donald Jones, Chief Operating Officer at the Chamber of Commerce, discuses the 
problems businesses are facing with the city and new regulations. One issue that the chamber has
faced is resistance from the city towards the rebuilding of is the Hilton Garden Inn and Taco 
Casa signs. He says, “We have met with the city on issues that particular businesses have had…
We’ve actually rewritten and helped rewrite the sign ordinance.” The issue of sign ordinance is 
currently being worked on at City Hall. 

Page has been working hard to help businesses since recently moving to Tuscaloosa, but 
Jones recalls the damage left in the wake of the tornado. Jones says, “We had about 600 
businesses that were impacted either physically or had economic injury…about $1.7 million in 
annual payroll which was impacted.”  

Jones agrees with Page that we will see new businesses coming to the area in the near 
future. Retailers that have not been here before are interested in setting up shop. Jones says, 
“Even before the storm, Tuscaloosa was on the radar screen of many retailers. One thing that [the
tornado] did do is it put a spotlight on Tuscaloosa, so we are seeing a lot of positive things that 
are happening in the retail community.”

Bailey’s Tai Kwon Do is a local business that was greatly affect by the tornado. Justin 
Hubbard, an employee at Bailey’s says, “The East Academy, which was the original location of 
the Bailey companies, was damaged during the storm…the roof and one wall imploded and the 
building was a total loss.” After two months, the business was able to find a temporary lease for 
relocations. A new location was rebuilt a couple months ago. Hubbard adds that more than 75 of 
250 students were lost while the East Academy was closed. The three employees who worked at 
this site kept their jobs during the period of transition.

Everyone’s hearts and minds were affected by this disaster, but some people have been 
able to rebuild those human faculties. A few have been able to take advantage of this blessing in 
disguise and build a religious faith. Stephanie Nixon in Alberta was not a particularly religious 
person until the tornado changed her life. Recalling the horrifying experience of the storm, Nixon
says, “By time the power went out, we did not know that [the tornado] had turned in our 
direction. It sounded like paper was ripping all around me. We went into this really small 
hallway, and once the tornado was gone, that is all that was left of our house, that hallway we 
had been sitting in.”

After her home was destroyed, she bounced around from living with her aunt in town for 
a month, to Moundville for 2 months, to an RV provided by TES back in Tuscaloosa, to a hotel 
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for the winter, and then back to her original home once it was rebuilt. Samaritan’s Purse helped 
Nixon rebuild a few months ago and gave her hope. This organization changed Nixon’s life 
dramatically and helped her realize that God and Christians were there to help. She says, “I am 
not a highly religious person, but at that time, you were.” Since her redecorating business was 
destroyed, Nixon has found the time to help others who are struggling with tornado damages. 
Even after her new home was built, she still helps Samaritan’s Purse and people in her local 
community with rebuilding their homes. She says, “I just want people to know, please do not not 
come to me…My day is literally consumed with helping people, and I love it.”

Everyone in Tuscaloosa lost something during the tornado last year. Some have lost loved
ones, homes, jobs, hope, or their peace of mind. Despite difficulties and hardships, we are alive 
and moving forward. Homes and businesses are being rebuilt and a brighter future lays on the 
horizon.
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Study Hopes to Increase Autism Diagnosis in Rural Alabama

With a big smile from ear to ear, Mikey is the happiest 6 year old on the school 
playground at Mitchell’s Place in suburban Birmingham. He waits anxiously as his teacher rolls 
up the sleeves of Mikey’s grey Star Wars sweater so he does not get them dirty in the sandbox. In
the classroom, this blond little boy is bright and prompt in answering the teacher’s questions. It is
difficult for even a trained professional to realize that Mikey has autism. His uncomfortable 
response to having his sleeves rolled up is typical of people with autism, but this behavior alone 
can be seen as normal. Such is the challenge when identifying autistic children and it can stand in
the way of treatment to help those with autism spectrum disorders (ASD) fit in with the rest of 
society.

Autism is a developmental disorder that interferes with people’s social and 
communicative skills. One factor leading to this disease can be genetics, but little is known about
what causes ASD. Children who have difficulties with pretend-play and verbal and nonverbal 
communication might be at risk for ASD. There are many other symptoms to be aware of. Young
children should be taken to regular pediatrician checkups where they can be tested for 
developmental disorders.

Autism Awareness Month is coming in April, and we are reminded that 1 out of 110 
children in the U.S. have this disorder. Over 3 out of 500 people have been diagnosed with 
autism in Alabama. Much remains unknown about this syndrome, and symptoms are often 
confused with other developmental disorders. Current knowledge about ASD allows doctors to 
identify patients with autism as early as 18 to 24 months old, but in places like rural west 
Alabama, diagnosis might not take place until children are 5 or 6 years old.

Dr. Dan Albertson and his colleagues at the University of Alabama (UA) are conducting a
study that hopefully will shorten the time it takes to recognize cases of autism at the Carrollton 
Primary Care Clinic in rural Pickens County. In this experiment, children who show signs of 
autism at Carrollton will be asked to participate in a follow-up play session. These sessions will 
be videotaped. The videos will then be sent to the Autism Spectrum Disorder Clinic in 
Tuscaloosa for further analysis, and 2 weeks to a month after videos are sent to the clinic, they 
are sent back to Carrollton with feedback concerning autism red flags. 

Albertson has done previous research on video technology and video retrieval systems. 
He explains, “On a technical side, I look at how we can develop video systems for allowing 
people to access various types of video collections. That was the interest that goes back to my 
doctoral studies, and I still continue to explore that today.” Albertson has teamed up with medical
doctors to explore the use of video databases.

Albertson was introduced to Dr. Angela Barber through his wife who met Barber at 
Barnes and Noble’s while their children played. After that, Albertson and Barber began 
collaborating on the current autism study. During the study, Barber, of the ASD Clinic in 
Tuscaloosa, will be in charge of giving video input back to doctors at Carrollton. She states, “I 
am organizing the play samples that will be collected at Carrollton onsite and then leading a team
who will watch those observations and provide feedback to the doctors.” She was able to 
combine this study with previous work accomplished through the Western Alabama Autism 
Outreach Program (WAAOP)…
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…Videos of autistic patients can be used to help identify other patients with the disorder. 
Barber says, “After visualizing a red flag on a video of one of his patients, [a doctor] could 
recognize that in another patient.” The information from the referenced video would then be 
discussed with the family of the not yet diagnosed child. Video feedback might also include 
symptoms of other development disorders such as Asperger’s syndrome. The study only provides
feedback on symptoms of developmental delay and does not attempt to diagnose children.

After children have been diagnosed with autism, they and their families can go to 
intervention courses to improve the learning capabilities of the children. The sooner autistic 
children can be diagnosed and begin intervention, the greater their chances to develop social and 
learning skills. With proper treatment, some ASD children can still attend normal pre-
kindergarten and kindergarten classes. These children are more likely to make friends and have 
positive learning experiences.

Children in urban Alabama are diagnosed earlier than those in rural areas, but there was 
some delay in identifying Mikey. This little boy was diagnosed with autism shortly before his 3rd 
birthday. His mother, Debbie, says, “Between 1 year and 18 months, Mikey did not begin 
speaking.” In response to this, he was given hearing tests and speech therapy. By the time of his 
diagnosis, Debbie states, “…we had begun to notice other differences that were more cognitive 
in nature.” People with ASD usually show signs of difficulty with social capabilities.

Mikey has the benefit of living in an area that has facilities for special needs children. 
Mitchell’s Place is a school that ASD children can go to for treatment. Mikey’s mom says, 
“Mitchell's Place and its programs, staff, and volunteers have been amazing. We shudder to think
how far behind Mikey would be without them. Early, intense intervention is key to kids [with 
autism].”…

…Autism can be a scary thing for families to deal with at first, but there are many 
organizations available to help. Connecting with other families that have autistic children can 
help families new to the disorder realize that they are not alone and there is still hope. Mikey is 
considered to be normal at his school and he socializes with many friends. He is well behaved 
and smart. Children like Mikey, stand a good chance at fitting in with the rest of society 
someday.
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Meet the Candidates for Sheriff: David Deez

By Charles Watkins

In 1977, David Dees began his law enforcement career with a path to success. From the 
beginning, he hoped one day he would become Sheriff of Martin County. Dees says, “Martin 
County is home. It is where my kids and my grandkids live, it is where I have had friends for 
over 35 years, and here is where I wanted to finish out my career with that goal I started back in 
1977.”

Dees wants citizens to become aware of the growing gang problem in the area. Few know
that notorious gangs, like the Bloods and Crips, have been flourishing in Martin County. Dees 
says, “If we look back 10 to 15 years ago, you would have a hard time finding anyone in St. 
Lucie County who would acknowledge they had a gang problem. [In Martin County], it is not 
like St. Lucie and it is not as bad as Palm Beach County, but it is developing. If we…deny that it 
exists, it will continue to grow.” Children as young as 13 and 14 years old are being recruited by 
gangs. Deez wants to work with local schools to stop kids before they start. He wants to work 
with organizations like the Boys & Girls Club to show children positive alternatives to crime. “A
lot of times, it doesn’t take money,” Deez says, “It takes time. It takes someone willing to show 
an investment, and that is what a child is looking for.”

Deez also wants to work with the community to create a strategic business model for law 
enforcement. This model would compile the safety concerns of citizens, programs to solve these 
problems, the cost impact of the programs, and how to measure success. Deez wants to be one of
the first to involve youth leadership, possibly from local student governments, in this process.  

With the current economic times, cutting government expenditures is on the minds of 
local citizens. Even though the sheriff’s office budget is available to the public online, it is 
difficult for the average person to understand. Deez wants to break down the budget into 
organizational units so people can see clearly how their money is being spent so they can decide 
where they want more or less money spent. In the past, Deez has personally scrutinized the 
budget, and he wants to bring this strategy with him to office as sheriff. Deez says, “At a state 
agency where I had a $39 million budget, at the end of the day, I was able to review a computer 
report that identified every single purchase greater than $100, look at the justifications, and if 
[justification] wasn’t there, send it back.” Under his leadership, this method led to many costs 
being cut.

Deez wants to improve how citizens file reports with local law enforcement. He has 
proposed a bad driver hotline where citizens can call in complaints about road rage and other 
unsafe driving habits. He also wants people to be able to file reports online. Even if there is no 
evidence of a crime or lead to a suspect, people should be encouraged to report a crime. An 
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example of this is a stolen bike. Deez says, “A few things are accomplished by this: The sheriff’s
office knows that this is occurring out in this neighborhood. It might not be one bike. It might be 
20 bikes. The other thing is it gives the victims an official report that they can use for insurance 
purposes.” Citizens would still be allowed to meet with a deputy to file reports if they preferred 
to do so.

In the past, Deez has been able to optimize the use of law enforcement officers by cutting
administrative functions. Under his direction, administrative positions were cut, and the 
responsibilities of those positions were spread out to other administrators who had room in their 
schedule to handle them. Some of the cut positions were sent out into the field to be of better use.
Other cuts allowed for civilian jobs to take their place. No significant amount of on-the-force 
experience was lost by the cut in administrative officers. Deez says, “It didn’t have an impact on 
knowledge. The impact was on administrative functions.”

Deez acknowledges the valuable assets that retired individuals bring to the community. 
Some seniors in our area have served in law enforcement and national security, and they can be 
consulted on how to solve our current crime problems. Deez says, “We have unbelievable 
resources that have served public safety…and their willing to give up a little bit of their time. 
Let’s look for opportunities where they can enhance the level of service that the sheriff’s office 
provides.

Deez has great concern for kids and seniors in Martin County. Deez says, “My hot button 
issues are crimes against our children and crimes against our seniors because they can’t defend 
themselves and they depend on us.” One issue that greatly affects these groups is cyber-crime. 
Deez would like to start programs to teach kids and seniors about these dangers. Deez says, 
“They are being targeted because of their age, so we need to better educate them, and there’s a 
program that potentially we could develop for free--won’t cost Martin County a dime—using the
computer expertise that we have in our retirees to help educate other retirees--to help educate our
children.” 
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