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Summary

C-Span’s daily TV talk show, Washington Journal, is a valuable alternative to the pathetically perky, celebrity-studded network morning “news” shows. And it’s a welcome rest stop from the morning fare of hype and drama on commercial cable outlets, like Fox and CNN.

Still, Washington Journal could benefit from a more diverse pool of guests. The show’s guests are primarily Washington insiders (mainstream journalists and government officials), while outsiders (e.g., advocacy organizations and academics) are under-represented.

Guests from conservative think tanks outnumber guests from progressive ones by a margin of over three to one (48 percent from conservative think tanks versus 13 percent from progressive think tanks). Washington Journal should include more guests from progressive think tanks.

Below is a summary of the types of guests on Washington Journal for one year (October 2001 to October 2002). Note that the data was collected two years ago.
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Discussion and Recommendations

C-Span is an important source of information for citizens, and Washington Journal is a valuable and thoughtful TV talk show.

But producers and other staff at Washington Journal should insure that guests on Washington Journal reflect the Beltway scene in its totality. They should not assume that simply because they work for C-Span or the Washington Journal they can ignore critics of the show, as Brian Lamb did on October 18, 2002.

On that show, a caller suggested that Washington Journal was “center-right.” Rather than let the guests answer, Lamb immediately became visibly irritated and said that “this network” offers all views. Then, without waiting for the caller to explain himself, Lamb said, “I’m so tired of hearing it,” and hung up on the caller without discussion. The panel of journalists seemed stunned by Lamb’s strange behavior, but no one objected. Fortunately, this unprofessional lapse is not typical for Lamb or the show’s other hosts, who are distinguished among their peers in the TV world by their blandness.
Our analysis of guests did not prove the caller’s position that Washington Journal is center-right. It’s probably more accurate to call it “centrist,” unless you make the argument—which we accept but will not make here—that the elite media and America’s prevailing centrism is conservative. Representation of Democrats and Republicans is about the same on the show, and the callers—who breathe life into Washington Journal—seem to represent the political spectrum, even the far left and right of it.

Still, Lamb should have engaged the caller in a discussion about this.

Guests from Conservative Think Tanks Far Outnumber Guests from Progressive Think Tanks

The choice of representatives from think tanks supports the notion that Washington Journal leans to the right. Progressive think tanks are under-represented.

As shown below, 15 guests (48 percent) are from conservative think tanks, 10 (32 percent) from centrist ones, four (13 percent) from progressive think tanks, and two (7 percent) from libertarian ones.

Name 


Think Tank




Political Orientation

Robert Bork

American Enterprise Institute


Conservative

Christopher DeMuth
American Enterprise Institute


Conservative

Peter Wallison

American Enterprise Institute


Conservative

Strobe Talbott

Brookings Institution



Centrist

Robert Borosage
Campaign for America’s Future

Progressive

Minxin Pei

Carnegie Endowment for Int’l Peace

Centrist

Ed Crane

CATO Institute 



Libertarian

Robert Levy

CATO Institute



Libertarian

Steven Camarota
Center for Immigration Studies

Conservative

Lawrence Gostin
Center for Law and Public Health

Centrist

Andrew Krepinevich
Center for Strategic and Budgetary Assess
Centrist

Daniel Benjamin
Center for Strategic and Int’l Studies

Conservative

Michelle Flournoy
Center for Strategic and Int’l Studies

Conservative

Robert Greenstein
Center on Budget and Policy Priorities
Progressive

Marc Rotenberg
Competitive Enterprise Institute

Conservative

Fred Smith

Competitive Enterprise Institute 

Conservative

Lawrence Korb
Council on Foreign Relations


Centrist

Lawrence Mishel
Economic Policy Institute


Progressive

Myron Lieberman
Economic Policy Institute 


Progressive

Bill Bennett

Empower America



Conservative

Jacqueline Grapin
European Institute



Centrist

Ken Connor

Family Research Council


Conservative

Michael Krepon
Henry L. Stimson Center


Centrist

Paul Bremer

Heritage Foundation



Conservative

Fred Bergsten

Institute for International Economics

Centrist

Catherine Mann
Institute for International Economics 

Centrist

Terence Taylor
International Institute for Strategic Studies
Centrist

Tamar Jacoby

Manhattan Institute 



Conservative

Dimitri Simes

Nixon Center




Conservative

Lee Hamilton

Woodrow Wilson International Center
Conservative

Dennis Kux

Woodrow Wilson International Center 
Conservative

To be fair, it’s sometimes hard to distinguish between think tanks and some advocacy groups, and we did not try to categorize the advocacy groups by political orientation. Nor did we do a political analysis of other types of guests on the show—not to mention the topics. So, just because Washington Journal has more guests from conservative think tanks does not mean the show, overall, is conservative.

But Washington Journal staffers should nonetheless make sure that their selection of think tank representatives is fair. At a minimum, representation from the widely known right-wing think tanks—like the American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation—should be matched by representation from progressive think tanks, like the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities and Institute for Policy Studies.

Is Washington Journal too insular?
Another observation that we can make from our analysis of guests on Washington Journal is that the show is strikingly insular—with only 14% advocacy group representatives, 9% academics or think tanks, 2% foreign government officials, 2% unaffiliated authors, and 1% state or local government officials. This compared to the 34% of guests who are government officials coupled with the 33% who are journalist, most of whom are Washington-based insiders. That means 75% of the guests are government officials and the journalists who cover them.
Washington Journal could provide a more balanced view of the Beltway scene if more outsiders, including more representatives from advocacy groups, were given the chance to offer their perspectives.

But, the show is Washington Journal, not World Journal. So the producers decision to focus on the insular world of Washington is defendable, but not the direction we would go if we were in charge.

In any case, as we said at the outset, Washington Journal is a laudable show in a sea of dismal political talk shows, particularly on weekday mornings. 

Method

You’d think C-Span would readily provide a list of guests on Washington Journal. Not so. C-Span dithered for three months before finally informing us that a list would not be made available to us, even if we paid for it. See chronology below.

After C-Span rejected our request, we used the next best source we could find for the guest list: the daily publication Hotline. Hotline lists the guests on the major morning television talk shows each day. We accessed Hotline through Nexis and collected the list of guests from October 2001 to October 2002.

We then categorized each guest as indicated above and added up the total in each category.

Chronology of Rocky Mountain Media Watch’s attempts to obtain a list of guests on Washington Journal from C-Span.

3-20-02

The C-Span receptionist referred us to the archivist. We spoke with a researcher in the archives department who estimated that our request for a two-year list of guests on Washington Journal would take about three hours @$60 per hour, but I'd have to make the request to his boss in writing. 

3-21-02

We submitted a written request to the Director of C-Span Archives, Dr. Robert Browning.

4-11-02

We called Dr. Browning. He said he'd think more about it and we should "bug him again," if we did not hear from him.

4-22-02

We called Dr. Browning again: "Give me another week or so," he said.

5-6-02

We called Dr. Browning again. The Director's assistant told us: "I will check with him and get right back to you."

5-08-02

We called Dr. Browning again. His assistant said, "I took your request right back to Dr, Browning, and I have not heard back from him."... "I will get back to you as soon as I have an answer."

05-14-02

We called Dr. Browning again. His assistant said, "I still don't have an answer...I will ask again if any progress has been made on it."

5-23-02

We called Dr. Browning again. His assistant said: "The information you requested is internal data.... He has talked to executives at corporate, and they do not want to release it," We asked that he call us to find out if there could be a compromise.

06-03-02

He never called. We were able to get through to him directly on the phone. He said: "It's one of those things that got stuck on my desk....  A lot of people perceive us to be public, and we are not.... Our database is an internal tool.... Mostly, it's a tool to help us find a video [of a show] and sell a video.... We feel there's a lot of value to the intellectual property we have, and that's why it's not on the web site.... We will do research for obtaining a video for purchase.... We are a private organization and we have our own internal use.… I guess we should have gotten an answer to you faster...."

Brief Background on C-Span and Washington Journal

C-Span is a nonprofit company created by the cable industry in 1979. Its board of directors is dominated by top cable TV executives, but the company states that the board is not involved in news or editorial policy decisions. (Click here to see who sits on C-Span’s Board of Directors: www.c-span.org/about/company/index.asp?code=BOARD.) 
C-Span is probably best known for its gavel-to-gavel coverage of Congress, found in a variety of formats, including television and radio. C-Span offers other public affairs programming as well, including its daily talk show, Washington Journal, which consists of guests, a C-Span host, and questions from the public. C-Span generates revenue from cable companies that carry the C-Span networks. (Here is C-Span’s description of its company: www.c-span.org/about/company/index.asp?code=COMPANY). 
Rocky Mountain Media Watch

Founded in 1995, Rocky Mountain Media Watch is a Denver-based media watchdog organization, which aims to hold journalists to their own professional standards. RMMW’s content analyses and other media advocacy have received national acclaim. For more information, visit the RMMW website at www.bigmedia.org. For a complete listing of guests on Washington Journal appearing during this study, please send $5 to Rocky Mountain Media Watch, 1836 Blake Street, #100a, Denver, CO, 80202.
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