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Abstract 

 Some scholars maintain that the social ideal of the United States corporation in the post-

World War II era envisioned a particularly large, stable entity that existed to serve the community 

generally. Some scholars also say that this social ideal shifted, toward the end of the 20th century, 

to instead venerate a corporation that focused on increasing stock price and delivering strong 

“shareholder value.” In this paper, I explore to what extent the national news media reflect that 

shift. Conducting content analysis in four major U.S. newspapers, I examine the frequency and 

percentage of articles over time that mention terms related to both social ideals. Coverage in the 

two newspapers located in a financial hub did reflect the changing ideals. Coverage in the other 

two newspapers presented less conclusive data. The findings suggest that financial or business 

media, rather than general news media, may reflect the shift in expectations of the ideal American 

corporation. 
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Introduction 

 
“The customer is always right” is a fairly common idiom, and one that can be understood 

to communicate a socially assumed duty a corporation has to serve the consumers who purchase 

its goods or services. That is why I was surprised when I read this quote from a Bloomberg Busi-

ness article published in April 2015 about a recent turn in policy for Abercrombie & Fitch Co.: 

“‘We exist to serve shareholders,’ [Chairman Arthur] Martinez said, ‘but if we don’t serve the 

customer, the shareholders will never get rewarded’” (Rupp, 2015). This quote suggests that the 

company’s primary duty — rather than to place an emphasis on the consumer — is to reward its 

shareholders. 

The special attention to shareholders reflected in the above quote is a common creed to-

day, but some scholars say that, at one time, customers in their own right were also a high prior-

ity for the ideal corporation. According to these scholars, the dominant social view of the ideal 

corporation and its role has shifted dramatically between the post-World War II era and the turn 

of the century. In the 1950s, it was a given that corporations were beholden to their employees 

and the communities of which the corporations were a part. Marina Whitman, who was both a 

college professor and General Motors Corporation vice president during her professional career, 

describes “the prototypical large American corporation of the 1950s and 1960s” as being “char-

acterized by stability, uniformity, shared gains, and its role as an exemplary model for the world 

to follow” (Whitman, 1999, 4). 

This characterization was less true at the end of the 20th century. At that time, instead of 

paternalistic community servants, businesses were imagined as parts of a larger, hyper-competi-

tive market where boosting stock price was the primary objective. Indeed, Newsweek at the time 

mourned the death of the “good” corporation (Samuelson, 1993), and a University of Minnesota-
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Twin Cities anthropologist has more recently written of how the prevailing social ideal proclaims 

that “corporations exist for the sole benefit of shareholders” (Ho, 2009, 128). The Business 

Roundtable (1997), a collection of United States business leaders, released a statement support-

ing this worldview, as well. 

Some of the literature names financial media as contributors in reflecting and solidifying 

this trend toward a focus on maximizing “shareholder value,” which is defined as the benefit a 

person receives through purchasing and owning shares of a company. The benefit here would 

consist of payouts like dividends and earnings on a rising stock price (The Economic Times, 

2015). A quick look at the front page of any modern-day business section can demonstrate the 

role the media play in maintaining the shareholder value social ideal, but anthropologist Karen 

Ho from the University of Minnesota-Twin Cities also describes the phenomenon in her 2009 

ethnography of Wall Street, Liquidated. In it, she conveys how corporations evolved in the 1980s 

and 1990s to reflect the ideals of the Wall Street elite: “Wall Street’s particular understanding of 

history is disseminated through investment banks’ institutional memory, business schools, col-

leagues, the financial media, and pop culture” (132, my emphasis). 

Little research exists that documents the media’s participation in the cultural trend. In this 

paper, I add to the literature through an attempt to determine whether the general news media re-

flect the shift in the social imaginary of the ideal corporation through content analysis of four of 

the country’s top newspapers. I use a popular online newspaper database to record the number of 

articles over time that include terms I have selected to represent the two social ideals. The data I 

find suggest that content in The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times did reflect the 

change in the model of the ideal corporation. The data are less compelling for The Washington 
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Post and the Los Angeles Times. Because just two of the four papers exhibit convincing evi-

dence, it is difficult to generalize any conclusions from the data to a broader sample of U.S. 

newspapers. However, possible explanations and avenues for future study can be identified. 

One explanation for the discrepancies in the data could be that The Wall Street Journal 

and The New York Times are both located in a financial hub — New York City — while the 

other two newspapers are not. In addition, The Wall Street Journal makes coverage of the finan-

cial industry a particular focus of its publication. Thus, it may not be surprising that only these 

papers present data that reflect a shifting social imaginary in the sphere of business and finance. 

The results may also point to the validity of Ho’s claim that the financial media, rather than the 

general news media, help spread Wall Street’s ideals throughout the country (2009). 

Other contributing factors to the inconclusive data from The Washington Post and the Los 

Angeles Times could be, firstly, the choice of terms to represent the two social ideals, and sec-

ondly, the articles searched, which included a mixture of business articles and general interest 

news articles in all the papers. Considering these complicating factors, I intend to treat this study 

as a pilot project that will inform later work on the same topic. I plan to expand on this study in 

the near future, using refined terms, isolating the articles I search to business pieces and includ-

ing a more diverse sample of newspapers in the analysis. 

The next section of this paper provides an overview of the literature related to the devel-

opment of the U.S. corporation and the shift in the social imaginary of the ideal corporation be-

tween the 1950s and the 1990s. The third section outlines the research question I explore and my 

hypotheses. The following section details my methodology in collecting the data, and the fifth 

section presents these data. The sixth section discusses the results of the study and my interpreta-

tions, as well as the study’s limitations and my plans for future research. 



Literature Review | 7 

 
Literature Review 

Early Development of the U.S. Corporation 

The American corporate entity has evolved significantly over time, morphing into such 

things as a local collection of businessmen, a community-centered stronghold and a sleek, profit-

maximizing machine. As the times have changed, so have the goals, identities, regulations and 

social ideals surrounding the corporation (Gomory & Sylla, 2013). This section aims to tell the 

development story of the early American corporation in broad strokes. The following two sec-

tions will detail the corporation’s more recent transformations. 

The behemoth, multinational company that’s a staple of today’s American political econ-

omy has not existed for much longer than a century. The roots of the American economic corpo-

ration, which stem from the 1790s and earlier, are simpler (Gomory & Sylla, 2013). Early in the 

country’s history as a state independent of the British crown, state legislatures granted corpora-

tions temporary licenses that often needed renewal after a period of years. Early stockholders, 

instead of the anonymous and rather passive monetary contributors of more recent times, were 

often groups of locals who could keep a close watch over the workings of the companies in 

which they owned shares. 

In the first decade or two of American independence, typical entities chartered as corpo-

rations were cities, schools and charities (Fox, 2010). The charter system, in fact, was an ar-

rangement left over from Great Britain, where organizations received royal privilege through a 

charter. Beginning in about the 1790s, economic organizations — like banks and construction 

companies — began getting charters (Fox, 2010). 
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The state-issued charters operated as a way for the government to keep early corporations 

in line, but there were also ways companies could use charters to gain unfair advantages (Go-

mory & Sylla, 2013). For example, charters provided a protective framework by outlining corpo-

rations’ power structure, and the need for periodic renewal meant government officials were re-

quired to check in with company management from time to time. However, some established 

companies could attempt to use reputation or other means to influence who would and wouldn’t 

receive subsequent charters, and aspiring groups hoping to become official corporations could 

also try and swindle their way into a charter. 

According to Gomory and Sylla (2013), U.S. states issued charters for 22,419 business 

corporations between 1790 and 1860 — and that number doesn’t include thousands approved un-

der general incorporation laws. These laws, which are standard today and “were introduced late 

in the antebellum era” (Gomory & Sylla, 2013, 104), developed as a way to circumvent the swin-

dling behavior that occurred under the earlier charter system and to loosen the relationship be-

tween government and private enterprise. As a result, people gained easier access to the incorpo-

rated designation. At the same time, the ability of government to monitor corporate activity di-

minished. 

Nationwide and multinational corporations began appearing between the 1860s and the 

1930s, although many companies remained small at this time (Gomory & Sylla, 2013). Power-

house businessmen — like John D. Rockefeller and Andrew Carnegie — ran their ambitious op-

erations in this era (Useem, 2002). Competition and management styles were unforgiving. John 

H. Patterson of the National Cash Register Co., which he essentially ruled from 1884 to 1921, 

once fired a man by burning his desk and chair on the company lawn. One of his mottoes was, 

“‘There are just two things … Everything you say is wrong. Everything you do is wrong’” 
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(Useem, 2002). During this “Age of the Robber Barons” (Encyclopedia.com, 2004) in the late 

19th century, little government regulation of industry made most anything a tycoon wanted to do, 

right. 

Corporate attention began to shift from the individual manager-owner to a system-ori-

ented mindset in the early 20th century. As the public became suspicious of big business and its 

concentration of power in managers’ hands, regulatory measures like anti-trust laws came into 

play (Useem, 2002). Managers became accountable to a diversified and largely faceless group of 

shareholders, instead of owning a large portion of their company’s stock by themselves. The shift 

continued until, by the end of World War II, corporate leaders were no longer power-soaked and 

threatening — they were now public servants. 

Post-World War II: Shared Gains of Corporation and Community 

The 1950s to the early 1980s marked the era of the “good corporation,” when large, sta-

ble companies provided reliable jobs and regular dividend payments to their many stakeholders 

(Samuelson, 1993). Even as late as 1981, a coalition of top U.S. business leaders called the Busi-

ness Roundtable released a statement describing the role of the corporation in American society. 

A corporation’s responsibilities include how the whole business is conducted every day. 

It must be a thoughtful institution which rises above the bottom line to consider the im-

pact of its action on all, from shareholders to the society at large. Its business activities 

must make social sense just as its social activities must make business sense. (Sigler, 

1981) 

This description, outlined by business leaders themselves, shows a direct relationship between 

serving shareholders and serving society. In business leaders’ minds, they aren’t serving just one 

or the other. To them, they are serving both, and serving both is integral to a thriving nation. It’s 
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a marked contrast from the shareholder value-centric view of a business’ mission that will de-

velop in the 1980s and 1990s. 

 Stability and a public source of economic power were two defining characteristics of the 

ideal corporation in this time period. For example, when General Motors Vice President Marina 

Whitman decided to begin her career in 1979 at the country’s then-largest corporation, her 

friends congratulated her — “only half-joking” — on working for “Generous Motors” (Whit-

man, 1999, 1). The company was in large part respected for its substantial and consistent profits 

despite economic troubles like inflation, gasoline shortages and price increases. Companies like 

GM — including AT&T, General Electric, and IBM — were known for their unfailing profits 

and dividends. In this era, corporations’ gains became the “shared gains” of society (Whitman, 

1999, 4).  

  The ideology surrounding the noble, large American corporation in this time period as-

sumed that a company could serve both as a “fierce economic competitor” and “a welfare state 

for its workers” (Samuelson, 1993). In short, corporations had a mix of goals, and they felt com-

fortable enough in their relative strength in the national and world economy to maintain multiple 

objectives. These goals included producing good products, creating good relationships with cus-

tomers and employees and delivering reliable dividend income for shareholders (Gomory & 

Sylla, 2013). Scant international competition and continued prosperity for the U.S. after World 

War II created a supportive environment for corporate management to cater to the needs of the 

many. In short, life was comfortable. 

 That wouldn’t last forever, though. Beginning in the 1980s, corporations would no longer 

hold themselves accountable to the public in nearly the same way. In 1981, four prominent CEOs 

from the era of the good corporation left their positions together: the leaders of General Electric, 
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DuPont, Chase Manhattan and General Motors. At that time, “the world they had known — a 

world of gentleman’s capitalism — was about to come to an end” (Useem, 2002). 

Rise of Shareholder Value  

By 1997, the Business Roundtable had changed its tune dramatically, compared to its 

statement 16 years earlier. The organization that had touted social responsibility on the part of 

corporations in 1981 now described the primary goals of a company in very different terms. In a 

statement on corporate governance, it revealed its new definition of a corporation’s purpose to 

the public: “the principal objective of a business enterprise is to generate economic returns to its 

owners” (1997, 1). In other words, it was time to quit helping the many and instead focus on 

boosting earnings for stockholders.  

Stock value became the primary measure of a company’s worth and effectiveness. Ac-

cording to anthropologist Karen Ho (2009), who worked on Wall Street after earning her mas-

ter’s degree and went on to publish the ethnography Liquidated about the Street’s culture, a com-

pany had come to be defined as the shareholders who invested in it. When evaluating how well a 

company was performing, employees and the public weren’t considered relevant. Instead, the 

main — and potentially only — question worth considering was: What monetary gains had man-

agement amassed for its stockholders? These gains, otherwise known as “shareholder value,” 

were central to the business landscape at the time (Ho, 2009). Other scholars have noted the dra-

matic change in focus as well. In their essay on the American corporation, Gomory and Sylla 

(2013) assert that “the period from the 1980s to the present has been marked by a major shift 

away from a broad view of stakeholder interests to an almost exclusive focus on shareholder 

value” (108).  
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How did this shift happen? Ho (2009) says the takeover movement of the 1980s played a 

role. As companies were systematically bought out, stripped of many of their assets and resold 

for huge payouts to investors, corporations began to focus on increasing their stock prices to es-

sentially protect themselves from buyout (Ho, 2009). Ho also cites the financial media, business 

schools and pop culture as playing into the shift. Gomory and Sylla (2013) point to a decline in 

labor union membership. Most likely, they all had an effect. 

Another potential factor is a change in the business environment. Specifically, as the 20th 

century neared its end, the number of public corporations was increasing in the U.S. (Political 

Calculations, 2015), which may have contributed to an increasing focus on stock price and share-

holder value. In 1996, around the time that the Business Roundtable was releasing its updated 

opinion on a corporation’s role, the number of publicly traded corporations in the U.S. was hit-

ting its peak. According to data from Craig Doidge, G. Andrew Karolyi and René Stulz (2015), 

the number of corporations listed in the U.S. stock market reached its highest point of 7,322 in 

1996. It had increased from a relatively stable 4,711 listed firms in 1980. Whether the increased 

focus on shareholder value was a consequence of this change or a contributing factor is unclear, 

but it likely played a role. 

To assert that even the law is on the side of maximizing shareholder value as the role of 

the corporation, some have pointed to a 1919 Michigan Supreme Court case, Dodge v. Ford Mo-

tor Co., as evidence — but others dispute that the case is relevant. The facts are as follows: The 

Dodge brothers, who owned 10 percent of Ford Motor Company, sued the business after owner 

and manager Henry Ford decided not to pay out special dividends and instead put that money to-

ward lowering prices and hiring workers. In earlier years, the company had paid millions of dol-

lars in special dividends to its shareholders. Ultimately, the court ruled that Ford had to pay out 
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dividends because “it is not within the lawful powers of a board of directors to shape and con-

duct the affairs of a corporation for the merely incidental benefit of shareholders and for the pri-

mary purpose of benefiting others” (Dodge v. Ford Motor Co., 1919). One interpretation of this 

ruling is that it is not legal for a corporation to put societal interest ahead of shareholder interest 

(Case Briefs.com, 2015).  

But this widely held interpretation is flawed, according to Lynn Stout, a professor of cor-

porate and securities law at the University of California-Los Angeles. In Why we should stop 

teaching Dodge v. Ford, a 2008 essay that appeared in the Virginia Law & Business Review, 

Stout says the court’s comments on the duties of the corporation were mere side-notes in the 

case, and she adds that the legal justification for the ruling in favor of the Dodge brothers was 

that Ford had neglected his fiduciary duty to care for his minority shareholders — not that Ford 

Motor Company was acting outside of its legal boundaries by serving the interests of its workers 

and customers. She urges law professors and the public to change their perception of the case, 

saying it “is best viewed as a case that deals not with directors’ duties to maximize shareholder 

wealth, but with controlling shareholders’ duties not to oppress minority shareholders” (Stout, 

2008, 168).  

Whether or not it’s a legal duty for a corporation, maximizing shareholder value was a 

top priority for many corporate managers toward the end of the 20th century. Terming CEOs of 

the time “destroyers,” Jerry Useem (2002) writes in a Fortune article on the history of the CEO 

that shareholder value had become an obsession, adding that everything else — including em-

ployees, research or philanthropy — was expendable. As an extreme example, Useem describes 

Albert Dunlap, who led Scott Paper in the mid-1990s. Although Dunlap worked there for just 18 

months, he was able to increase stock price for the company by more than 200 percent. His 
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methods, though successful, were also ruthless, and included cutting 11,000 employees and 

slashing research and development, plant improvements and company philanthropy. In the end, 

he earned $100 million from selling Scott Paper to Kimberly-Clark — a huge victory for share-

holder value. 

It is in this context that some of the public began to long for the bygone years of the 

revered “good corporation.” Robert Samuelson (1993) laments the loss of the “shared gains” cor-

porate ideal in a Newsweek article, “R.I.P.: The good corporation.” He writes, “the once-imag-

ined vision of universal benefits and secure jobs is fading. … What’s gone is a sense of confi-

dence, a faith that jobs — or careers — are permanent.” When this story ran, jobs, careers and 

corporations were supposed to serve the investor rather than the employee. 

Though Samuelson wrote those words more than two decades ago, the yearning for the 

more socially responsible corporation that he describes seems to be alive in the public’s mind to-

day. For example, Becchetti, Ciciretti, Hasan and Kobeissi (2011) found that abnormal returns 

— or changes in stock price that deviate from the expected (Investopedia, Abnormal return, 

2015) — tended to plummet for companies that were announced to be leaving the Domini Index. 

The index is made up of 400 companies determined by a research firm to have a commitment to 

corporate social responsibility, abbreviated CSR. CSR is a growing trend that may now give cor-

porations the advantage of added public attention (Investopedia, Domini 400 social index, 2015). 

The findings suggest that a noticeable number of investors are interested in socially responsible 

corporations, and that the investors will pull their funds if the corporations do not share that in-

terest. In effect, the movement may contribute to a new shift in corporations’ priorities: “The 

findings establish that CSR leads corporations to refocus their strategic goals from the maximiza-
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tion of shareholder value to the maximization of the goals of a broader set of stakeholders” (Bec-

chetti, Ciciretti, Hasan & Kobeissi, 2011). This sounds remarkably like a shift back to the focus 

of the 1950s and 1960s.   

The debate over a shareholder value-focused business landscape continues today. Some 

take it as given that increasing stock price is a corporation’s main goal. George Will (2014) 

writes in an opinion blog for The Washington Post that “a publicly held corporation’s responsi-

bility is to its shareholders,” and thus its calling is to max out investors’ earnings. In response, 

Gomory (2014) argues in a Huffington Post blog that a focus on shareholder value is not the fi-

duciary duty of a corporation as Will suggests, but it rather is a choice, and a choice that doesn’t 

benefit most Americans. To Gomory, actions like minimizing wage increases are good moves 

from the shareholder’s perspective, but they’re not helpful for the typical worker. He goes on to 

say that the shareholder value-oriented ideal incentivizes business leaders to consider investors’ 

needs first and foremost, partly because many business leaders own stock options whose perfor-

mance is tied to that of the company’s stock. In addition, a Wall Street Journal analysis of 2014 

CEO compensation revealed that these business leaders earn more, in general, when their inves-

tors do (Lublin, 2015). The expectation today is that corporate leadership will put shareholder 

value as the first priority, or the corporation’s board of directors will find someone else who will 

(Gomory, 2014). 
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Research Question and Hypotheses 

 
Although many scholars agree that a shift from a stakeholder-oriented ideal to a share-

holder-oriented ideal took place, the mechanisms that facilitated this change are not as clearly 

understood. One category of contributors that Ho (2009) mentions specifically is the financial 

media. In this study, I expanded that classification to mainstream American news media and used 

content analysis to explore a general research question and test two specific hypotheses.  

Research Question 

R1: To what extent is the shift in the social imaginary of the ideal corporation from the 

1950s to the 1990s reflected in U.S. news coverage? 

Hypotheses 

I expect that U.S. news coverage reflected the shift in social imaginary during this time 

period, both because of the media’s acknowledged power in framing public discussion 

(McCombs, 1972) and because of Ho’s (2009) argument that the financial media are key avenues 

for the spread of Wall Street-oriented ideals. Taking this view, it would follow that — as the pri-

mary aim of the corporation shifted from serving a broad range of constituents to serving inves-

tors — the news media would accordingly use more terms and phrases related to the new share-

holder value ideal over time. This reasoning gives rise to the first hypothesis.   

H1: The prevalence in U.S. news coverage of “shareholder value,” “stock price” and 

“stockholders” grows from 1950 to 1998, reflecting the shift of the social imaginary of the ideal 

corporation from a stakeholder-oriented to a shareholder-oriented model.  

Similarly, assuming that U.S. news coverage reflected the shift in the social ideal of the 

corporation, it would follow that the news media would use fewer terms and phrases over time 
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that pertained to the old ideal of stable and socially responsible corporations. This suggests that 

the second hypothesis, outlined below, would also be true.  

H2: The prevalence in U.S. news coverage of “dividends,” “productive capacity” and 

“output” diminishes from 1950 to 1998, reflecting the shift in the social imaginary of the ideal 

corporation from a stakeholder-oriented to a shareholder-oriented model. 
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Methodology 

 
To test the hypotheses and investigate the research question, I used ProQuest Historical 

Newspapers database to track how often terms meant to represent the two corporate social imagi-

naries appeared in major newspapers over time. 

ProQuest Historical Newspapers is an online, searchable database of articles published by 

major newspapers over a vast time frame, which made it ideal for my interest in searching spe-

cific terms over five decades. Also, the University of Minnesota Libraries website offered access 

to the database. Other online newspaper databases offered through the Libraries site, such as 

LexisNexis, didn’t cover the full span of years in which I was interested.   

I chose the specific newspapers I would search based on circulation and availability of a 

ProQuest searchable archive. According to data from the Alliance for Audited Media (2010) — 

the most recent circulation data I could find — the 10 U.S. newspapers with the highest paid 

weekday circulation were as shown in Figure 4.1. 

Of these papers, ProQuest Historical Newspapers offered five: The Wall Street Journal, 

The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, The Washington Post and the Chicago Tribune.  

The Los Angeles Times and Chicago Tribune databases did not cover years later than the early 

1990s, although I intended to search articles across the 1950-1998 timeframe. Initially, I thought 

there was a separate ProQuest database offering more recent Los Angeles Times articles that was 

also available through the University Libraries website and that would account for the few lost 

years at the end of the timeframe. Unfortunately, there was no such Chicago Tribune offering. 
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So, I dropped the Tribune as a source of data in the study. Later, however, I discovered I was un-

able to access the more recent archive of the Los Angeles Times as I had expected, leading me to 

simply collect data from that newspaper from 1950-

1992 instead of from 1950-1998.   

To represent the newer ideal corporation, 

which is largely focused on boosting stock price and 

serving shareholders, I chose to search for the terms 

“shareholder value,” “stock price” and “stockhold-

ers.” The rationale for choosing these terms came 

from related literature and a conversation with a busi-

ness reporter. 

“Shareholder value” is a phrase rather specific 

to the Wall Street ideal of boosting stock price to 

serve the shareholders in a company, as described in 

Ho (2009) and widely used in business debates today. 

It is also a phrase recognized by business reporters. Mike Hughlett, a food industry reporter for 

the Minneapolis Star Tribune, said in an interview for this paper that “shareholder value” as a 

way to gauge a company’s performance “had already taken hold” when he began reporting on 

economic affairs in 1986. “It’s kind of always been this key thing to look at,” he said (M. 

Hughlett, personal communication, 2015, October 16). Given these sources and the specificity of 

the term, it seemed a natural term to look for to evaluate the shift in social imaginary.  

1. Wall	Street	Journal	

2. USA	Today		

3. New	York	Times	

4. Los	Angeles	Times	

5. Washington	Post	

6. New	York	Daily	News	

7. New	York	Post	

8. San	Jose	Mercury	News	

9. Chicago	Tribune	

10.	Houston	Chronicle						

Figure 4.1: The top 10 U.S. newspapers 
by paid weekday circulation, September 
2010 
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“Stock price” seemed an obvious choice, given the frequent reference to boosting stock 

price or shareholder value in the literature. Essentially, this term served as a secondary way to 

capture the ideological infatuation with shareholder value. 

Finally, I chose to search “stockholders” as an attempt to measure whether national re-

porting homed in on this group of corporate stakeholders over time. According to the literature, 

the older ideal of the “good” corporation catered to employees, customers and stockholders, ra-

ther than solely stockholders. Thus, I expected “stockholders” frequency to increase in national 

news coverage as the new social imaginary emerged in the 1980s and 1990s.  

To represent the older ideal corporation, which is largely focused on producing effi-

ciently and serving multiple stakeholders, I chose to search for the terms “productive capacity,” 

“output” and “dividends.” The rationale for choosing these terms came from the related literature 

and specific 1950s news articles from The Wall Street Journal. 

“Dividends” are a long-term benefit that committed shareholders receive, and it’s repre-

sentative of the type of loyalty companies of the older ideal earned from their employees and 

shareholders. Thus, I chose this term to show whether public interest in “dividends” waned over 

time. I also found “dividends” mentioned as a topic high in the mind of stockholders in a late 

1950s article from The Wall Street Journal titled, “Stockholders Fret Over Food and Loot In 

Meeting Mix-Ups”: 

The anonymous banana … loot … food … tight fitting pants. 

This is a sprinkling of the multifarious things that are on stockholders’ minds as they at-

tend corporate annual meetings these days. They’re mingled with the more prosaic topics 

of profits, dividends and stock option plans. (A Wall Street Journal New Roundup, 1957) 
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“Productive capacity” and “output” both represent the commitment to producing effi-

ciently to serve the community that companies of the older social ideal embodied. “Productive 

capacity” is a very specific term that I expected to narrow in nicely on any noticeable trend, 

while “output” is more broad and could speak to a shift in cultural attention away from produc-

tion in general. I found both terms mentioned as topics of interest in a 1950s news summary in 

The Wall Street Journal: 

United States steel will more than double the productive capacity previously planned for 

its eastern seaboard mill. … This project is the largest step in an expansion program for 

defense output authorized by the corporation following the outbreak of the Korean war. 

(What’s news, 1950)  

To collect the data, I developed a workflow within the Advanced Search option in 

ProQuest. My search spanned each even year in the time period, 1950 to 1998. To measure the 

prevalence of the ideas over time, I recorded the number of articles for each newspaper reported 

in ProQuest as containing a specific term during a given year. I determined that “number of arti-

cles in which a term was used” rather than “number of times a term was used” was a legitimate 

measure for my study because I was interested in trends over long periods of time. A reader 

would pick up on a social trend based on how often he or she would read about it in different ar-

ticles, rather than based on how often a specific term would show up in one article. 

I searched within the Document Types of “Article” and “Front page article” to keep my 

inquiry restricted to news stories, rather than searching editorials, advertisements, obituaries, etc. 

I also conducted a blank search of the “Article” and “Front page article” categories for each year 
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and newspaper to record the sample size of articles from which I drew each yearly figure. Figure 

4.2 shows a summary of those sample sizes. 

As an example, I searched “stock price” in The Wall Street Journal’s “Articles” and 

“Front page articles” in 1950, and ProQuest generated a result of four stories, a number I then 

recorded. I also entered a blank search for that year in the Journal and recorded that 26,906 “Ar-

ticles” and “Front page articles” were published in 1950. As a companion measurement to the 

frequency of articles during a year that used a term, I divided the frequency of articles by the to-

tal sample size of stories in that year to determine the percentage of published stories using that 

Figure 4.2: Number of “Articles” and “Front page articles” by newspaper, 1950-1998  
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term in that year. To use the previous example, I divided four by 26,906 and multiplied by 100 to 

determine the percentage of stories containing “stock price” in the Journal in 1950 and recorded 

that number. Overall, the data I collected were frequency of articles that contained the term, per-

centage of articles that contained the term, and number of published stories — all organized by 

year and newspaper. 

I didn’t find a clear-cut way to isolate my searches to the business sections of the newspa-

pers — and, essentially, all of The Wall Street Journal is a business section — so I searched the 

entire body of news stories for each paper and endeavored to choose business-specific terms. For 

example, “productive capacity” and “output” are words and phrases that are unlikely to appear in 

straight news stories, and the same could be said for “shareholder value,” “stock price,” “divi-

dends” and “stockholders.” 
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Results 

Shareholder Value 

 From 1950 to 1970, “shareholder value” did not appear in any of the four newspapers 

studied. By 1982, the phrase had begun to make an appearance in all of them, peaking at 166 ar-

ticles in The Wall Street Journal in 1996 (0.66 percent of articles in that paper and year was the 

maximum percentage observed). The ascent was rapid, with a drop in the early 1990s, as shown 

in Figure 5.1.                                                                                            

 Outside of The Wall Street Journal, the maximum frequency was 85 in the Los Angeles 

Times in 1988, and the maximum percentage of articles was 0.12 percent in The New York Times 

Figure 5.1: “Shareholder value” frequency and percentage increase from 1950-1998.  
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in 1996. All of the maximums occurred in the expected time period — the 1980s or 1990s — 

when the shareholder value-centric ideal was dominant. 

Stock Price 

This term appeared at least once in all newspapers tested during the years 1950 to 1998. 

Beginning in about the mid-1970s, the appearance of the phrase trended upward, most dramati-

cally in The Wall Street Journal. The increases observed in the other three newspapers were rela-

tively modest, both when considering term frequency and percentage of articles (see Figure 5.2). 

The maximum observed for both frequency and percentage occurred in 1996 in The Wall Street 

Journal, when 961 articles included the phrase “stock price.” This figure corresponds to about 

3.8 percent of the articles published in the Journal that year. 

  

 

Figure 5.2: “Stock price” frequency and percentage generally increase from 1950-1998.  
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Outside of The Wall Street Journal, the maximum observed term frequency was 

592 articles in 1990 in the Los Angeles Times, and the highest percentage recorded was about 

0.62 percent in The New York Times in 1996. Again, these maximums correspond to the expected 

time period, the 1980s and 1990s, when the newer social imaginary of the ideal corporation had 

taken hold. 

Stockholders 

 This term was relatively highly used in all newspapers and years, although the data show 

a significant drop in usage frequency and percentage in The Wall Street Journal and The New 

York Times over the five decades. In contrast, “stockholders” frequency and percentage in the 

other two papers is relatively constant over time, and term frequency increased toward the end of 

the 1980s before dropping again in the Los Angeles Times (see Figure 5.3). The maximum fre-

Figure 5.3: “Stockholders” frequency and percentage generally decrease from 1950-1998. 
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quency and percentage occurred in 1968 in The Wall Street Journal, when 2,729 articles in-

cluded “stockholders,” making up about 9.3 percent of the total published articles in that paper 

and year. 

Outside of the Journal, the highest frequency and percentage was in The New York Times 

in 1954, where ProQuest reported 2,047 articles with “stockholders,” or about 1.8 percent of that 

paper’s stories that year. These maximums are inconsistent with H1, which states that the counts 

rise over time. 

Dividends 

 This term, which I selected to represent the “good corporation” ideal of the 1950s and 

1960s, turned out to be highly popular — in fact, its data set includes the single highest maxi-

mum of the six terms in both frequency and percentage. That spike occurred in 1964 in The Wall 

Figure 5.4: “Dividends” frequency and percentage are mixed from 1950-1998. 
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Street Journal, when 3,669 articles used the term “dividends.” This figure made up about 10.5 

percent of the articles published in the newspaper that year (see Figure 5.4). 

After this point, frequency falls noticeably in both The Wall Street Journal and The New 

York Times. However, the data show no conclusive trend in frequency for either the Los Angeles 

Times or The Washington Post. The only trend evident in the percentage data is a decline over 

time in The Wall Street Journal and a relatively slight decline in The New York Times. The data 

for the two papers that demonstrated a trend are consistent with H2: The maximum usage of this 

term occurred before 1970, and usage then tapers off over the final two or three decades studied. 

Productive Capacity 

This phrase was quite uncommon among the four newspapers; however, its data set 

demonstrates a marked downward trend in the majority of the papers over the five decades. Con-

sidering frequency, the most significant decline occurs in The New York Times, where article 

counts plummet from 173 in 1950 to just five in 1998. For percentage, a similar drop occurs, 

only it is most pronounced in The Wall Street Journal. The percentage of articles containing the 

phrase “productive capacity” in that newspaper falls from 0.19 percent to 0.007 percent over the 

half-century (see Figure 5.5).  

 Frequency and percentage also declined over time in the Los Angeles Times, with a resur-

gence in the 1970s. It’s much more difficult to notice a trend in The Washington Post data. These 

data are consistent with H2. 
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Output 

 The data for this term are mixed. They show that “output” was widely used among the 

four newspapers, and that there was a clear decline in frequency over time in The Wall Street 

Journal and The New York Times. There is no trend in term frequency in The Washington Post, 

and frequency increases in the 1980s in the Los Angeles Times (See Figure 5.6).  

Percentage of articles using the term declines over time in most of the papers, and the 

trend is most pronounced in The Wall Street Journal. It is somewhat clear in The New York 

Times and is subtle in the Los Angeles Times. There is no discernible trend in percentage for The 

Washington Post.  

 The maximum observed frequency was 2,561 articles in The New York Times in 1950, 

and frequency had declined to 508 articles for the Times by 1998. The maximum observed per-

centage was in The Wall Street Journal in 1950, when about 8.1 percent of the articles that year 

Figure 5.5: “Productive capacity” frequency and percentage decline from 1950-1998. 
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used the term “output.” By 1998, 2.7 percent of the Journal’s stories included the term. The data 

from both The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times clearly support H2, because fre-

quency and percentage of “output” use are higher at the beginning of the half-century than they 

are toward the end of the period. The data for the other two papers are not consistent with H2. 

Summary 

Overall, The Wall Street Journal displays the most dramatic shifts in term frequency and 

percentage over time, followed by The New York Times. Both The Washington Post and the Los 

Angeles Times show relatively consistent use of the terms over time. For the majority of the 

terms, there is a noticeable trend in both frequency and percentage. 

 The data collected for the three terms chosen to represent the more recent social ideal 

show mixed results. There is a noticeable increase in the frequency and percentage of articles 

Figure 5.6: “Output” frequency and percentage generally decline from 1950-1998.   



Results | 31 

over time that include the phrases “shareholder value” and “stock price.” In contrast, “stockhold-

ers” seems to appear in either a consistent or decreasing fashion over time. “Stock price” and 

“stockholders” were relatively more common terms than “shareholder value.” 

 All three of the terms chosen to signify the older imaginary of the corporation — “divi-

dends,” “productive capacity” and “output” — trend downward over time. “Productive capacity” 

shows a pronounced decline across all four newspapers, while the other two terms generally dis-

play a blend of constant and dropping frequency. “Output” and “dividends” appeared far more 

often than “productive capacity.”
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Discussion 

The data provide mixed support for my hypotheses, which state: 1) “Shareholder value,” 

“stock price” and “stockholders” grow more prevalent in U.S. news coverage from 1950 to 1998, 

and 2) “Dividends,” “productive capacity,” and “output” become less prevalent in U.S. news 

coverage during the same time period. Although the data do not suggest that general news cover-

age reflects the trends outlined in my hypotheses, there is evidence that the financial media fol-

low these trends. This conclusion matches closely with the understanding presented by Ho 

(2009), but further study is needed to corroborate the claims in this paper. 

Most of the terms representing each ideal align with my hypotheses, but the trends are 

only pronounced and unambiguous in The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times. Consid-

ering the first hypothesis, “shareholder value” and “stock price” both show significant increases 

in appearance over time in those two newspapers. In The Washington Post and the Los Angeles 

Times, “shareholder value” and “stock price” trend only slightly upward, and the results are gen-

erally unclear. Considering terms related to the second hypothesis, “productive capacity,” “divi-

dends” and “output” all show relatively clear decreases in appearance over time in The Wall 

Street Journal and The New York Times. In the other two papers, “productive capacity” seems to 

trend downward, but “output” is flat and “dividends” increases. 

Only one term went opposite of my expectations. “Stockholders” decreased over time, 

instead of increasing along with the rise of the shareholder value-oriented ideal. This was sur-

prising, but could potentially be explained by a change in terminology among businesspeople — 

stockholders were no doubt important throughout the second half of the 20th century, but with a 

rise of the term “shareholder value,” it may have become more popular to speak of “sharehold-
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ers,” rather than “stockholders.” Another explanation could be that “stockholders” carried a dif-

ferent meaning in the mid-20th century than it would be assigned today. The term “stockholders” 

originally referred to someone who held “stock,” a term that can mean either business equity or 

inventory, such as goods or livestock (AccountingTools, 2013). In contrast, “shareholders” refers 

more specifically to someone who holds equity in a business (AccountingTools, 2013). This his-

torical difference in the meaning of the two terms could account for the results reported in this 

study. “Stockholders” may have been more prevalent early in the time period studied because, at 

that time, those who held equity in a business would view that asset as a stable good, like the 

term “stockholders” can suggest. However, as the century wore on and investors began to view 

the stock market with a more short-term perspective, “stockholders” perhaps became less rele-

vant. Indeed, the average holding period for a stock on the New York Stock Exchange has de-

clined from about seven years in the 1950s to just six months in the present day (Fox & Lorsch, 

2012). As that figure has declined, the “meddling and second-guessing from shareholders” has 

increased (Fox & Lorsch, 2012). It may be that a view of the stock market that was increasingly 

short-term over the second half of the 20th century contributed to the decline in the usage of 

“stockholders” reported in this study. At the same time, it is important to note that the general 

definitions of “stockholder” and “shareholder” are the same (AccountingTools, 2013). “There is 

no difference between stockholder and shareholder. The terms are used interchangeably” (Aver-

kamp, n.d.).        

The differences I’ve noted between the combined data from The Wall Street Journal and 

The New York Times data and the combined data from the other two papers can be explained by 

the different cultural spheres the newspapers exist in. The first group of newspapers operate out 
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of New York City, which is home to the business hub of the North American continent and argu-

ably the world — Wall Street. So, these newspapers are clearly part of a business and financial 

sphere of activity. In addition, The Wall Street Journal makes coverage of the financial industry 

a focus of its publication. As an example, its media kit says that the newspaper’s heritage is one 

“as the leading source of business and financial news” (Media Kit, 2015).    

In contrast to the above two papers, The Washington Post is centered in Washington, 

D.C. — the political capital of the country — and the Los Angeles Times is headquartered in (of 

course) Los Angeles, California, which is known more for Hollywood than for business and fi-

nance. These cultural spheres in which the newspapers operate may have contributed to the dif-

ferences in the data. More specifically, The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times may 

display the most consistency with my hypotheses because they are both surrounded by a finan-

cially focused environment. 

Based on my results, Ho (2009) seems to be correct when she cites the “financial media” 

(132) as a group that disseminated Wall Street’s worldview and thus helped solidify the transi-

tion from a good corporation ideal to one focused on shareholder value. The data from this study 

suggest that the financial media — such as The Wall Street Journal and The New York Times — 

underwent changes in terminology consistent with the changes in social imaginary from the 

1950s to the 1990s. In contrast, non-financial media like The Washington Post and the Los Ange-

les Times show much less variation in terminology.  

For several reasons, I would pause before making too strong a knowledge claim in this 

paper. Firstly, because the number of articles produced over time by the four publications 

changed, some of the change in article frequency may be attributable to an increase or decrease 

in the number of published articles, rather than a change in the social ideal of the corporation. 
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Secondly, because The Wall Street Journal published many fewer articles than the other three 

papers in the years under study, one article in the Journal corresponds to a larger percentage than 

one article in the other papers. Thus, the sensitivity of the percentage measure is diminished. 

Thirdly, I was unable to isolate my data collection to business sections in this pilot study. 

Since The Wall Street Journal is primarily a business publication, it comes as no surprise that it 

showed the most visible trends in social ideals surrounding business. The other publications may 

have shown a more revealing trend had I searched for terms solely within the business sections 

of the newspapers. In my next study on this topic, which I plan to conduct in the near future, I 

intend to search for terms solely within newspapers’ business sections. This will likely provide 

more telling results and, since the sample sizes will be more directly comparable, make the per-

centage measure more sensitive.  

Fourth, some of the terms I searched for in this study were rather broad, which could con-

tribute to the data measuring a phenomenon other than the shift in social imaginary of the ideal 

corporation. For example, “dividends” could appear in articles about either a “good corporation” 

or a shareholder value-oriented enterprise. The term pertains to both ideals, although I think it 

more so represents the stability and payouts of good corporations to the community than it does a 

shareholder value orientation. In addition, “output” is not as strongly correlated to the good cor-

poration ideal, or as specific, as “productive capacity.” To take a thorough sampling of poten-

tially informative terms, I did intend to choose some that were broad and some that were more 

specific; however, the broader terms may appear in news coverage in contexts that aren’t related 

to either of the ideals. To address this in the next study I plan to carry out, I intend to use specific 
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terms that were informative in this study — such as “shareholder value” and “productive capac-

ity” — for a second time, and I also plan to conduct further research to identify other terms that 

would fit more closely with each ideal. 

Fifth, the sample size of newspapers from which I conducted searches is quite small. Four 

is not a sufficient number of sources to confidently generalize results to the entire population of 

newspapers, either financial or non-financial. To deal with this issue in the next study, I intend to 

select a wider diversity of newspapers to search. Choosing other prominent papers to also search 

that are in different cultural spheres, such as the Chicago Tribune and the Houston Chronicle, 

will help provide data that could be more generalizable to the larger population of newspapers 

and allow for a more thorough investigation of how cultural environment might affect the 

changes in terminology over time. 

A final reason that I’m reluctant to make a strong knowledge claim based on the results 

of this study is that the number of publicly traded companies in the U.S. was increasing at the 

same time that usage of “shareholder value” and “stock price” was increasing in the newspapers 

studied. As stated earlier, the number of publicly traded U.S. corporations reached its peak in 

1996 (Doidge et al., 2015), the same time that “shareholder value” hit its peak frequency of 166 

articles and peak percentage of 0.66 in The Wall Street Journal. This is another potentially con-

founding variable, because the language may have changed simply due to the higher volume of 

businesses involved in the stock market, rather than due to a true cultural shift in the understand-

ing of the corporation’s social role. However, it may also be the case that the rising number of 

publicly traded companies was part of the consequences of the shift in the social ideal — that is 
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to say, as corporations were increasingly expected to maximize shareholder value, more compa-

nies began to go public in order to fulfill their duties of boosting their stock price. Because these 

aspects are still unclear, I point to them to qualify my knowledge claim.       

Furthermore, it’s unclear whether the changes in terminology observed in The Wall Street 

Journal and The New York Times arose as a consequence of the shift in ideals, helped to cause 

that shift, or contributed in some combination of these two ways. The agenda-setting power of 

the mass media is well-known (McCombs, 1972), and Ho (2009) seems to propose that the fi-

nancial media served as amplifiers for Wall Street elites, giving attention to the type of corpora-

tion that would best fit the Street elites’ needs as investment bankers. This explanation would 

suggest that the changes in terminology in the financial media arose as a consequence of the 

shifting social ideal — in other words, the media began using new terms when they would report 

on hostile takeovers, Wall Street discussions of shareholder value and other such news events as 

they occurred. But Ho’s explanation also suggests that the financial media helped to cause the 

shift in social imaginary by sustaining the public’s attention on the new ideal. In their decisions 

to continue to report on shareholder value and treat it as a prominent news topic, the financial 

media legitimized the new ideal and — whether consciously or not — facilitated its rise, accord-

ing to this interpretation. I think this nuanced view of the media’s role is convincing. 

To conclude, the results of this study suggest that the financial media reflect the change 

in the social imaginary of the ideal corporation from a stakeholder ideal to a shareholder ideal. 

As the social imaginary evolved, terminology related to the old ideal phased out of the financial 

media while terminology related to the new ideal phased in. Further study on this topic is war-

ranted, but the data presented in this paper suggest that the general news media were not as sensi-

tive to the shift in ideals as the financial media. It also seems that the financial media played a 
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visible role during transition to a new ideal, underscoring the significance of the media in fram-

ing public opinion.
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