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Introduction: Previous studies link higher degree of negativity in the news to cynicism and 

indifference of citizens towards politics and politicians (theory of Spiral of Cynicism). Methods: We 

content-analyzed 563 news pieces of 10 Spanish media (3 newspapers, 2 TV stations and 5 online 

media). The degree of negativity was measured through a negativity index, conformed by indicators 

of tonality, conflict, incapability and unfavorability, proposed by Leanguer, Esser and Berganza. 

(2012). Results and conclusions: Data confirmed that Spanish media depict political news in a 

negative way, although levels of negativity were lower than those of other European countries. A 

higher degree of negativity was found in items related to controversial topics, produced in formats of 

higher implication, and published by private, print or traditional media. 
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1. Introduction 

 

The main sources through which citizens access the events occurring within their political 

environment are the media and conversations held with people around them. There is an extensive 

bibliography showing a media tendency to present political events and political actors in negative 

terms in Spain (  umg rtner    h qu s  on font  2005) and many other Western countries 

(Schudson, 1999; Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011; Patterson, 1994; Sabato, 1991; Zaller, 1999; de 

Vreese, Esser & Hopmann, 2016). In this regard, information from the media acts as an 

intermediary, and it is essential for the health of democracy. Hence, the way political information is 

depicted can have an impact on how citizens perceive democratic institutions, thus contributing to 

citizens‟ indifference tow rds politics  nd the politic l cl ss. 

 

Indeed, within Western democracies such as Spain (CIS, 2013, 2009) and generally in Europe 

(Eurobarometer, 2010. 2009; Mair, 2006), there is a growing cynicism among citizens towards 

politics and political institutions. This translates into a decline in political participation (and therefore 

into a lesser desire to vote, amongst other manifestations), an increasing distrust of politicians and 

political institutions as well as into a low evaluation of the political class and the institutions. This 

issue poses a significant challenge for democracy, which cannot be deprived of part of its essence: 

citizens‟ p rticip tion and trust in the political institutions (Mishler & Rose, 2001; Moy, Pfau, & 

Kahlor, 1999; Norris, 1999; Torcal & Montero, 2006).  

 

There is no general consensus on how to measure negativity in the news (Kleinnijenhuis, 2008; 

Ridout & Franz, 2008) or on which specific conditioning factors lead to variations in the degrees of 

negativity. However, there is theoretical (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997) and empirical evidence 

(Bennett, 2009; Patterson, 1994, 2002; Sabato, 1991; Moy & Pfau, 2000; Rozell, 1996) linking the 

presence of neg tive inform tion with   decline in citizens‟ politic l involvement. The m in purpose 

of this work is to ascertain to what extent the characteristics of the medium and of the very news 

piece influence the levels of negativity with which political information is depicted. To that end, we 

use as reference the Spanish media publications. 

 

 

2. The influence of political news on citizenship 

 

The influence of journalistic information on citizens has been a subject of study since the 1970s. For 

instance, works on agenda-setting by McCombs & Shaw (1972) have become classics in their field, 

showing a correlation between the most mentioned issues in the media and those that citizens worry 

most about. Works on framing (see, for instance, De Vreese, 2004b; and Berganza, 2009), 

establishing significant relationships between how information is depicted and how people think 

about it, are also noteworthy. 
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In the last years there is an increase in empirical research focusing on the effects of political 

information. There are many studies which have stemmed from the now classic work by Cappella & 

Jamieson (1997) on the spiral of cynicism (Berganza, 2008; Adriaansen et al., 2011 y 2012; Brants et 

al., 2010; De Vreese, 2004a, 2005; and Elenbaas et al., 2008, among many others). Therein the 

 uthors point out th t the decline in citizens‟ politic l p rticip tion  nd their neg tive ev lu tion of 

the political class and political institutions is due to the persistent negativity in political news 

depicted by the media. 

 

This tendency towards negative coverage of politics has been proven to exist both in the United 

States and in Western Europe (Brandenberg, 2005; Lengauer, Esser, and Berganza, 2012; Patterson, 

1994). Furthermore, another research conducted by journalists from four different countries 

(Denmark, Germany, Great Britain and Spain) revealed that relationships between political actors 

and journalists (political pressures or the way political communication departments work) also lead 

to “cynicism” ( p thy and indifference) among media professionals. Additionally, the 

 forementioned rese rch evidenced th t such “cynicism” c n show through the politic l inform tion 

elaborated by these media professionals, which is subsequently delivered to the citizenship (van 

Dalen et al., 2011).  

 

The issue whether other personal factors play a role in the said process takes us to the following 

central tenet: motivated political reasoning, giving rise to political disaffection or cynical approaches 

to politics, is a dual process (Lodge & Taber, 2000; Taber & Lodge, 2001; Taber, Lodge, & Glather, 

2001). In this regard, it is worth mentioning, first, that motivated political reasoning theoretically 

depends on the so-c lled “hot cognition” hypothesis (Abelson  1963)  which holds that all 

sociopolitical concepts are affectively charged (Bargh, 1994, 1997; Fazio & Williams, 1986; Fazio, 

Sanbonmatsu, Powell & Kardes, 1986; Fiske, 1982; Lodge & Stroh, 1993; Lodge, McGraw & Stroh, 

1993; McGraw, Lodge & Stroh, 1990; Morris, Squires Taber & Lodge, 2003). 

 

Hence, political leaders, social groups, topics, symbols and ideas about which we think, which have 

been cognitively appraised in the past, carry an affective charge (either positive or negative), and this 

feeling is directly tied to the evaluated concept in the long-term memory. In this regard, the 

attitudinal process involves understanding the relationship between these cognitive circumstances 

and the feelings triggered by exposure to political information currently disseminated in Spain. 

 

 

3. Negativity in the news 

 

The research carried out so far shows that there is no single conclusion to be drawn about the impact 

of negative news stories on citizens. In fact, there are various studies concluding that controversial or 

confrontational news can stimulate mobilization and contribute to healthy skepticism (De Vreese & 

Tobiasen, 2007; Freedman & Goldstein, 1999; Norris, 2000; Schuck, Vliegenthart & De Vreese, 

2014; Weintraub & Pinkleton, 1995). The absence of agreement among scholarly works can stem, to 

some extent, from the lack of consensus in the measurement of negativity levels in the news. 

However, the ambiguity of the concept (Kleinnijenhuis, 2008) has been replaced by a greater 

operationalization of the components that make up the construct (Lengauer, Esser & Berganza, 2012; 

Esser, Engesser, Matthes & Berganza, 2016). 
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Based on a systematic review of the studies in this field, Lengauer et al. (2012) specifically bring 

forward that there are 5 different components within negativity in the news: overall tone, conflict-

centeredness, incapability, actor-related negativity and pessimistic outlook. These key components 

allow for creating a valid and reliable index to estimate the level of negativity of a news story, thus 

enabling comparisons between studies, countries and cases under the same measure. With a common 

measurement framework, and concerning political news, the question that arises is the following:  

 

RQ1. What are the levels of negativity in the political news in the Spanish media and what 

are the conditioning factors leading to variations in the negativity index?  

 

Esser et al. (2016) point out that these factors can be found at three different levels: a micro-level, 

related to the characteristics of journalistic information itself; a meso-level, referred to the medium 

characteristics; and a macro-level   t which the country‟s medi   nd politic l system  re t ken into 

account. Provided that our study addresses a national case, we will only deal with the first two levels, 

leaving the third level for comparative studies.  

 

On the one hand, at the micro-level we have found empirical evidence showing that journalistic 

messages are event-driven. Therefore, they are contingent on real-world conditions (Peter, 2003). 

For instance, we see that there are topics that tend to be more negative, such as unemployment (Garz, 

2014) or generally topics such as insecurity, immigration or the functioning of democracy, which 

since they are inherently attached to social polarization and confrontation, tend to be depicted with 

higher levels of negativity (Esser et al., 2016). Consequently, we put forward the following 

hypothesis: 

 

H1. Negativity in political news is related with the characteristics of the news piece itself 

 

Moreover, we suggest that in political news in the Spanish media: 

H1.1 Negativity levels are higher in political news that include inherently negative topics 

(crime, immigration, partisan conflicts, political controversies or corruption) 

H1.2 Negativity levels are lower in political news elaborated in a news story format 

compared to other genres such as reports, interviews and opinion journalism 

 

On the other hand, at the meso-level, i.e. having regard to the types of media organization, we found 

that the medium characteristics can also be conditioning factors of the negativity levels (Takens, Van 

Atteveldt, Van Hoof, & Kleinnijenhuis, 2013; Albæk, van Dalen, Jebril, & De Vreese, 2014; 

Strömbäck, 2008, Casero-Ripollés et al., 2014). For example, in the online media we have found 

higher levels of negativity compared to those found in print media (Quandt, 2008). Furthermore, 

previous studies have confirmed that journalists who work for public media are less critical of 

political institutions (Hanitzsch & Berganza, 2012). As a result, we suppose there is a difference 

between the levels of negativity compared to private commercial media (de Vreese, Banducci, 

Semetko, & Boomgaarden, 2006). The foregoing leads to the following hypothesis: 

 

H2. Negativity levels in political news are conditioned by the medium characteristics 

 

Moreover, we suggest that in political news in the Spanish media: 

H2.1 Negativity levels are higher in the news published by the press than in television 
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H2.2 Negativity levels are lower in news published in traditional sources (press or TV) than 

in news published in the online version of the relevant medium 

H2.3 Negativity levels are higher in news published in private media than in public media 

 

 

4. Method 

4.1. Sample and procedure 

 

The news published in the Spanish media were examined by analyzing quantitative information 

(Krippendorff, 2004; Neuendorf, 2002). This analysis was conducted with the support of a codebook 

that had been previously discussed and standardized by the Network of European Political 

Communication Scholars (NEPOCS), which had conducted a similar study in 15 other countries (De 

Vreese et al., Eds., in press). This codebook sets forth some of the most frequent key concepts in 

political communication research (see, in this regard, the special issue of the scientific journal 

Journalism 13 (2) of 2012 published by NEPOCS). Additionally, the codebook provides for the 

procedure to sample the units of analysis, which ensures both structural homogeneity and reliability 

of the data from the Spanish context, so they can be compared to the remaining countries in the 

study. 

 

Moreover, after some previous training, two independent coders analyzed 563 news pieces 

connected with national politics from three newspapers, two daily TV news and their respective 

online editions (chart 1). Regarding the newspapers, the sample gathered units of analysis from the 

two national up market headers, one from the center-left of the political spectrum and the other from 

the center-right (El País and El Mundo), and from a third mass market header (20 Minutos). The 

units of analysis from the TV information were obtained both from the public television show with 

the highest audience ratings (TV news, Telediario, from TVE) and from the daily TV news with the 

highest audience among mainstream TV stations (Tele 5). As for the online media, the sample was 

m de up of units selected from those newsp pers‟  nd TV st tions‟ websites.  

 

A composite fortnight sampling method was used for a total of 14 days between 15 April and 15 July 

2012. As opposed to the composite week, the composite fortnight has the advantage of not distorting 

the sample when special events occur (Riffe et al., 2005). An ideal number of 5 news stories in the 

press and on TV was randomly chosen, and 3 news stories were chosen from the online versions of 

these media. Where a specific medium had not published or broadcasted any contents on the chosen 

date, these were replaced through a simple random sampling of the contents published by the same 

medium on the previous or on the following day.  

 

 

Medium n % Type of medium Medium sector 

El País 71 12.6% Press Up-market press  

20Minutos 71 12.6% Press Mass-market press) 

elpais.com 69 12.3% Press online version Up-market press 

Tele5, TV news, 9 pm-9:30 pm 67 11.9% TV Mass-market TV 

El Mundo 67 11.9% Press Up-market press  

TVE1, Evening TV news, 9 pm-9:30 pm 61 10.8% TV online version Public TV  

www.telecinco.es/informativos 51 9.1% TV online version Commercial TV 
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www.20minutos.es 37 6.6% Press online version Commercial TV 

www.rtve.es/alacarta/videos/telediario 35 6.2% TV online version Public TV 

www.elmundo.es 34 6% Press online version Up-market press 

TOTAL 563 100%   

Chart 1. Media and analyzed information 

 

 

Moreover, the websites of the chosen media were downloaded between 2 pm and 4 pm on the 

relevant dates with the support of the HTTrack tool.[1] Particular attention was paid to the correct 

home page (or start page), since this is the most specific site regarding the offline format. For 

inst nce  reg rding the TV st tion‟s website  the chosen st rting point w s not the st tion‟s website  

but rather the website that takes you directly to the news show. We only considered the full news 

stories or those th t were summ rized within the medium‟s homep ge.  

 

 

4.2. Measures 

 

In order to determine the dependent variable, we designed a negativity index in the news (-1= 

positive; 0= neutral/balanced; 1= negative), based on the work by Lengauer et al. (2012). This index 

was created on the basis of the following indicators: 

 

1. Tonality (-1= positive; 0= neutral/balanced; 1= negative). Indications of negative tonality are 

the framing of the story as failure, crisis, frustration or disappointment; whereas indications 

of positive tonality refer to depictions of political success, achievements, improvements, 

hopes or gains. 

2. Conflict (-1= consensus centered; 0= neutral/balanced; 1= conflict centered). Conflict-

centeredness refers to depictions of disputes, disagreements or controversy; whereas the 

consensus dimension refers to depictions of accordance, agreement and willingness to 

cooperate.  

3. Incapability (-1= capability; 0= neutral/balanced; 1= incapability). Incapability refers to the 

depiction of critique or accusation of incapability or incompetence; whereas the competence 

dimension refers to depictions of capability or commendation in the news piece.  

4. Unfavorability (-1= favorable; 0= neutral/balanced; 1= unfavorable). Unfavorability refers to 

the opinions expressed towards the actors depicted in the news piece from their perspective; 

whereas favorability refers to the positive or favorable impressions about those actors from 

their point of view. We have used this variable to characterize the 5 most important actors 

included in the piece.  

 

In order to verify the unidimensionality of the construct, an Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) was 

conducted. The indicators were analyzed using Varimax orthogonal rotation and the EFA (KMO= 

0.701  p<0.000) suggested   l tent structure of one component (λ = 2.06) expl ining 51.43% of the 

variance for the set of 4 items. The EFA allows for identifying underlying factors in a number of 

indicators, thus allowing for verifying the validity of the construct in a measurement (Pérez-Gil, 

 h cón   Moreno  2000; M cí   2010; Ig rtu   2006). In  ddition  the construct‟s internal 

consistency w s c lcul ted  (it w s found α of  ronb ch= 0.667) which suggested  n  dequ te 

reliability (Cronbach, 1951; Hayes, 2005). 
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Furthermore, the following independent variables were measured: 

 

Micro-level: 

 Topic of the news story 

1= Economics (macro and micro); 2= Functioning of democracy, civil rights and freedoms; 

3= Employment, immigration and social affairs; 4= Education, culture and media; 5= Justice 

(insecurity and crime); 6= National security, defense and international affairs; 7= Politics; 8= 

Others 

 Journalistic genre 

1= News story; 2= Report; 3= Opinion journalism and other formats 

Meso-level: 

 Type of medium 

1=TV ; 2=Press; 3=TV online version; 4=Press online version 

 Medium sector 

1=Reference press (up market); 2=Commercial press (mass market); 3=Public TV; 

4=Commercial TV 

 

 
Indicator Krippendorff’s 

alpha 
Percentage of 
agreement 

Negativity 

Tonality  0.97 97.3 

Conflict 0.95 94.5 

Incapability 0.93 92.4 

Unfavorability 0.95 94 

Micro-level 

Topic of the news story 0.97 96.8 

Journalistic genre 0.99 98.3 

Meso-level 

Type of medium 1.00 100 

Medium sector 1.00 100 

Chart 2. Results of the intercoder reliability test 

 

A prelimin ry test w s performed to determine the me surement‟s instrument reli bility using  n 

intercoder reliability test. To that end, a random subsample (n=30) of redactional units from the final 

study s mple w s t ken. The degree of  greement w s  ssessed using Krippendorff‟s  lph  on the 

basis of the recordings performed by the two coders. A well-accepted interpretation of this 

coefficient is that values of at least 0.60 (Neuendorf, 2002) or 0.70 (Hayes & Krippendorff, 2007) 

are reliable. Chart 2 shows the results of this test for the study categories, as well as the percentage of 

agreement between the coders. 

 

 

4.3 Analysis 

 

A preliminary analysis of the resulting data file was carried out following the recording and 

codification process. The aim of this analysis was to find possible errors in the codification process. 

Once the data file had been cleaned, we conducted an inductive-exploratory statistical analysis using 
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SPSS (version 21). To the end of answering the main research question, we carried out a descriptive 

analysis of the data (central parameters). To test the hypotheses contained herein, bivariate and 

multivariate inferential analyses were conducted, including correlations, average difference tests and 

regressions. 

 

 

5. Results 

 

Out of the total analyzed news pieces (n=563), most of them were news stories (85.2%), followed by 

reports (6.3%) and finally there was opinion journalism or other formats (8.5%), which shows that 

most political contents in the Spanish media are released through information genres. The specific 

topics covered include the following: economics (macro and micro) (44.4%), politics (10.15%), 

justice (insecurity and crime) (89.6%), employment, immigration and social affairs (8.7%), national 

security, defense and international affairs (6.7%), functioning of democracy, civil rights and 

freedoms (6.2%), education, culture and media (4.6%) and others (9.6%). 

 

  Negativity index  Tonality Conflict Incapability Unfavorability 

 n M SD M SD M SD M SD M SD 

El País 71 0.31 0.32 0.48 0.56 0.48 0.58 0.11 0.36 0.15 0.32 

El Mundo 67 0.30 0.40 0.39 0.65 0.55 0.50 0.21 0.51 0.06 0.45 

El País (online) 69 0.25 0.31 0.38 0.55 0.35 0.59 0.14 0.39 0.14 0.26 

20Minutos 71 0.24 0.30 0.25 0.50 0.48 0.58 0.10 0.30 0.12 0.32 

Tele5 67 0.16 0.34 0.25 0.47 0.16 0.67 0.12 0.44 0.12 0.26 

TVE1 61 0.11 0.32 0.13 0.46 0.20 0.54 0.07 0.48 0.06 0.22 

Tele5 (online) 51 0.07 0.31 0.25 0.52 0.04 0.60 -0.02 0.37 0.00 0.16 

20Minutos (online) 37 0.05 0.30 -0.03 0.44 0.16 0.73 0.05 0.23 0.03 0.30 

El Mundo (online) 34 -0.01 0.30 0.00 0.60 0.03 0.67 0.00 0.25 -0.05 0.30 

TVE1 (online) 35 -0.03 0.36 0.00 0.54 -0.03 0.71 -0.11 0.40 0.04 0.19 

Total 563 0.18 0.35 0.25 0.55 0.28 0.63 0.09 0.40 0.08 0.30 

Chart 3. Negativity indicators per medium 

Note: -1=Positive, 0=Neutral/Balanced, 1=Negative 

 

As can be seen in chart 3, the studied news pieces tend to be more negative than positive, although 

the negativity index is still weak (M=0.18, SD=0.35). In fact, the media depicted their political 

information in a neutral manner (Tele5 online, 20Minutos online, El Mundo online and TV1 online) 

or in a negative manner (El País, El Mundo, El País online, 20Minutos, Tele5 and TVE1). The 

components with the greatest weight in the negativity assessments were the presence of conflict 

within the piece (M=0.28, SD=0.63) and the use of a negative tone (M=0.25, SD=0.55), i.e. those 

elements related to the usage of language to frame a story and the mise-en-scène of the lack of 

consensus in the news, respectively. 

 

With the aim of verifying whether the negativity indexes were related with the news piece 

characteristics (micro-level), one-factor ANOVA (ONWEWAY) tests were performed to compare 

any existing differences between the averages for each category (H1). Moreover, we found 
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significant differences between the negativity indexes in each of the topics of the analyzed pieces; 

Welch’s F (7, 147. 818) = 2.601, p < 0.05 (figure 1).  

 

We can see that news pieces on functioning of democracy, civil rights and freedoms (M=0.25, 

SD=0.25), employment, immigration and social affairs (M=0.23, SD=0.33), economics (M=0.20. 

SD=0.39), justice (M=0.18, SD=0.25) and politics (M=0.16, SD=0.39), obtained higher negativity 

scores (>0.1). However, news pieces on education, culture and media (M=0.09, SD=0.22), national 

security, defense and international affairs (M=0.07, SD=0.28) and, in general, on other topics 

(M=0.1, SD=0.27), had more neutral scores or scores close to zero. When contrasting these two 

topic groups, we noticed that the existing differences were significant, t(179.683)=3.579, p=0.000. 

This evidences that discussions in the media on topics such as immigration, economics and 

employment (inherently more negative) tend to be depicted in the media more negatively than those 

which are not inherently negative within society. This finding validates hypothesis H1.1. 

 

 

 
Figure 1. Negativity index depending on the topic of the political news story. 

 

Regarding the genre of the news piece (figure 2), we noticed that news stories (M=0.16, SD=0.33) 

obtained lower levels of negativity than reports (M=0.29, SD=0.32) or opinion journalism pieces 

and other pieces (M=0.25, SD=0.5). These differences were statistically significant: Welch’s F (2, 

58.365) = 3.373, p < 0.05. Moreover, when comparing the news stories negativity scores to those of 

other genres and opinion journalism, we noticed that news stories reached significantly lower levels 

of negativity, t(94.564)=-2.378, p<0.05. The foregoing empirically supports H1.2, and validates our 

initial assertion, relating to the micro-level, where we assured that negativity in political information 

was related with the characteristics of the piece itself. The rules of journalistic writing allow for 

higher levels of interpretation and personal appreciations in opinion journalism than in news stories. 

This can explain the lower levels of negativity found in the latter genre. 
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Figure 2. Negativity index depending on the genre of the political news story. 

 

Similarly, in order to find out if these negativity levels were related with the characteristics of the 

medium (H2), i.e. at the meso-level, we performed one-factor ANOVA (ONWEWAY) tests to verify 

if the existing differences between the averages in the different types of media were significant. 

Concerning the type of medium (figure 3), we noticed that the existing differences in the negativity 

levels in the press (M=0.28, SD=0.34), TV (M=0.14, SD=0.33), the online version of the newspaper 

(M=0.14, SD=0.32) and the online version of the TV show (M=0.03, SD=0.34) are statistically 

significant, F(3, 559) = 13.524, p < 0.000. Moreover, we found that the levels of negativity in the 

press and in the website version thereof are significantly higher than those of TV and its website 

version, t(559)=4.183, p<0.000. The foregoing empirically supports H2.1. 

 

 
Figure 3. Negativity index, depending on the type of medium. 
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When comparing the negativity scores of the traditional media (press and TV) to those of their online 

versions, we found that the negativity levels were significantly lower in the website, t(559)=-4.308, 

p<0.000.  

 

H2.2 is not empirically supported by this finding. In fact, it confirms the complete opposite of what 

is proposed in such hypothesis, according to which the online media had higher levels of negativity. 

Notwithstanding the foregoing, we can assure that the type of medium is a variable that conditions 

the politic l news‟ levels of neg tivity in the Spanish media. The online versions of the media tend to 

be more concise. This could be the reason why they leave less room for interpretation and personal 

appreciations. 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Negativity index depending on the medium sector. 

 

 

Furthermore, when inquiring about the medium sector (chart 4), data show that negativity levels in 

the press traditionally regarded as reference press or up market (M=0.25, SD=0.35), the commercial 

or mass market press (M=0.18, SD=0.31), commercial TV (M=0.12, SD=0.33) and Public TV 

(M=0.07, SD=0.34) differ significantly F(3, 559) = 7,718, p < 0.000. Moreover, we verified that 

private media showed higher levels of negativity than public media, t(559)=-2.861, p=0.000, which 

supports H2.3. In sum, the validation of H2.1 and H2.3, as well as the refutation of H2.2, allow for 

asserting that the levels of negativity of the news pieces are indeed conditioned by the characteristics 

of the medium (meso-level). 

 

 

 

6. Discussion and Conclusions 

 

The results show that most of the political information published by Spanish media scores low in 

negativity (>0.1 and <0.5) or at best it tends to be neutral or balanced (<0.1 and >-0.1), but on 
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average it is not depicted in a positive manner. This trend is consistent with a large part of the 

previous research (Schudson, 1999; Farnsworth & Lichter, 2011; Patterson, 1994; Sabato, 1991; 

Zaller, 1999; de Vreese, Esser & Hopmann, 2016), which evidences the media preference for 

depicting political contents in a negative way. This preference makes sense if we understand that 

people react more strongly and pay more attention to negative information than to positive 

information (Soroka & McAdams, 2015). In fact, having regard to the NEPOCS results, the Spanish 

negativity average in political information (M=0.17, SD= 0.35) is way below that of other European 

countries such as Austria (M=0.33, SD= 0.44), Sweden (M=0.32, SD= 0.34) Portugal (M=0.29, SD= 

0.50), France (M=0.25, SD= 0.40), United Kingdom (M=0.23, SD= 0.32) and Greece (M=0.22, SD= 

0.41), where the negativity indexes are even higher (Esser et al., 2016). 

 

Data from the Spanish media provide empirical support to assert that both the characteristics of the 

news story itself (H1) and those of the medium (H2) condition the negativity levels in news pieces. 

In the first case, our data are consistent with previous works (Peter, 2003; Garz, 2014; Esser et al., 

2016) showing a relation between how the journalistic messages are produced and the facts to which 

such messages refer. In the Spanish media we notice that the topics depicted with the higher levels of 

negativity are democracy, employment, immigration, the economy, justice and politics, which are 

precisely the topics that in the last few years have given rise to greater social unrest (increased by the 

economic crisis). However, news pieces on topics with less social controversy attached to them, such 

as culture, education, national security and international affairs, obtained more neutral or balanced 

levels. This suggests that the nature of the topics is actually linked with the way they are presented to 

citizens. From the data we also found out that news stories show lower levels of negativity, whereas 

genres where there is more room for interpretation (such as reports or opinion journalism) score 

higher. The foregoing could evidence that, in a given genre, the greater the elaboration, interpretation 

or personal appreciations, the greater the negativity.  

 

Regarding the characteristics of the medium, our data also confirm that these are also related with the 

way the pieces are produced and presented. We noticed that there is a higher negativity level in the 

press (compared to TV) and in the traditional media (compared to their online versions). However, 

this last finding refutes the results of previous studies, which had found exactly the opposite, i.e. that 

the online media showed the highest levels of negativity (Quandt, 2008). Regarding the differences 

based on the sector to which the medium belongs, our data confirm that public media (such as TVE) 

tend to be less critical (Hanitzsch & Berganza, 2012), thus having lower negativity levels (Vreese, 

Banducci, Semetko, & Boomgaarden, 2006).  

 

In sum, our study on Spanish media shows that both press and TV (and the online versions thereof) 

tend to depict political information in more negative terms, or at least neutral, rather than in positive 

terms. Our analysis reveals that the variability of negativity indexes is conditioned by the 

characteristics of the actual news story and the medium. Moreover, pieces on inherently negative 

topics, produced in formats in which there is a greater involvement by the journalist (by adding 

interpretations or personal appreciations) and published in reference (up market) print media, show 

more negativity.  

 

The prior conclusions have theoretical as well as practical implications. First, although our results 

are fairly consistent with previous studies in the field regarding the existence of conditioning factors 

(micro and meso), more consensus is needed on the hypotheses (for instance, on whether there is 

more negativity in online or in traditional media) to be able to draw a theoretical framework to guide 
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future research. Second, the results may suggest that further work is required to consolidate style 

manuals to address certain topics (for instance, employment, immigration, economics, etc.) which 

although they might give rise to greater social unrest, they are not inherently negative. Additionally, 

on the one hand, from the standpoint of the journalistic profession we must continue discussing the 

limitations that journalists might have in public media. On the other, we must analyze the 

sensationalist strategies of certain private media to attract more audience with more negative pieces. 

 

In this research we only purposefully chose a number of media that can provide general guidance on 

the Spanish media landscape, yet that do not allow for generalizing the results. Therefore, it is 

necessary for future studies to include other more representative samples in order to build a more 

accurate map of negativity levels in the media (even using automated tools). However, the purpose 

of this study, rather than accurately describing the levels of negativity in the media, was to explore 

the conditioning factors (at the micro and meso levels) for the variation of such negativity index 

upon the analysis of certain reference media. In this regard, we must continue to inquire about how 

the macro-level conditioning factors can affect the levels of negativity in political information 

(Strömbäck & Kaid, 2008; Iyengar, 2011; Blumler & Gurevitch, 2001).  

 

Similarly, to show the actual effects of the conditioning factors it is advisable, on the one hand, to 

make progress in longitudinal studies that allow for monitoring the evolution of negativity in the 

same media throughout time. On the other hand, it is also advisable to verify the causality through 

experimental designs in which it is possible to control other variables not contained in this study. The 

addition of empirical evidence, particularly using reliable negativity measures and scales, can also be 

subject to meta-analyses that would enable a more consistent and overarching approach to the 

advancements in the field. 

 

 

 

*Funded research. This study has been conducted within the scope of the research project 

“El impacto de la calidad informativa en el desinterés y la apatía de la ciudadanía por la 

política en 15 países europeos: el caso de España” (The imp ct of inform tion qu lity on 

political cynicism and indifference among citizens in 15 European countries: the Spanish 

case) (ref. CSO2013-44874-R), funded by the Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness of 

Spain. 
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