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Abstract  

This paper examines an area of measurement challenge: visual image incumbency bias in the 

print media. It discusses the differences between verbal and image bias measurement, presents 

a recent case study into visual image incumbency bias in the print media, offers methods by 

which visual image bias may be measured in political news content and coverage, and raises 

measurement issues that need to be confronted in the future as news is increasingly delivered 

through screen-based, rather than paper-based technologies. 



 

As news creators increasingly render the world visually as well as verbally, audiences expect to 

receive more of their political information through the visual as well as the verbal channel. For 

many audiences it is the visual that they process and remember foremost. Pictures strengthen 

the memory trace for people who are visual information processors, people who are less 

predisposed to learn from verbal information, and peripheral processors. For all audiences they 

have been found to attract attention to stories, make them more interesting and credible, help 

recall the topic of text or verbal passages, shape meaning and increase understanding. 

 

When it comes to media bias research, more studies have examined verbal rather than visual 

bias. The word measurement test for bias (or lack of it) is one of the most common methods for 

assessing objectivity and fairness. Words may be easily measured in column inches (or cms), 

spoken minutes or airtime appearance, the use of negative, positive, and neutral language, and 

the location of a story in terms of lineup. Indeed news organizations themselves will check their 

own bias through word measurement.  

 

While visual images may also be measured in the same way, there is an added level of 

complexity in that images are polysemic; they contain meaning that is often contestable. This 

makes them harder to quantify, and may deter political communication researchers from 

studying them. Nonetheless, where bias is calculated in words and not images, there is a risk 

that a media outlet may be deluding itself and its audience about its overall objectivity. It may 

think it is being balanced in terms of its word measurement, but may not be as balanced in 

terms of its image coverage or the meaning conveyed in the visual images selected to 

accompany written or verbal stories. 

 

This paper examines an area of measurement challenge: visual image incumbency bias in the 

print media. It discusses the differences between verbal and image bias measurement, presents 

a recent case study into visual image incumbency bias in the print media, offers methods by 

which visual image bias may be measured in political news content and coverage, and raises 

measurement issues that need to be confronted in the future as news is increasingly delivered 

through screen-based, rather than paper-based technologies. 

 

 

Background 

An independent news media is a key ingredient in the development of a well-functioning 

democracy.  Its primary role in election campaigns is to act on behalf of the citizenry: ensuring 

they have access to all the information they need about candidates, parties and platforms to 

enable an informed vote to be made on election day; holding the government accountable for 

its performance in office; interpreting political events and debating the merits of parties and 

candidates publicly and openly; assisting all those with an interest in the outcomes of an 

election to participate in the expression of views in an election campaign; and ensuring no party 

or candidate has improper or undue advantage over another party, thus contributing to their 

participation in a fair contest. 

In order to discharge this role with credibility, the news media seeks to be as fair, balanced and 

objective as possible. Of course, there is no such thing as absolute objectivity when it comes to 

the news media’s reporting on election campaigns. With constraints on time, space and budget, 

news media content creators and editors constantly make subjective decisions about what is 



newsworthy. In a process commonly known as “gate-keeping” or “agenda setting”, they select 

which stories to include, and those to exclude on any given news day. They also “frame” stories 

in a particular way, selecting some of the attributes of a story to emphasise while ignoring or 

minimising the importance of others. This process of selection and editing is informed by years 

of training, experience and expertise in reporting on elections, the standards and expectations 

and ethics of the profession, and knowledge about the type of stories, angles and images editors 

know will resonate with audiences, and lead to media and advertising sales.  

 

In an election campaign, when many citizens turn to the news media for information, the 

process of agenda setting and framing has the potential to significantly influence voter attitude 

and behaviour. It is at this time that the issue of news media bias (the promotion of particular 

interests over and above the objective reporting of news) becomes critical. While no-one 

expects bias to be completely absent on any given day, it is generally expected that over a 

period of time (e.g., the length of an election campaign period) “there should be as many overtly 

opinionated statements about one side as the other if media reports are to be considered to be 

balanced or unbiased” (D’Allesio & Allen, 2000, p. 138).   

Where there is disproportionate coverage of one party or candidate over the other, where 

balance and fairness are compromised and objectivity skewed, the citizenry has the right to ask 

whether the news media has been serving them as well as it could and, more importantly, 

whether the information received has impacted on their ability to make a well informed and 

objective voting choice. Likewise, political parties and candidates have the right to ask whether 

their ability to participate in a fair contest has been compromised. 

Academic studies of bias in the print media tend to support the notion that the news media is 

on the whole balanced and non-partisan. However, these studies assess bias largely in terms of 

the printed word. When the press was a predominantly written medium, assessing bias through 

word measurement was entirely appropriate. Today, however, it is just as important to assess 

image bias as word bias. News audiences will frequently make assessments of political 

candidates’ competence, integrity and fitness for office from visual images (Banning & Coleman, 

2009; Bucy & Grabe 2007; Grabe & Bucy, 2009; Graber, 1988; Mendelson and Thorson, 2004; 

Olivola & Todorov; 2010; Perloff, 2008; Riggio & Riggio, 2010).  

Measuring visual image balance is more difficult than measuring word balance. Images convey 

many possible meanings, all of which are contestable and change depending on context. 

Nonetheless images, like words, have dominant meanings that most people will understand, and 

there are ways of un-packing how the various elements in an image work to create cognitive 

meaning. It is now possible, if not yet widely practiced (Barber 2008), to make accurate 

assessments of bias in visual image content and coverage. 

Recent case study into visual image incumbency bias in the print media 

 

This paper reports on a study into visual image incumbency bias in the print media in the 2011 

New Zealand general election campaign. There were a number of factors that made this election 

interesting to study in relation to visual bias.  

 

Firstly, during the campaign a number of letters to the editor were published in the largest of 

New Zealand’s daily papers, the New Zealand Herald, alleging biased coverage in favour of the 

incumbent National Party and its leader, Prime Minister John Key. The Herald’s editor replied: 



“Over many thousands of words in this campaign, coverage has been equally detailed and 

exacting of the major parties” (New Zealand Herald, 7 November 2011, p. A8). Responding to 

this, reader Clyde Scott of Birkenhead raised the example of a photo on the paper’s front page 

featuring Key and a baby, with the pullout caption “The eyes have it” next to a box with a tick in 

it in election-orange colours. Scott wrote: “This is clever, subliminal manipulation. It is just one 

example of many instances of the Herald’s obvious bias towards John Key, and can be seen in 

constant misuse of its function as a provider of news, and its responsibility to its readers to be 

objective in its reporting” (9 November, p. A10). The claim about balance in the Herald’s visual 

image coverage went unanswered by the editor. But this still left a questionmark around the 

images — was there there evidence to prove the Herald had a bias in favour of John Key in its 

visual image coverage?  

 

Secondly, the 2011 election was fought between a challenger leader with a weak public image 

(Phil Goff) and an image savvy and popular incumbent leader (John Key), who had effectively 

enjoyed a three year long news media honeymoon. At the commencement of the election 

campaign Key’s support as preferred Prime Minister was 52.7%, while Goff’s was 9.8% (3 News). 

There was also a 22.1% gap in popular support between the Key’s National Party (52.3%) and 

Goff’s Opposition Labour Party (30.2%). So aware was the Labour Party of the difficulty of 

campaigning against such a popular Prime Minister that they admitted at the outset of the 

campaign that they were not going to campaign on popularity, and would focus on the policy 

differences between the parties instead (Trevett, 2011). This led to the research questions: was 

the large gap in public support  between the two leaders reflected in increased visual coverage 

of the incumbent leader? Did Labour’s decision to campaign on policy not popularity impact on 

the amount of visual coverage accorded to the challenger leader?  

 

Lastly, despite the news media’s benign and largely positive relationship with the Prime Minister 

over the previous three years, there was an incident in an Auckland café that soured the 

relationship between the news media and the Prime Minister. At its core this was a 

disagreement between the Prime Minister and the news media about the boundaries between 

what is public and private political information when a story has been set up as a ‘photo-

opportunity’ devised for maximum media exposure. This disagreement catapulted the New 

Zealand news media out of its supposedly neutral role in reporting on the election campaign, 

and transformed it into a self-interested political actor. The story and images dominated the 

news media for ten days, leading to the opposition parties feeling that they had been unfairly 

starved of media ‘oxygen’ at the very time that they needed to be communicating with the 

voting public. This led to the research question: Did the media’s self-interest in this event alter 

the balance of leadership coverage during and after the event, and which leader subsequently 

benefitted most? 

 

METHOD 

Selected for this study were all the major party leader images featured in two large 

metropolitan daily newspapers and their Sunday editions: the New Zealand Herald (the Herald) 

and the Herald on Sunday (HoS) from the APN stable of publications, and the Dominion Post 

(DomPost) and Sunday Star Times (SST) from the Fairfax stable. The Herald has the largest 

newspaper circulation in New Zealand. In the October-December 2011 (Q42011) official 

readership figures the Herald’s print readership was 570,000, and the Herald on Sunday’s was 

382,000. The Dominion Post is the capital city Wellington’s newspaper, with a Q42011 

circulation of 232,000. With a readership of 537,000 the Sunday Star Times is the most read 



Sunday paper (Nielsen, 2012).  

The study covered the period Thursday 27 October — the day after Writ Day (when the 

Governor General issues formal direction to the Electoral Commission to hold the election, 

electoral rolls close for printing, voters enrolled after this date cast special declaration votes, 

and candidate and party television and radio advertising may start) — to Friday 25 November, 

the day before the 2011 election and the last day that the media were allowed to publish 

election-related stories. In total the study covered 30 days and 60 editions. 

The unit of analysis was the individual photographic image featuring either, and in some 

instances both, National Party leader John Key and/or Labour Party leader Phil Goff.  In total this 

amounted to 218 leader appearances in published photographs. The study was limited to the 

images of the leaders of the major parties because they represent the majority of popular 

support and the majority of leadership coverage in the print media.  

Method 

A combination of quantitative and qualitative analysis was used in this study. The leader images 

were measured and compared for number, size, proportion and location. The images were also 

analysed for positive, neutral and negative tone, determined by a set of visual criteria drawn 

from previous research into non-verbal, interpersonal communication in leader images 

(Robinson, 2012). The content of the visual images was also analysed in relation to time and 

context.   

 

Geo/Partisan interest 

To find evidence of what will be termed here “geo/partisan” interest, where the media reflects 

the partisan interests of its dominant geographical audience, the study analysed the differences 

in the quantity and tone of coverage each newspaper family gave to the respective leaders. It 

was hypothesized that if the papers were not influenced by geo/partisan bias there would be 

minimal difference in quantity and tone of leadership coverage. If, however, there was 

geo/partisan bias it would be evident in a substantially different coverage profile between the 

two paper stables, with the Herald/HoS containing more positive images of National leader Key 

and the DomPost/SST containing more favourable images of Labour Party leader Phil Goff. 

 

Public interest  

The news media will pay more attention to activities, initiatives and events involving incumbent 

leaders over challenger leaders simply because the incumbent leader already represents the 

government, and is therefore of national interest. It was hypothesised that if the news media 

was reflecting this public interest it would be evident in a greater number of images, mean size, 

proportion and more advantageous location for the incumbent over the challenger. This is a 

similar assumption to that used in studies measuring for word bias.  

 

Such measurement factors reflect audience exposure to leader images, and repeated exposure 

increases attention. But exposure and attention alone does not equal impact or influence. To 

understand potential impact and influence the meaning conveyed by the content of the images 

also needed to be analysed. Based on what is known about how audiences respond to non-

verbal, interpersonal communication in leader images (Robinson, 2012), it was hypothesised 

that bias would be found in the selection of images that either positively or negatively 



communicated a party leader’s ability to relate socially to others. The study assumed that 

positive interest in a political leader would be expressed through selection of images that 

communicated positive character traits: including facial expressions such as laughter, smiles, 

images of touching, physical interaction and interpersonal and small group social interaction; as 

well as images that communicated authority: neutral facial expressions, contemplation, and 

large group interactions. Conversely, negative impressions about the less favoured leader would 

be expressed in selection of unflattering images, including grumpy and fearful facial expressions, 

aggressive physical postures, and a lack of social engagement (Bucy & Grabe 2007; Grabe & 

Bucy 2009.)  

 

The above measures were also related to the opinion poll standings of the respective parties as 

the outset of the campaign. In a 2011 study into the amount of “bonus” media exposure 

incumbent Danish governments received over oppositions in election campaigns, Hopmann, de 

Vreese and Albaek found that relative to its standing in the opinion polls, and over a number of 

national elections, the Danish government experienced an average positive incumbency bonus 

of 7 percentage points, whereas the opposition experienced a parallel disadvantage of the same 

amount. Was this reflected in a similar media coverage bonus for the incumbent leader in the 

2011 New Zealand election campaign? 

 

Self-interest 

Lastly, in terms of both quantitative and qualitative measures, and in relation to this specific 

election, this study hypothesised that balanced media coverage would be affected by the 

media’s self-interested reaction to the Newmarket café incident. This would be measured by a 

reduced quantity and more unfavourable images of National leader John Key throughout the 

period of the media’s disagreement with him over the taping incident; more favourable 

coverage of opposition leader Phil Goff during this period; and a distinctly different character to 

the coverage of both leaders following the event when compared to the period immediately 

prior the event. To study this aspect the campaign was divided up into three Phases: (i) the 

period from the day after writ day to the day prime Minister John Key met with ACT leader John 

Banks in the Newmarket cafe (27 October to 11 November); (ii) the period immediately 

following the incident until the last week of the campaign (12 November – 20 November); and 

(iii) the last week of the campaign (21 – 25 November).  

 

 

RESULTS  

Number and Proportion 

Looking at the image coverage given by the two newspaper stables, the Herald/HoS was 

responsible for the majority (61.9%) of the images in this sample, and the DomPost/SST was 

responsible for 38.1%. John Key’s image was by far the most published by both papers. John Key 

featured in 61.5% of the Herald/HoS ’s leadership images, and 66.3% of the DomPost/SST’s. Phil 

Goff featured in 38.5% of the Herald/HoS’s leadership images, and 33.7% of the DomPost/SST’s. 

The DomPost/SST’s image numbers were proportionally more favourable to Key over Goff than 

the Herald/HoS, with the DomPost/SST featuring twice as many images of John Key as of Phil 

Goff (Table 1). 

 

John Key’s average number of images over the two papers (63.3%) was 26.6% higher than Goff’s 

average coverage (36.7%). This was close to the opinion poll gap between the National and 

Labour parties (22.1%) but somewhat less than the opinion poll divide between the two men as 



preferred Prime Minister (42.9%). Key’s image numbers were approximately 11% higher than his 

opinion poll standing of 52.7% and the National Party’s standing of 52.3%. Phil Goff’s numbers 

were a significant 26.9% higher than his personal opinion poll rating of 9.8%, and 6.5% higher 

than the Labour Party’s rating of 30.2% (3 News). 

 

Table 1. Number (Proportion) of Key and Goff images in both papers over whole campaign 

 John Key Phil Goff Total  

NZ Herald/HoS 83 (61.48%) 52 (38.52%) 135 (61.9%) 

Dominion Post/SST 55 (66.27%) 28 (33.73%) 83 (38.1%) 

Combined  138 (63.3%) 80 (36.7%) 218 (100%) 

 

 

How did the numbers change over the three phases of the campaign? Phase 1 (Table 2) 

comprised 16 days, representing 53.3% of the 30 day campaign period, and 42.7% of the total 

number of images. The Herald/HoS was responsible for 50.5% of the images in this phase, and 

the DomPost/SST was responsible for 49.5%. This was a much more even coverage between the 

two papers than the overall coverage noted in Table 1 above. John Key received the most 

coverage in both papers, but the Herald/HoS’s split between Key and Goff was much closer than 

the overall split in Table 1 above. 

 

Phase 2 (Table 3) comprised 9 days. Although this represented 30% of the campaign, a 

disproportionate number of leader images (39.4%) were published during this period. The 

Herald/HoS was responsible for 73.3% of the images in this phase, and the DomPost/SST was 

responsible for 26.7%. The increased coverage of Key in Phase 2 was not matched by increased 

coverage of Goff. The overall proportion of Key images rose from 59.1% in Phase 1 to 70.9% of 

the images in Phase 2, while the proportion of Goff images dropped from 40.9% in Phase 1 to 

29.1% in Phase 2. Of particular note, the DomPost/SST featured only 5 images of Goff in Phase 

2, representing 5.81% of the total Key/Goff images published in both papers over this period. 

 

Phase 3 (Table 4) comprised 5 days, representing 16.7% of the campaign, and 17.9% of the total 

images. The Herald/HoS was responsible for 64.1% of the images in this phase, and the 

DomPost/SST was responsible for 35.9%. While in terms of numbers the coverage was still in 

favour of Key, this was the phase with the closest proportion between Key and Goff in both 

newspapers. 

 

 

 

Table 2: Phase 1 — 27 October to 11 November (16 days/53.3% of campaign) 

 John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 26 (55.3%) 21 (44.7%) 47 (50.5% phase 1 images) 

Dominion Post/SST 29 (63%) 17 (37%) 46 (49.5% of phase 1 images) 

Combined 

newspapers 

55 (59.1%) 38 (40.9%) 93  (42.7% of total images) 

 

Table 3: Phase 2 — 12 November to 20 November (9 days/30% of campaign) 

 John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 43 (68.3%) 20 (31.7%) 63 (73.3% of phase 2 images) 



DomPost/SST 18 (78.3%) 5 (21.7%) 23 (26.7% of phase 2 images) 

Combined 

newspapers 

61 (70.9%) 25 (29.1%)  86 (39.4% of total images) 

 

Table 4: Phase 3 — 21 to 20 November (5 days/16.7% of campaign) 

 John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 14 (56%)  11 (44%) 25 (64.1% of phase 3 images) 

Dominion Post/SST 8 (57%) 6 (43%) 14 (35.9% of phase 3 images) 

Combined  22 (56.4%) 17 (43.6%) 39 (17.9% of total images) 

 

 

Area 

Image size is used by newspaper compositors to both attract attention to a story and emphasise 

its prominence and key features. Needless to say, large images attract more attention than 

small images. The significance of the high numbers of Key images in relation to Goff images 

needs to be related to the size of the images. If Goff’s fewer images were larger in size than 

Key’s that might have a greater impact on readers than Key’s larger number of smaller images. 

There is no evidence to support this, however. In terms of total area, Key’s image dominated the 

column cms in a similar proportion to number of images. Key’s image featured in 63.3% in both 

numbers and area. Goff’s image featured in 36.7% in both numbers and area (Table 5).  

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5. Area in cm 
2
 over whole campaign 

 John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 13,270.88 (59.63%) 8,982.86 (40.37%) 22,253.74 (60.2%) 

Dominion Post/SST 10,163.90 (68.97%) 4,573.03 (31.03%) 14,736.93 (39.8%) 

Combined 

newspapers 

23,434.78 (63.35%) 13,555.89 (36.65%) 36,990.67 (100%) 

 

Split into the 3 phases, the area proportion is similar to the number of images. In Phase 1 the 

DomPost/SST devoted slightly more area (52.1%) than the Herald (47.9%) to leader images. The 

Herald gave Key’s image 11% more area than Goff. The DomPost/SST gave almost twice as much 

area to Key than Goff. Overall both papers devoted more area to Key (61%) than Goff. (39%) 

(Table 6). In Phase 2 both newspapers once again devoted more space to images of Key than 

they did to Goff (Table 7). The Herald/HoS had most of the area devoted to leader images in this 

phase (74.3%). But of the images published in the DomPost/SST, most of the area went to Key 

(86.7%). The DomPost/SST’s coverage of Goff represented a paltry 3.4% of the total area given 

to Key/Goff images over Phase 2. In Phase 3 (Table 8) the papers were more balanced in the 

amount of space given to Key/Goff images, though Key still received slightly more space overall 

(53.2%) than Goff (46.8%). 

 

 

Table 6: Area in cm 
2
 Phase 1 — 27 October to 11 November (16 days/53.3% of campaign) 

 John Key Phil Goff Total 



NZ Herald/HoS 4,067.52 (55.5%) 3,260.79 (44.5%) 7,328.31 (47.9%) 

Dominion Post/SST 5,270.38 (66%) 2,704.58 (34%) 7,974.96 (52.1%) 

Combined 

newspapers 

9,337.90 (61%) 5,965.37 (39%) 15,303.27 (100%) 

 

Table 7: Area in cm 
2
 Phase 2 — 12 November to 20 November (9 days/30% of campaign) 

TOTAL (cm 
2
) John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 6,936.02 (65%) 3,749.38 (35%) 10,685.40 (74.3%) 

Dominion Post/SST 3,199.52 (86.7%) 491.87 (13.3%) 3,691.39 (25.7%) 

Combined 

newspapers 10,135.54 (70.5%) 4,241.25 (29.5%) 14,376.79 (100%) 

 

Table 8: Area in cm 
2
 Phase 3 — 21 to 20 November (5 days/16.7% of campaign) 

TOTAL (cm 
2
) John Key Phil Goff Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 2,239.25 (51.8%) 2,086.84 (48.2%) 4,326.09 (58.5%) 

Dominion Post/SST 1,694.00 (55.2%) 1,376.58 (44.8%) 3,070.58 (41.5%) 

Combined  3,933.25 (53.2%) 3,463.42 (46.8%) 7,396.67 (100%) 

 

 

One of the distinguishing characteristics of this campaign was Labour’s decision to not feature 

Phil Goff’s image in its billboards or print advertising as part of its strategy to focus on policy 

rather than popularity. When advertisements and images featuring Key’s portrait on National 

party billboards are added to National’s proportion of images in the newspapers, the proportion 

of total visual coverage of Key rose from 63.35% (without ads) to 70.3% (with ads) compared to 

Goff’s 29.7% (Table 9). 

Table 9. Proportion of total area over whole campaign, including paid advertisements 

 John Key no ads John Key with ads Phil Goff no ads 

NZ Herald/HoS 59.63% 66.11% 33.89% 

Dominion Post/SST 68.97% 76.5% 23.5% 

Combined newspapers 63.35% 70.3% 29.7% 

 

Also worth reviewing is the number of front-page leader images (Table 10). Front-page images 

indicate importance of subject matter. Of the images that featured the leaders on the front 

page, the Herald/HoS had the greater number and proportion. Key featured on the front page of 

both papers over twice as many times as Goff. The Herald/HoS published images of Goff on the 

front page twice only, while the DomPost/SST published four times as many. 

 

Table 10:  Front pages over 3 phases 

John Key Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 5 5 3 13  

DomPost/SST 5 0 5 10  

Phil Goff Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 1 0 1 2 

DomPost/SST 5 0 3 8 

 

But numbers, proportion and location still only tell part of the story. It is possible for a leader to 

have the highest number, largest size, and most front-page images, and still have negative 



impact in terms of the messages conveyed by the content of the images.  Measurement 

variables, while they lead to attention, do not account for meaning exchange. 

 

Content 

Looking at content over the whole campaign, both papers had similar proportions of positive, 

neutral and negative coverage for each leader (Table 11). 57% of both the Herald/HoS and 

DomPost/SST’s Key/Goff tonal coverage was positive; they had similar proportions of neutral 

and negative coverage. 

 

Table 11: Tone over Entire Campaign 27 October to 25 November 2011 

 Positive Neutral Pos+ Neutral Negative  

NZ Herald/HoS 77 (57.04%) 33 (24.44%) 110 

(81.48%) 

25 (18.52%) 135 

DomPost/SST 47 (56.63%) 19 (22.89%) 66 (79.52%) 17 (20.48%) 83 

Combined  124 (56.88%) 52 (23.85%) 176 

(80.73%) 

42 (19.26%) 218 

 

Over the whole campaign, both papers gave substantially greater positive and neutral coverage 

to John Key than negative coverage. The Herald/HoS had greater positive and neutral coverage 

of John Key (totaling 84.33%) than the DomPost/SST (totaling 72.73%). Both papers also gave 

substantially greater positive and neutral coverage to Phil Goff than negative coverage. The 

DomPost/SST’s positive and neutral coverage of Goff was substantially higher (92.6%) than its 

positive and neutral coverage of Key (72.73%). The Herald/HoS had a higher negative tonal 

coverage of Goff (12 images, 23% of its Goff coverage) than Key  (13 images, 15.6% of its Key 

coverage). With only two negative images, the DomPost/SST’s negative coverage of Goff was 

almost non-existent (Table 12). 

 

Table 12: Individual tone, whole campaign 27 October to 25 November 2011 

John Key Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

Herald/HoS 49 (59.04%) 21 (25.3%) 70 (84.33%) 13 (15.66%) 83 (60.1%) 

DomPost/SST 29 (52.73%) 11 (20%) 40 (72.73%) 15 (27.27%) 55 (39.9%) 

Combined  78 (56.52%) 32 (23.19%) 110 (79.71) 28 (20.29%) 138 (100%) 

Phil Goff Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 28 (53.85%) 12 (23.07%) 40 (76.92%) 12 (23.07%) 52 (65%) 

DomPost/SST 18 (64.28%) 8 (28.57%) 26 (92.96%) 2 (7.14%) 28 (35%) 

Combined  46 (57.5%) 20 (25%) 66 (82.50) 14 (17.5%) 80 (100%) 

 

 

In Phase 1, both papers were consistent with their positive coverage of John Key. Approximately 

54% of the Herald/HoS’s images of Key in Phase 1 were positive. Likewise approximately 55% of 

the DomPost/SST’s images of Key in Phase 1 were positive. Combined the papers published 

twice as many positive images of Key over Goff. There was a difference between the papers in 

terms of negative treatment, however. Only 4 (15%) of the Herald/HoS’s Key images in Phase 1 

were negative, while twice as many (8/27%) of the DomPost/SST’s Key images in Phase 1 were 

negative (Table 13).  



 

Fewer of the Herald/HoS’s Phase 1 Goff images were positive (33.3%) compared to the 

DomPost/SST’s 52.9%.  88.24% of the DomPosts/SST’s Goff images were positive or neutral. This 

is substantially more than the Herald/HoS’s 46.6% positive and neutral Goff images. Of the 14 

negative Goff images, 11 (78.6%) were published by the Herald/HoS, and only 2 (14.3%) were 

published by the DomPost/SST (Table 13).  

 

Table 13: Tone Phase 1 — 27 October to 11 November (16 days/53.3% of campaign) 

John Key Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 14 (53.84%) 8 (30.76%) 22 (84.62%) 4 (15.38%) 26  (47.3%) 

Dom Post/SST 16 (55.17%) 5 (17.24%) 21 (72.42%) 8 (27.58%) 29 (52.7%) 

Combined  30 (54.54%) 13 (23.63%) 43 (78.18%) 12 (21.82%) 55 (100%) 

Phil Goff Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 7 (33.33%) 3 (14.28%) 10 (46.62%) 11 (53.38%) 21 (55.3%) 

DomPost/SST 9 (52.94%) 6 (35.29%) 15 (88.24%) 2 (11.76%) 17 (44.7%) 

Combined  16 (39.47%) 9 (23.68%) 25 (63.16%) 13 (36.84%) 38 (100%) 

 

In Phase 2, a phase when the Herald on Sunday was in conflict with the Prime Minister over the 

taping incident, the Herald/HoS continued to publish images that portrayed Key in a 

positive/neutral light by a proportion of 83.7%:16.27%. This was only slightly different from the 

tone of their coverage in Phase 1. The DomPost/SST, however, increased its negative coverage 

of coverage of Key in relation to its positive/neutral coverage (to 33%). When it came to Goff, 

the DomPost/SST increased its positive/neutral coverage as a percentage of total images 

displayed during this period to 100%, and did not display any negative images (Table 14). 

 

 

Table 14: Tone Phase 2 — 12 November to 20 November (9 days/30% of campaign) 

John Key Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 25 (58.12%) 11 (25.58%) 83.73% 7 (16.27%) 43 (70.5%) 

DomPost/SST 7 (38.88%) 5 (27.77%) 66.67% 6 (33.33%) 18 (29.5%) 

Combined  32 (52.45%) 16 (26.23%) 78.69% 13 (21.31%) 61 (100%) 

Phil Goff Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 14 (70%) 5 (25%) 19 (95%) 1 (5%) 20 (80%) 

DomPost/SST 3 (60%) 2 (40%) 5 (100%) 0 5 (20%) 

Combined  17 (68%) 7 (28%) 24 (96%) 1 (4%) 25 (100%) 

 

In Phase 3, the papers were relatively even in terms of their positive, neutral and negative 

coverage of both Key and Goff. Although they continued to publish neutral and negative images 

of Key during this period, neither newspaper contained any negative Goff images in the last 

week of the campaign. The DomPost/SST only published positive Goff images (Table 15). 

 

Table 15: Tone Phase 3 — 21 to 20 November (5 days/16.7% of campaign) 

John Key Positive Neutral Pos+ Negative Total 



Neutral 

NZ Herald/HoS 10 (71.43%) 2 (14.28%) 12 (85.71%) 2 (14.28%) 14 (63.6%) 

DomPost/SST 6 (75%) 1 (12.5%) 7 (87.5%) 1 (12.5%) 8 (36.4%) 

Combined  16 (72.72%) 3 (13.63%) 19 (86.36%) 3 (13.63%) 22 (100%) 

Phil Goff Positive Neutral Pos+ 

Neutral 

Negative Total 

NZ Herald/HoS 7 (63.64%) 4 (36.36%) 11 (100%) 0 11 (64.7%) 

DomPost/SST 6 (100%) 0 6 (100%) 0 6 (35.3%) 

Combined  13 (76.47%) 4 (25.53%) 17 (100%) 0 17 (100%) 

 

 

DISCUSSION 

This study sought to answer three primary questions: Is there evidence to prove the Herald had 

a geo/partisan image coverage bias in favour of John Key? Was the large gap in public opinion 

support between the two leaders reflected in increased media coverage of the incumbent 

leader? Did the media’s self-interest in the Newmarket cafe event significantly alter the balance 

of leadership coverage during and after the event, and which leader benefitted most? 

The evidence shows a substantial imbalance in image coverage of both papers in favour of John 

Key. In terms of number, proportion and area the incumbent John Key received around 75% 

more editorial visual image coverage than Phil Goff over the whole election campaign. In terms 

of front-page coverage, Key received 130% more image coverage than Goff. For Labour the 

findings become even more depressing when the proportion of coverage devoted to John Key is 

added to by the area of National’s and the anti-MMP campaign’s paid advertisements, thereby 

increasing Key’s total image coverage over Goff’s to 136%.  

 

How much of the editorial coverage can be put down to incumbency bonus — the media 

exposure benefit gained by virtue of being incumbent leader? Key’s 63.3% average image 

coverage was 11% higher than National’s opinion poll standing, and Goff’s 36.7% average image 

coverage was 6.5% higher than Labour’s opinion poll standing. It is not possible to find any 

similarity between this finding and the 7% average incumbency bonus (and disadvantage) 

identified in the 2011 Danish study. Interestingly, however, heading into the campaign 

National’s opinion poll standing was 75% higher than Labour’s, which is the same amount as the 

difference in image coverage between Key and Goff over the whole campaign. There is a 

potential relationship here between amount of image coverage and major party opinion poll gap 

that deserves to be tested in the next general election.  

 

There is evidence to suggest that Labour’s decision to campaign on policy not popularity 

impacted on the amount of image coverage accorded to Phil Goff, but in a way probably 

unanticipated. Stories about the campaign in general often featured images of party hoardings, 

and more often than not a National billboard was in the frame. Given that National’s billboards 

contained images of Key, this added another image of Key to the total images run by the papers. 

More significantly, National’s party vote advertisement in the Herald/HoS and DomPost/SST was 

a half-page advertisement featuring a portrait of John Key and smaller vignette images of him. 

The anti MMP campaign also featured Key’s image in its half page newspaper ads. When these 

advertising images are added to Key’s overall coverage statistics, the ratio of Key:Goff images 

becomes even greater. 

 



The evidence shows that while the papers gave similar proportionate coverage to each leader, 

there were a few differences in their coverage to suggest some support for the geo/partisan 

bias hypothesis. Notably, over the whole campaign the Herald/HoS considered Key’s image 

more front-page material than Goff’s by a substantial margin. The Dominion Post was more 

even in its front-page image coverage of the two leaders.  

 

Phase 1 represents the period least likely to have been affected by the later events of the 

campaign, thus making it the period most likely to reveal any inherent geo/partisan bias. 

Although Phase 1 image numbers were almost identical between the two papers, the 

Herald/HoS was more positive towards Key than the DomPost/SST. In terms of Key images, the 

Herald/HoS had the highest proportion of positive and neutral images and lowest proportion of 

negative images; the DomPost/SST had a lower proportion of positive/neutral Key images than 

the Herald/HoS and a higher proportion of negative Key images. An even greater divide can be 

seen in Goff coverage. In Phase 1 the Herald/HoS published more negative Goff images than 

positive/neutral Goff images. During this time the Herald/HoS published only 1 front-page image 

of Goff, and 5 of Key. In contrast the DomPost/SST’s Goff coverage was overwhelmingly 

positive/neutral. This lends some support to the popular perception that the Herald was 

inherently more balanced towards National and the DomPost/SST towards Labour.  

 

While Phase 1 numbers were almost identical between the two papers, in Phase 2 the 

Herald/HoS published almost three times as many leader images as the DomPost/SST, and in 

Phase 3 the Herald/HoS published almost two thirds as many leader images as the 

DomPost/SST. During Phase 2, the Herald published 5 front-page images of Key (3 of them 

related to the Newmarket café meeting), and none of Goff. In comparison, the DomPost/SST 

published no front-page images of either leader during this Phase 2.  

 

Given the even coverage numbers from Phase 1, it is unlikely that the Herald/HoS’s substantially 

increased image coverage for Key in Phase 2 reflects a surge of partisan bias towards National. 

But it could well represent a geographical bias towards the interests of its Auckland readers, as 

the Newmarket café story took place in and about a locally relevant Auckland electorate (Epsom 

— home to many Herald readers), featuring the Prime Minister and John Banks, a high profile 

Auckland candidate. Of the 43 Key images published in the Herald/HoS in Phase 2, 15 (35%) 

were of Key at the Newmarket café meeting with John Banks.  

 

The Newmarket café story was not just an Auckland story, however. During the same period the 

DomPost/SST published 8 images of the café meeting, accounting for 44.4% of the 

DomPost/SST’s Key images in Phase 2. No other event in the campaign dominated the 

newspaper images as much as this one event.  It was hypothesised that balanced media 

coverage would be affected by this event, evident in a reduced quantity and more unfavourable 

images of National leader John Key throughout the period of the media’s disagreement with 

him; more favourable coverage of opposition leader Phil Goff during this period; and a distinctly 

different character to the coverage of both leaders following the event when compared to the 

period immediately prior the event.  

 

In Phase 2 the proportion and area of images focused on Key in both newspapers increased. But 

contrary to the expectation that there would be more negative Key images in Phase 2, there was 

little difference between Phases 1 and 2 in terms of the Herald/HoS’ tonal coverage of Key. Even 

the Dominion Post, which did reduce the proportion of positive Key images in Phase 2, barely 



increased the proportion of neutral and neg

we need to look at the images contextually. 15 of the 43 Herald/HoS Key images, and 8/18 

DomPost/SST Key images published in Phase 2 were of Key at the Newmarket café meeting with 

John Banks. Although these images accompanied written stories that were critical of the Prime 

Minister’s handling of the event, 19 of the images featured Key and or Banks smiling, from many 

different angles (Image 1). Even the figure of four negative Newmarket images is a bit 

misleading. Three of the four published images were in fact the same image treated slightly 

differently on 3 different days in the Herald/HoS. That image aside, the overwhelming image 

impression left by these images was of a positive or neutral event, not a 

 

 

 

Image 1: John Banks (left) and John Key (right) 

 

Phase 3 Key proportion and area returned to Phase 1 levels in the Herald/HoS. Its positive image 

coverage of Key increased and negative coverage decreased over both Phases 1 and 2. Phase 3 

proportion and area of Key coverage In the DomPost/SST declined even further to be lower than 

Phase 1 levels, but of the images published most were positive to the point where its

Key coverage was at a higher proportion to the Herald/HoS’s, and its negative coverage was 

less.  

 

There is no evidence to suggest that Goff benefited a great deal in Phase 2 from the media’s 

disagreement with Key. In fact, the DomPost/SST effect

images of Goff featured in the DomPost/SST in Phase 2, representing 21.7% of its leader images 

in terms of number and 13.3% in terms of area (compared to 18 of Key in the DomPost/SST, and 
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impression left by these images was of a positive or neutral event, not a negative one.

Image 1: John Banks (left) and John Key (right)          Source: New Zealand Herald 12 November 
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20 Goff images in the Herald/HoS). Having said that, none of those 5 DomPost/SST images was 

negative, and only one negative image was published by the Herald/HoS, compared to 11 in 

Phase 1.  

 

Come Phase 3, the papers’ coverage of Goff became a lot more balanced. In terms of proportion 

and area Phase 3 Herald/HoS Goff coverage returned to Phase 1 levels. The DomPost/SST 

increased its proportion over Phase 1 and 2. In total there were almost as many images 

published of Goff as there were of Key in both papers. Significantly, neither paper published a 

negative image of Goff in Phase 3, which was a substantial shift from Phase 1 when 36.84% of 

Goff images were negative. The evidence therefore suggests that balanced media coverage in 

terms of numbers was indeed affected by the Newmarket cafe event. Increased coverage of 

John Key relative to Phil Goff in Phase 2 led to greater exposure of Key’s image and less 

exposure of Goff’s image over the whole campaign. While coverage of Goff recovered in the last 

week of the campaign, it was not enough to rectify the overall imbalance. 

 

This investigation found that when it comes to photographic images in the newspapers of New 

Zealand’s largest city and its capital city, coverage was not equally detailed and exacting of the 

major parties. Substantial image coverage bias was found in all four newspapers, most of it in 

favour of incumbent leader John Key. This finding gives reason for Labour and Phil Goff to feel 

like they were unfairly treated in print-media coverage, especially in the Herald/HoS. The study 

should give the print media pause for thought about how to guard against imbalance when it 

moves from a neutral observer to an involved actor in a political incident.  

 

Future Issues 

Today and in the future, as pictorial (and verbal) news content is conveyed more and more 

through on-line channels, transmitted and re-transmitted through mobile devices, the issue of 

source, location, predominance, size and number of images in a print media context will become 

increasingly redundant as a measure of media bias. Digital channels and transmission devices 

allow the communication of images in a variety of sizes, locations, and quantity. No longer will a 

single image be relied upon to convey the essence of a news story; nor will content creators be 

in sole control of where and when their images are communicated.  

 

In this environment image bias may still be found. However, it will need to be assessed not by 

the more traditional measurement modes, but more in terms of the meaning conveyed by 

images, the context within which they have been created and how they appear, and the 

ideological and strategic interests of the content creators and distributors.  
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