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If, by the image selections and omissions they make, 
the press effectively support the electoral fortunes of 
the incumbent, we may question: 

(i) the independence of the press from political power; 

(ii) the ability of voters to make well informed and 
objective voting choices; and 

(iii) the ability of political parties and candidates to 
participate in a genuinely fair contest in which all have 
the opportunity to be seen and heard

Issue
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Principle 1: Accuracy, Fairness and Balance
“Publications should be bound at all 
times by accuracy, fairness and balance, 
and should not deliberately mislead 
or misinform readers by commission 
or omission. In articles of controversy 
or disagreement, a fair voice must be 
given to the opposition view.”
 

New Zealand Press Council Statement of Principles
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Source: New Zealand 
Election StudyTime of vote 
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A	
  long	
  'me	
  ago	
   In	
  elec'on	
  year	
  but	
  before	
  elec'on	
  campaign	
   During	
  the	
  elec'on	
  campaign	
  
Major:	
  Labour	
   40.7	
   18.7	
   40.6	
  

Major:	
  Na'onal	
   40.4	
   22.3	
   37.3	
  

Minor:	
  Maori	
   42.6	
   18.6	
   38.8	
  

Minor:	
  NZ	
  First	
   27.4	
   15.1	
   57.5	
  

Minor:	
  Greens	
   26.3	
   16.7	
   57	
  

Minor:	
  ACT	
   20.6	
   18.4	
   61	
  

0	
  

10	
  

20	
  

30	
  

40	
  

50	
  

60	
  

70	
  

Pr
op

or
%o

n	
  
of
	
  re

sp
on

de
nt
s	
  

Visual Press Bias in the 2014 NZ General Election
Design
Democracy17 February 2016



Visual Press Bias in the 2014 NZ General Election
Design
Democracy17 February 2016



Justification of bias on the basis of news value 
rather than partisanship is unlikely to satisfy 
opposition parties and their supporters at 
election times, should they find their ability to 
participate in a fair contest compromised, and 
their visibility minimised, by the news media’s 
effective facilitation of the incumbent’s 
campaign
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“Over many thousands of words in 
this campaign, coverage has been 
equally detailed and exacting of 
the major parties ”
 

Editor
New Zealand Herald, 7 November 2011, p. A8
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2011 
Campaign 
Image Data 4 papers 138 Key 80 Goff

63%		 Key images over campaign (no ads)

70%		 Front page images featuring Key

71% 	 Key images during 'Teagate'
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A “batshitstudy” 
(Tim Murphy, then Editor in Chief New Zealand Herald, on Twitter)

“Wilfully misleading” 
(Shayne Currie, then Editor New Zealand Herald, on Twitter)

“Hardly cutting edge", "narrowly focused", “virtually worthless” 
research based on “simplistic notions of what constitutes unbiased 
coverage” (Sean Plunket, Dominion Post, 1.12.13)

“Knickers in a knot”, a “crush on the Prime Minister”, and should 
“have more to worry about” given that I am “believed to be 
earning more than $100,000 a year” (Rod Vaughan, NBR online, 
27.11.13) “The meeting place of intelligent business”
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"Allegation 
of Election 
Coverage Bias 
Doesn't Wash"
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Were the 2011 findings 
anomalous?

What was the impact of 
structural bias on minor 
party coverage?

Questions
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13ms
speed at which brain can extract 
conceptual information from a 
photographic image

We make 
visual 
judgments 
before the 
rational 
brain kicks in

"A picture is worth a thousand words"
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13ms
speed at which brain can extract 
conceptual information from a 
photographic image

100ms
sufficient exposure to make a political trait 
assessment after viewing a still image

We make 
visual 
judgments 
before 
rational 
brain kicks in

"A picture is worth a thousand words"

We use 
images as 
shortcuts 
to political 
judgment

"Seeing is believing"
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					     Quantity 		  =		 Visibility

Repeated visibility 		  = 	 Automatic retrieval

Mere Exposure Effect	  : 		 Preference for a stimulus is increased 	
													             by repeated exposure to it

					     Converse 		 =		 Out of sight out of mind
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974 papers

1441 images
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9 parties  12 leaders

Average Readership per issue

Average Net Circulation per issue

Southland 
Times (daily)

Press (daily)

Dominion Post (daily)
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183000
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WHOLE YEAR 62% 
PRE-CAMPAIGN 60%
CAMPAIGN 66%	
FRONT PAGE 66%
DIRTY POLITICS 73%	

WHOLE YEAR 38% 
PRE-CAMPAIGN 40%	  
CAMPAIGN 34%
FRONT PAGE 34%
DIRTY POLITICS 27% 0%	
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John Key

David Cunliffe

Major Party Leaders

ACTUAL NUMBERS 
BY MONTH 
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Number WEEK 0-1 

9-15 August

WEEK 0 

16-22 August

WEEK 1

23 -29 August

WEEK 2 

30 Aug - 5 Sept

WEEK 3 

6-12 Sept

WEEK 4 

13-19 Sept

Key 15 (50%) 39 (76.5%) 45 (79%) 34 (58%) 27 (57%) 70 (67%)

Cunliffe 15 (50% 12 (23.5%) 12 (21%) 25 (42%) 20 (43%) 35 (33%)

Dirty Politics released 13 August 

Judith Collins resigns 31 August

'Moment of Truth' 15 September

Major Party Leaders

NUMBER AND 
PROPORTION 2014 
CAMPAIGN, KEY AND 
CUNLIFFE

m m m m m mm m
F
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Major Party Leaders

NEGATIVE V POSITIVE
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Proportion of number WEEK 0-1 

9-15 August

WEEK 0 

16-22 

August

WEEK 1

23 -29 

August

WEEK 2 

30 August - 5 

Sept

WEEK 3 

6-12 Sept

WEEK 4 

13-19 Sept

Key (National) 25 54.2 59.2 35.4 24.8 40

Whyte (ACT) 1.6 0 0 2 8.3 3.4

Flavell (Maori) 0 0 0 3.1 2.7 1.1

Dunne (United Future) 1.7 1.4 0 4.2 3.6 0.6

Turia (Maori) 0 0 0 0 0 0

Craig (Conservatives) 6.7 2.8 5.3 3.1 8.3 8

Cunliffe (Labour) 25 16.6 15.8 26 18.3 20

Peters (NZFirst) 11.7 5.6 5.3 9.5 18.3 11.4

Norman (Greens) 5 8.3 7.9 9.5 6.4 6.3

Harre (Internet/Mana) 11.7 1.4 3.9 5.2 2.8 4.6

Turei (Greens) 3.3 9.7 0 1 0.9 2.3

Harawira (Internet/Mana) 8.3 0 2.6 1 5.6 2.3

TOTAL 100 100 100 100 100 100

All Party Leaders

CAMPAIGN NUMBER
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All Party Leaders 

INCUMBENTS V

CHALLENGERS

'KING/MAKERS' V OTHERS
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“Pretty much 
every time we 
featured Colin 
we did so 
mockingly ....
He made 
a fantastic 
target for 
humour” 

(Jane Clifton, Moments of 
Truth 2014, p. 188)

DAVID WHITE/Fairfax NZ
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PARTY Most 

Published

Party

2014 Party 

vote

National 1 1

Labour 2 2

New Zealand First 3 4

Conservatives 4 5

Greens 5 3

Internet/Mana 6 6

ACT 7 8

United Future 8 9

Maori 9 7

INDIVIDUAL LEADER Full Year 

number

Most 

Published

Individual

John Key (National) 539 1

David Cunliffe (Labour) 333 2

Winston Peters (New Zealand First) 130 3

Colin Craig (Conservatives) 123 4

Russel Norman (Greens) 76 5

Laila Harre (Internet/Mana) 55 6

Hone Harawira (Internet/Mana) 54 7

Jamie Whyte (ACT) 47 8

Metiria Turei (Greens) 34 9

Peter Dunne (United Future) 27 10

Te Ururoa Flavell (Maori) 19 11

Tariana Turia (Maori) 4 12

TOTAL 1441
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Insights 1: 2011 results weren't anomalous

2: Practically invisible if didn't tick a limited 
	 range of news factors:

++ 	Being major incumbent leader

++ 	Having a lead in polls and likely to 'win'

++ 	Having ‘kingmaker’ coalition potential

++ 	Being pakeha and male

++ Challenging the press for control of the news agenda
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Press as actor
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http://www.fastcodesign.
com/3054433/design-
moves/the-most-
important-design-jobs-
of-the-future
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