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Abstract

Media consolidation is on the rise especially when it comes to local news. This study aims to

find if media consolidation affects citizens’ civic engagement, specifically voter turnout in

non-presidential and presidential elections. Understanding what factors lead to higher voter

turnout can be helpful in creating a more civically engaged country leading to progress that

reflects the needs and wants of a more accurate majority. Consumption of local news has been

tied to better civic engagement in the past. While media consolidation has been known to

diminish the local news environment it has taken control over. Due to these two notions, it could

be expected that there would be a connection between media consolidation and voter turnout.

Through data analysis of voter turnout data of 24 Texas counties from the years 1990 to 2020 it

was found through ANOVA tests that there were no significant changes in voter turnout between

elections. These results lead to the belief that media consolidation alone does not have a

significant impact on voter turnout. This opens up further understanding into the relationship

between journalism and election turnout, and the reasons for fluctuation in voter turnout between

elections.
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Media Consolidation’s Relationship to Voter Turnout In Elections

In 2017, Former President Donald Trump appointed a new chair of the FCC, Ajit Pai,

whose main goal was to rid the broadcasting industry of “stale regulations'' (Ali, 2020). This

included “allowing newspapers and television stations to combine in the same market, loosening

the evaluation criteria for broadcast mergers, and eliminating the requirement that stations

maintain hard copies of their programming logs for public inspection” (FCC, 2017, as cited in

Gulyas & Baines, 2020). Most notably, these changes eliminated the Main Studio Rule, which

required a broadcaster to be located within the community of license. This was a severe blow to

the FCC's goal of localism, which is defined by the FCC as the belief that local over-the-air

broadcasters – radio and television – should serve their communities of license. It also means

communicating with the community, being present in the community, using and promoting local

talent, and being located in the community (FCC, 2008).

The Main Studio Rule’s elimination is part of a drawback of regulations that are allowing

for increased media consolidation in America (Doctor, 2017). The regulatory changes have

raised important questions for media scholars. For instance, some scholars have looked at the

changes in coverage of local stories before and after media consolidation takes place

(Blankenship & Vargo, 2021). Additionally, media scholars have studied the effects of news

deserts (Abernathy, 2018 & 2020) and the nationalization of politics in news media (Darr, et al.,

2018 & 2021). Others who overlap with political science have specifically suggested this might

influence political engagement (Rubado & Jennings, 2020; Shaker, 2014).

The topic of this study is examining the potential relationship between election turnout

and media consolidation in America. I will be studying media consolidation and exploring
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whether there is a relationship with voter turnout during multiple elections. This research will

use a journalistic lens to better understand media consolidation and its possible effects.

The term media consolidation can be defined as the concentration of ownership in the

media (Kosut & Vargas, 2012). Media consolidation on local news has evolved to a point where

some markets are covering the same stories across all channels and ownership is rarely local to

the area that is being covered. A report from the Washington Post states that a “number of large

holding companies are taking over local TV stations, often more than one in the same market”

(Farhi, et.al, 2018). This consolidation of news station ownership that once competed against

each other has been done to cut costs (Abernathy, 2020). However, this allows the owner of these

stations to have a monopolistic hold over shaping the news agenda (Farhi, et. al, 2018).

With increased media consolidation local news outlets are decreasing, leading to a less

informed public (Ardia et al., 2020). My question for this study will focus on if there is a

relationship between media consolidation and election turnout, due to the fact that in markets

with less local news citizens may be less informed about issues that could lead them to the polls.

Studies have shown that a decline in local journalism is tied to a less civilly engaged public

(Castillo, 2022). This leads my research to the question of is the decline in local journalism,

specifically local broadcast stations brought on by media consolidation, associated with changes

in voter turnout?

Preview of Literature Review

Based on the problem described above, this thesis will be drawing on literature from the

fields of political communication, media economics, and politics. More specifically, the literature

on political communication considering news consumption and political engagement will inform

how this study approaches changes in local news coverage and the political engagement seen in
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those places. To properly consider changes in local news, it is necessary to address the issue of

media consolidations, thus I will be drawing from work in media economics to understand this

more fully. Finally, some work from political science, particularly studies looking at civic

engagement and news consumption will further inform my research question. The question that I

will be focusing on is if there is a relationship between a county's media environment (i.e.

consolidation of media ownership, newspapers, etc.) and its connections, if any, to voter turnout.

Media consolidation is becoming more common in the United States (Matsa, 2020). Such

consolidation has led to the power of entire markets falling into the hands of very few or even

one owner (Martin, 2018). When an entire market is in the hands of one owner, one singular

agenda can be set for a market of viewers (Blankenship & Vargo, 2021). With the rise of media

consolidation, one conglomerate that has made headlines is Sinclair Broadcast Group. The media

giant’s website states that they own 185 television stations, are found on 620 channels, and reach

86 markets in the United States. With Sinclair’s large reach, scholars have documented how

some markets are not getting much if any local coverage from these stations (Hedding, et al.,

2019). It was found that when comparing the stories reported by Sinclair-owned stations versus

non-Sinclair-owned stations, the Sinclair stations in this study were more likely than non-Sinclair

stations to use national sources and commentary, a tendency to sensationalize coverage, or have a

national political focus rather than a local focus (Hedding, et al., 2019, p.490). Moreover, this

study noted Sinclair’s use of must-run stories that allow the company to push forward their

agenda to their wide reach of markets. Sinclair is just one example of media consolidation

encouraging the nationalization of politics that is being seen in the United States.

This example of Sinclair Broadcast Group ties into the larger issue of media

consolidation leading to the nationalization of politics. In the gubernatorial race in Florida, it was



MEDIA CONSOLIDATION’S RELATIONSHIP TO VOTER TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

6

noted by The New York Times that candidate Ron Desantis was able to pull ahead of his

opponent based on Donald Trump’s endorsement and multiple appearances on Fox News

weighing in on national issues rather than local issues (Martin, 2018). With a decline in local

issues being covered, less knowledge about local issues is available to the public. Importantly,

knowledge about local issues has been found to increase the likelihood that a person will vote in

elections (Barthel, et al., 2016). Therefore, it is purpose this thesis to explore whether in Sinclair

markets there is any notable change in the voter turnout.

Hypothesis

My research goal will be to study if media consolidation has led to a change in voter

turnout for presidential and non-presidential elections. If there is an association between media

consolidation and election turnout, these findings could be used to better understand the impacts

of changes in policies like the elimination of the Main Studio Rule on  civic engagement.

According to the Pew Research Center “those who say they always vote in local elections (27%

of U.S. adults) display strikingly stronger local news habits than those who do not regularly vote

in local elections” (Barthel et.al, 2016, p. 5). This same study explains that 52% of those who

regularly consume local news always vote in local elections. To work towards a more active

democracy and therefore communities that see more opportunities for progress, local news

consumption is thought to be a key aspect.

Current Landscape/Methodology

As of now, the current body of knowledge demonstrates that those with consistent local

news consumption are more likely to vote in non-presidential elections, however, I intend to

further engage with this topic to fill the gap of what happens to democratic functions when local

news, particularly local broadcast stations, are  consolidated or taken away completely. In order
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to collect data for this study, I will compare voter turnouts for non-presidential and presidential

elections over several years in different counties with varying broadcast and local news

attributes. The counties will be chosen based on their current local news landscape. For example,

it will be necessary to  find counties that are in Sinclair’s market, in news deserts, or have a

strong local news presence to conduct a comparison of voter turnout. The voter turnout in

non-presidential and presidential elections across the years before and after media consolidation

or news deserts took over will be used.

Impact

The impact of this study will be to add to the already existing body of knowledge with

new insight that can be used to work towards more politically informed and active communities.

I have chosen to study this topic due to the fact that civic engagement is incredibly important in

regard to representing the will of citizens in the United States. Engaged citizens create change so

it is of the utmost importance that journalists continue to create an informed public. Overall, I

hope to identify patterns that can serve as a guide for the future to allow for appropriate changes

in civic engagement.

Literature Review

Information on media consolidation, specifically in local news markets is well-researched

(Matsa, 2020; LeBrun, et al., 2022). However, the effects of media consolidation continue to be

studied. This study is situated within the context of media consolidation in America and explores

whether there is an impact on media consolidation and citizens’ civic engagement. I will aim to

answer the question: is there a relationship between media consolidation and a change in voter

turnout for midterm and presidential elections? More specifically, this study will examine the

topics of media consolidation and civic engagement, the decline of local news outlets and the
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increase in news deserts, and the nationalization of politics in the United States. To further

expand upon my knowledge of media consolidation I will also examine the case of Sinclair

Broadcast Group, a prominent media conglomerate. When referring to local news in this study,

the Sinclair ownership of a local broadcast station will be considered local news. These topics

will be studied as a part of the fields of journalism and political science.

Goals of Study: Local News and Voter Turnout

Media consolidation in this context will refer to the phenomenon of local news outlets

being bought up by a small group of large media conglomerates (Kosut & Vargas, 2012). Media

consolidation will be examined in terms of the consequences of the declining diversity of voices

in the news. In terms of civic engagement, this study will focus on the involvement of citizens in

local politics. I will examine if there is a relationship between the decline in local news outlets

and election turnout in order to add to the already existing body of knowledge which will be

further discussed in my literature review. This study will aim to examine if there are

consequences in voter turnout in communities when their local news landscape declines in size

and when the nationalization of politics affects the content produced by local news outlets. As

media consolidation takes place in communities the literature will serve to examine the question

of what changes occur to content in terms of the nationalization of politics after media

consolidation takes place. This study will look further into the possibilities of a correlation

between changes in local news content and voter turnout for local and state elections.

Civic Engagement and Media Consolidation

The issue at hand is explained in an American City and County article which states

“Between 2008 and 2020, the number of local journalists reporting from America’s town halls

and regional courtrooms fell by more than half” (Castillo, 2022, p.2). With a loss of local
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coverage, it was found that scholars directly linked newspaper closures in Seattle and Denver

with a decline in civic engagement (Shaker, 2014). Research has shown that local newspapers

play an integral role for citizens to learn about local issues and events and engage in community

activities (McLeod, et al., 1999; Thompson, 2021).

Correlations between voter turnout in mayoral elections and the number of newsroom

employees in an area have been documented. It appears that regardless of whether mayoral races

coincide with higher-level races, newspaper staffing levels have roughly the same positive

impact on voter turnout (Rubado & Jennings, 2019, p. 1345). This leads to the belief that a

stronger local news environment has a relationship to more civic engagement in an area. As local

news declines and the proven effect of that decline is less civic engagement, there is reason to

believe that election turnout would be negatively impacted by less coverage of local news.

Due to local news outlets declining, media consolidation and news deserts have filled the

openings (Abernathy, 2020). When new mediums were introduced, such as TV, radio, and online

publications, print publications were no longer a monopoly in providing information to

consumers. Due to this financial pressure on traditional media, consolidations and corporate

mergers took place. These acquisitions also brought profits to shareholders but decreased the

diversity of voices in the media (Hollis, 2018). According to the Pew Research Center, “As of

2016, these five companies owned an estimated 37% of all full-power local TV stations in the

country” (Matsa, para. 4, 2017). In addition to the TV news industry being in the hands of very

few, the newspaper business is also facing severe media consolidation. In Abernathy’s (2018)

report, it was found that:

The top 25 companies that own the most newspapers–control the fate of nearly one-third

of all papers, up from 20 percent in 2004. This included two-thirds of all dailies – 812 –
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and almost a fourth of all weeklies –1,376. The largest company, New Media/GateHouse,

owns 451 newspapers in 34 states. (p. 30)

This type of media conglomeration has put the power of distributing stories to households across

America in the hands of very few (Van Gent, 2019).

The alternative option for when locally owned news outlets close is the area becoming a

news desert. A news desert is defined as “a community, either rural or urban, where residents

have very limited access to the sort of credible and comprehensive news and information that

feed democracy at the grassroots level” (Abernathy, 2020, p. 18). Both of these options lead to

less truly local coverage for the people in that specific community. This means fewer stories

about local issues, candidates, and elections which leads to voters turning to national rhetoric in

order to make decisions on local issues (Darr et al., 2018).

Some studies have examined other factors for a decrease in voter turnout such as a higher

educational background increasing the likelihood a United States citizen would vote

(Dassonneville et al., 2017). Other factors that have been noted to have an effect on voter turnout

include demographics such as race, gender and education levels (Igielnik, 2020) and what issues

are most affected by the results of the election such as the economy or abortion (Schaffer & Van

Green, 2022). These alternative factors mentioned in the already existing body of knowledge do

not negate the hypothesis of this study. There is not simply one factor that has led to lower voter

turnout in local and state elections, which is why this study will work to fill in the gap in this

field of research by determining if news, specifically the consolidation of broadcast stations,

does have a relationship with voter turnout in presidential and midterm elections.
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Sinclair Broadcast Group

Local stories are often ignored by the station’s national owners in favor of more national

content (Ali, 2017). As mentioned in a New York Times article a paper that had been local and

independent was bought by Sinclair Broadcasting. Pressing local stories like a water line

breaking caused residents to boil their water and it was no longer covered. When local

happenings were covered it was not by a local journalist that knew the community, it was by a

journalist from out of state. These articles also had another major difference compared to life

before the Sinclair Broadcasting Group acquisition: there was a right-wing slant to many of the

stories (Alba & Nicas, 2020, p. 7). This trend has been noted in a study of six Sinclair TV station

websites which shows how resources have been stripped from Sinclair newsrooms. Decreased

resources prove to be detrimental to the newsgathering process, as data shows that when Sinclair

bought these specific news stations, the overall story output on their websites declined

significantly” (Blankenship et al, 2021, p. 11).

In another article, research shows that Sinclair-owned TV news stations had 25% more

national news coverage including national politics and terrorism than other stations (Levendusky,

2022). This national news coverage not only polarizes the nation even more in a political sense

but also takes air time away from local stories. Additionally, Sinclair’s sources and language

used are proof of a right-wing slant to these “local stations” which were originally supposed to

serve as non-political agents giving information to the public. This study's findings show that

while this slant is unlikely to completely change a person’s political party identification, there

was evidence that indicated this slanted coverage could change if they support or approve of a

specific candidate based on the coverage they are seeing of them. Trends show that less educated

and poorer voters are more likely to watch local news, meaning these are the groups that need
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more locally owned news and are likely from other research to be the ones living in news deserts

and therefore likely to “get saved” by Sinclair. It was found that there is no effect on down-ballot

votes from Sinclair-owned areas––this is due to the fact that Sinclair is not covering these

politicians, they cannot possibly run “must-run” segments on every politician, meaning that once

again they have more of a national hold on people’s opinions (Hedding, 2019). Studies have

examined the fact that Sinclair includes more national-level stories than other local stations

(Tryon, 2020).

Nationalization of Politics

With local news declining, politics have become nationalized, which means citizens take

their partisan preference for the president and form their opinions for all other offices

(Moskowitz, 2020). In an academic paper, the loss of local coverage is examined. This study

looks into how due to a lack of local coverage, national politics and issues are at the forefront of

most news coverage. This has led to a polarizing effect on how people view politics, a sentiment

that they take with them to the local polls as well. Research has shown that without local

coverage voters will just vote along with their preferred party, going off of national rhetoric

rather than the local issues and politicians they are actually voting on. There are two trends

occurring that encourage partisan voting: First, less available information about their local

politicians and community, leading to reliance on cheaper forms of information such as party

cues, and second, a media choice set with a higher proportion of partisan and contentious

national options. The researchers found that there was a correlation between the loss of local

news outlets in a community and more polarized split-ticket voting (Darr, et. al, 2018). This once

again adds to the question of what is the effect on elections when they can only look at national

news. Darr (2021) conducted a different study on the same issue but in this case, changed the
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opinion section in one newspaper to focus on local issues and kept a different paper as a control

group that touched on national issues. The results, while not extreme, did show that polarization

between political parties was slowed in the area with the local issues in their paper (Darr, et al.,

2021).

Additionally, in a study comparing Sinclair-owned stations compared to

non-Sinclair-owned stations, it was found that Sinclair-owned stations have an increase in

national politics of 25% relative to the average level in the sample (Martin & McCrain, 2019).

There was also a noted decrease in local political coverage in this study which proves that local

political coverage is not only getting cut by media conglomerates but it is being cut to make

room for more national political coverage. This shift in focus to national political issues on the

news is manifesting in how state and local politicians campaign. Florida Governor Ron Desantis

gained considerable traction against his opponent in the race for governor after getting endorsed

by Donald Trump. Desantis used this endorsement in the majority of his campaigns and focused

on big-ticket national issues rather than state-level issues (Martin, 2018). Martin (2018) stated:

Mr. DeSantis's rise also reflects the broader nationalization of conservative politics, in

which a willingness to hurl rhetorical lightning bolts at the left, the media and special

counsel Robert S. Mueller can override local credentials, local endorsements, and

preparedness for a state-based job.  (p. 1)

On a similar note elections in recent decades have shown a trend of nationalization for

positions such as governor and senator. In a study conducted by American Politics Research, it

was found that the party of the current president has an impact on which candidates win. The

nationalization of politics is further proven by the discovery that “greater correspondence

between election outcomes has diminished the importance of candidate-specific factors, which in
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this case is captured through a measure of incumbency” (Sievert & McKee, 2018, p. 1073). This

research strengthens the claim that national politics are becoming more powerful in the outcomes

of presidential and midterm elections and politics become more nationalized.

There is conflicting research that discusses the rhetoric used by politicians citing that

mayors are still more likely to discuss local issues and not use as much nationalized rhetoric

(Das, et al., 2022). However, this study will focus on the limitations of the study focused on

politician’s rhetoric and focus more on what issues the media is presenting to the public and the

effect this has on citizens’ likelihood to show up to the polls to vote in local and state elections.

News Deserts

Furthermore, outside of just media consolidations, local newspaper outlets still close,

creating news deserts that may have similar effects of continuing the nationalization of politics.

As more cities see closures in their local news outlets, citizens will have no choice but to

consume national news, and not even know what is going on in their own backyard. One instance

of local stories not getting their proper attention was not due to Sinclair’s lack of local roots but

due to the lack of local news outlets in a small town. Ahmaud Arbury, a Black man who was

murdered while out on a run, was not talked about in national news until two months after his

murder due to the fact that his town was on the verge of becoming a news desert where local

stories like his go mostly ignored (Abernathy, 2020, p.25). If a story as large as that one dealing

with police brutality would not be known to the surrounding areas until two months after it

happened, there is a high likelihood that more stories will be missed and important topics will be

left to the national news to uncover. In the case of this specific paper, future stories that get

overlooked could be about non-presidential elections, which will most likely not make it to the
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national news. This means that the people that it affects will not have any way to find out, since

they live in a news desert.

While journalists are working to fill the voids left by closing newspapers many smaller

and poorer markets are left in the dust. It was found that “Roughly 400 local news sites have

been started in communities that lost a newspaper over the past decade and a half. However, only

two of the outlets are in the 171 counties in the U.S. that have no newspaper” (Abernathy, 2018,

p.43). These counties that have no local coverage that focuses completely on their community

are more likely to be the most vulnerable and in need of comprehensive and truly local news

coverage to serve a watchdog function over the government. Without the necessary resources,

local coverage has difficulty providing the level of investigative reporting that local newspapers

traditionally supply to citizens (Dunaway & Graber, 2022; Karaim, 2018).

Less Local Coverage

Local coverage has been on a steady decline, as explained by Abernathy from 2005 to

2020 over a ¼ of the country’s newspapers have disappeared (Abernathy, 2020, p. 8). This drop

in content means that local stories are also getting overlooked. Local news outlets are facing

these declines in production for numerous reasons starting after the 2008 recession. It has been

stated that, “In the years immediately following the 2008 recession, the decline (of newspapers)

has been relentless, and it appears to have been accelerating in the years leading up to 2020”

(Abernathy, 2020, p. 8). Reasons for this decline have been exacerbated by new digital ways to

get news (Nielsen, 2015; Shaker, 2014) and a lack of advertising dollars going into traditional

news outlets like local newspapers. As technology continues to converge new mediums will arise

to get the news which will likely continue the drop in advertising dollars for local news outlets.

Abernathy explains that funding is a major reason for the lack of local coverage which leads to
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the conclusion that with fewer advertising dollars coming to newspapers many communities will

lack local coverage (Abernathy, 2020). Research has found that even in communities with local

news outlets they are still seeing a lack of local or original stories across the country (Napoli, et

al., 2018).

One aspect of local coverage that is suffering from this trend is coverage of local politics.

In a report from the Pew Research center, it was found that from 2003 to 2014 there was 35%

less coverage of state legislatures in newspapers (Matsa, et.al, 2014). In another study on local

coverage of politics in newspapers it was found that “In 2014, the typical House race saw 2.5

fewer stories in the month leading up to Election Day than in 2010” (Lawless & Hayes 2018, p.

334).

Through research, it can be concluded that there is a correlation between strong local

news landscapes and more civically engaged citizens. This research however does not give

information on whether or not decreasing local news has a relationship to declining voter turnout

in midterms specifically. Due to the fact that those who are more likely to vote are more engaged

with local news and areas with more journalists have been noted to have higher voter turnouts

there is reason to believe that less local news coverage could be a causal factor in lower voter

turnout in midterm elections. If less local coverage is a cause of lower voter turnout there would

be a direct link to media consolidation as the existing body of knowledge points to the fact that

media consolidation leads to an increase in national stories and issues rather than local stories

and issues.

Overall, the coverage of local politics and elections is on a decline, this opens up the

question of is this trend caused by media consolidation. If a relationship can be found, is there a

direct effect on election turnout based on media consolidation in the United States? This research
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question will be examined through data analysis of the non-presidential and presidential election

turnouts in several different counties in Texas all with varying degrees of local news

environments. The elections that will be examined will be from several years starting in 2000

and ending with the most recent data.

Methods

In order to answer my research question of if Sinclair ownership and lack of local news

have a relationship with voter turnout in elections I have collected data on voter turnout in

specific areas in Texas. My overarching hypothesis is that media consolidation, specifically

ownership of Sinclair broadcast stations, will affect the voter turnout for non-presidential

elections compared to counties that have more local news and local stations not owned by

Sinclair Broadcast Group. This is based on the previous literature which presents findings that

more consumption of local news leads to citizens being more civically engaged and that

Sinclair-owned stations see a decline in local story coverage (Levendusky, 2021; McLeod, et al.,

1999; Thompson, 2021; Tryon, 2020) however no known study has specifically looked at the

variation of voter turnout in Sinclair markets, those with a strong local news presence, and those

in news deserts. For this reason, the use of secondary data to compare turnout was seen as the

most appropriate form of research. A similar study that looked into voter turnout in six countries

and if education plays a role in the gap in participation, uses a similar method of quantitative data

analysis rather than interviews (Dassonneville & Hooghe, 2017). Due to the similarity in the

nature of the aforementioned study and my own, I felt confident in the appropriateness of using

data analysis to study voter turnout and compare that turnout among different categorized

groups.



MEDIA CONSOLIDATION’S RELATIONSHIP TO VOTER TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

18

Design

The data that I pulled from for my research comes from the Texas Secretary of State

website (2022). I used this data set of voter turnout records from the Secretary of State’s website

to find data which includes: the number of voters registered for that election year, the number of

votes that were actually cast in the election, and finally the percentage of registered voters that

actually voted. This data was taken from every general election in Texas from 1990 to 2020,

these elections occurred every two years. The percentage of voter turnout for each county was

used as the dependent variable.

Choosing Counties

To determine which counties I would examine the voting histories of, I decided on four

county categories: Sinclair and news desert, no Sinclair and news desert, no Sinclair and local

news, and Sinclair and local news. These categories were created to explore not only the effects

of Sinclair owned stations but also if news deserts played a role in voter turnout as well. Having

these four categories allowed for clear organization for data analysis while also allowing for a

wider variety of counties to be analyzed. Overall, these categories were used as a way to clearly

determine the news landscape of the specific county when analyzing data. The reason that I

chose Texas to focus on in this study was due to a high number of news desert counties in the

state along with multiple Sinclair owned stations which made it an ideal state for this study rather

than other states. To find counties in Texas that fall into these specific categories I used several

sources in order to determine the number of newspapers in the county, the broadcast stations in

each county, and what Texas stations are owned by Sinclair Broadcast Group.
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Identifying News Deserts and Number of Newspapers

The source that I used to determine the number of newspapers in a county comes from a

journalistic researcher, Penelope Abernathy, a website that she created entitled “The Expanding

News Desert” (Abernathy, 2022). This website is a tool that is based on Abernathy’s research

that allows the user to explore all 50 states’ counties to find out if that specific county is a news

desert meaning there are no local newspapers that cover the happenings of that county

specifically.

Broadcast Station Data

The next source I used to choose the counties I studied was a website entitled

tvstationsnearme.com (2022). This source was useful for my research as a way for me to

determine which broadcast stations reached certain counties. From there I would use the

information found on RabbitEars.info (2022) which allowed me to find which stations are owned

by Sinclair Broadcast Group and when this ownership started. These sources were beneficial to

finding which counties I would be studying as they helped me determine where the

Sinclair-owned stations were being broadcast to. My process in selecting counties began with

finding counties that were considered news deserts, meaning the county had zero local papers,

and which counties had a presence of a variety of local news environments which I measured as

five or more local papers. From there I entered a zip code from that county into the website

Tvstationsnearme.com to find what broadcast stations are in that county. Next, I used

RabbitEars.info to determine if any of those broadcast stations were owned by Sinclair Broadcast

Group. I used my four categories mentioned before and found six counties per category and then

studied the voter turnout data for all 24 counties.
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Process

The process of gathering the manifest data relied on the author of this thesis. No other

coders were used to gather this data since the data were manifest rather than latent. This process

follows the best practices outlined by Riffe and colleagues (Riffe et al., 2019). To outline this

process with an example from my research I will walk through the steps of gathering my data for

the county of Hartley. I found the county of Hartley on the website “The Expanding News

Desert” where it is stated this county is a news desert with no local weekly or daily newspapers.

From there I entered a zip code within the county of Hartley into Tvstationsnearme.com to find

what local broadcast stations the citizens of Hartley have access to. This search yielded the

results of several stations, all of which I checked on RabbitEars.info to see if any were owned by

Sinclair Broadcast Group. One station, KVII, is owned by Sinclair Broadcast Group and has

been since 2013.

Descriptive Results

After collecting data for 24 counties from 1990-2020 I was able to document the

percentages of voter turnout from the number of citizens registered to vote in that county for that

specific election. The data examined in this section will take the average percentage of voter

turnout for the election years for non-presidential and presidential elections before and after the

Sinclair acquisition of KABB in 1997 in McMullen and LaSalle counties, the Sinclair acquisition

of KETK in 1998 in Hunt and Leon counties, the Sinclair acquisitions of WOAI and KEYE in

2012 in McMullen, LaSalle, Williamson, Travis, and Bell counties, and the Sinclair acquisitions

of KVIH and KGBT in 2013 in Cochran and Hidalgo counties. These averages will come from

the averages of four categories of counties: Sinclair and news desert, no Sinclair and news desert,

no Sinclair and local news, and Sinclair and local news.
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Figures 1 and 2 show the trends for voter turnout across elections from the years 1990 to 2020

for the four classifications of Sinclair and news desert, no Sinclair and news desert, no Sinclair

and local news, and Sinclair and local news.  Figure 1 outlines the presidential election trends

and figure 2 outlines the non-presidential election trends.

Figure 1. County Presidential Election Turnout Percentages ‘92–‘20 by Classification

Figure 2. County Non-Presidential Election Turnout Percentages ‘90–‘18 by Classification
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Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 1997 Acquisition

To begin with I will describe the average percentage of voter turnout of midterm

elections (non-presidential) and presidential elections for the years before and after Sinclair

Broadcast Group started their ownership in McMullen and La Salle counties, which was in 1997

(Table 1).

Election Turnout Pre and Post the 1997 Acquisitions

The average voter turnout for non-presidential elections in Sinclair and news desert

counties in the election before 1997 was 51.89%, for no Sinclair and news desert the average was

52.64%, for no Sinclair and local news the average was 52.81%, and for Sinclair and local news

the average was 51.75%. The average voter turnout for the 1996 presidential election for Sinclair

and news desert was 58.62%, the average for no Sinclair and news desert was 58.95%, the

average for no Sinclair and local news was 54.21%, and the average for Sinclair and local news

was 52.90%. Then after Sinclair took ownership of KABB the average voter turnout of the

non-presidential election in the year 1998 was as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 41.77%

(-10.12% change from 1994), no Sinclair and news desert was 45.28% (-7.36% change from

1994), no Sinclair and local news was 31.08% (-21.73% change from 1994), and Sinclair and

local news was 32.22% (-19.53% change from 1994). After the 1997 acquisition of KABB the

average voter turnout for the four categories in the 2000 presidential elections were as follows:

Sinclair and news desert was 56.83% (-1.79% change from 1996), no Sinclair and news desert

was 59.30% (6.66% change from 1996), no Sinclair and local news was 53.65% (-0.56% change

from 1996), and Sinclair and local news was 51.38% (-1.52% change from 1996).
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Table 1 Election Turnout Pre and Post 1997 Acquisition

Classifications NP 1994
x̄

P 1996
x̄

NP 1998
x̄

P 2000
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair & News Desert 51.89% 58.62% 41.77% 56.83% -10.12% -1.79%

No Sinclair & News Desert 52.64% 58.95% 45.28% 59.30% -7.36% 6.66%

No Sinclair & Local News 52.81% 54.21% 31.08% 53.65% -21.73% -0.56%

Sinclair & Local News 51.75% 52.90% 32.22% 51.38% -19.53% -1.52%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election

Tests of Significance Differences Among Classifications Pre and Post 1997 Acquisitions

The above descriptive statistics show that there was a change in the average voter turnout

percentages for the four classifications over multiple election cycles. Before it could be tested

whether those changes across elections were significant, it was necessary to determine if there

were significant differences among the four classifications. To test whether the counties’ voter

turnout percentages varied by the classification, a series of ANOVAs were conducted. For clarity,

the comparisons were made using the four classifications (each county was in one of the four

classifications) with the voter turnout percentage as the dependent variable.

The first one-way ANOVA returned no significant differences among the classifications’

election turnout percentages. However, a one-way ANOVA for the 1998 non-Presidential

election (post 1997 acquisitions) found statistically significant differences among the four

classifications and percentage of voter turnout (F(3, 25) = 4.416, p = 0.01). Tukey’s HSD Test for

multiple comparisons found that the mean value of voter turnout percentages was 37.20% was

significantly different between “No Sinclair and News Deserts” and “No Sinclair and Local

News” (p = 0.04, 95% C.I. = [.002, 0.281]) as well as between “Sinclair and Local News” and
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“No Sinclair and News Deserts” (p = 0.03, 95% C.I. = [-0.262, -0.007]). Surprisingly, the

counties’ in “No Sinclair and News Deserts” voter turnout percentages were statistically

significantly different from counties classified as  “Sinclair and Local News” or “No Sinclair and

Local News”. There was no statistically significant difference between Sinclair News Deserts

and the other groups and the number of newspapers in each county had no impact.

Tests of Significance Differences Between Elections Pre and Post 1997 Acquisitions

The primary research question guiding this thesis considers whether there was a change

in the turnout after Sinclair began their broadcast. Two counties in the “Sinclair News Desert”

classification experienced Sinclair acquisitions in 1997. The two-way ANOVA where the

independent variables were the classifications and the election year reported significant between

the 1994 and 1998 election turnout percentages (F(1, 52) = 42.29, p < 0.001). Tukey’s HSD Test

for multiple comparisons found was significantly different election turnout percentages between

1994 and 1998 for counties classified as “Sinclair and Local News” (p < 0.001, 95% C.I. =

[-0.318, -0.058]) and “No Sinclair and Local News” (p < 0.001, 95% C.I. = [-0.376, -0.058]).

Figure 3. illustrates the variations in voter turnout for the counties in the two classifications for

both elections. Given that significant voter turnout percentages were found between elections for

both these classifications the acquisition of Sinclair broadcast stations alone does appear to

explain the decrease in voter turnout.

Figure 3.

1994 and 1998 County Election Turnout Percentages by Classifications
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Note: Only significant differences within classifications are displayed.

Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 1998 Acquisition

Next I will detail the average percentage of voter turnout for the same categorized

counties for the non-presidential and presidential elections before and after the year 1998 (Table

2). The average percentages of voter turnout for the 1994 non-presidential election across the

four categories are as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 51.00%, no Sinclair and news desert

was 52.64%, no Sinclair and local news was 52.81%, and Sinclair and local news was 51.75%.

The average percentages of voter turnout for the 1996 presidential election across the four

categories are as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 58.62%, no Sinclair and news desert was

58.95%, no Sinclair and local news was 54.21%, and Sinclair and local news was 52.90%. After

the 1998 Sinclair acquisition of KETK in the counties of Hunt and Leon the average percentage

of voter turnout across the four categories in the non-presidential election of 2002 was as



MEDIA CONSOLIDATION’S RELATIONSHIP TO VOTER TURNOUT IN ELECTIONS

26

follows: Sinclair and news desert was 46.89% (-4.11% change from 1994), no Sinclair and news

desert was 47.32% (-5.32% change from 1994), no Sinclair and local news was 36.83%

(-15.98% change from 1994), and Sinclair and local news was 36.15% (-15.60% change from

1994). Lastly, the average percentage of voter turnout for the presidential election of 2000 was as

follows: Sinclair and news desert was 56.83% (-1.79% change from 1996), no Sinclair and news

desert was 59.30% (0.35% change from 1996), no Sinclair and local news was 53.65% (-0.56%

change from 1996), and Sinclair and local news was 51.38% (-1.52% change from 1996).

Table 2 Election Turnout Pre and Post 1998 Acquisition

Classifications NP 1994
x̄

P 1996
x̄

NP 2002
x̄

P 2000
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair and News Desert 51.00% 58.62% 46.89% 56.83% -4.11% -1.79%

No Sinclair and News Desert 52.64% 58.95% 47.32% 59.30% -5.32% 0.35%

No Sinclair and Local News 52.81% 54.21% 36.83% 53.65% -15.98% -0.56%

Sinclair and Local News 51.75% 52.90% 36.15% 51.38% -15.60% -1.52%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election

Tests of Significance Differences: 2002

Again, before testing whether the changes in voter turnout percentages across elections

were significant, a one-way ANOVA for the 2002 non-Presidential election returned a

statistically significant difference among the four classifications and percentage of voter turnout

(F(3, 25) = 4.462, p = 0.01). Tukey’s HSD Test for multiple comparisons found that the mean

value of voter turnout percentages was 41.99% was significantly different between “Sinclair
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News Desert” and “Sinclair Local News” (p = 0.02, 95% C.I. = [.010, 0.236]). The counties’ in

“Sinclair News Desert” had higher percentages of voter turnout than counties classified as

“Sinclair and Local News” or “No Sinclair and Local News.” There were no other statistically

significant differences found nor were the number of newspapers in each county significant on

the turnout percentages.

Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 2012 Acquisitions

The next data set will be in reference to the 2012 Sinclair acquisition of WOAI in

McMullen and LaSalle counties and KEYE in Williamson, Travis, and Bell counties (Table 3).

The non-presidential election before this acquisition was the midterm election of 2010, the

average percentage for voter turnout for this election year across the four categories was as

follows: Sinclair and news desert was 38.78%, no Sinclair and news desert was 48.17%, no

Sinclair and local news was 39.16%, and Sinclair and local news was 36.61%. The presidential

election before the 2012 acquisition was the 2008 presidential election, the average percentage of

voter turnout was as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 58.93%, no Sinclair and news desert

was 62.30%, no Sinclair and local news was 62.86%, and Sinclair and local news was 58.63%.

After the Sinclair acquisitions of WOAI and KEYE in 2012, the average percentages of voter

turnout for the following non-presidential election were as follows: Sinclair and news desert was

35.3% (-3.48% change from 2010), no Sinclair and news desert was 42.25% (-5.92% change

from 2010), no Sinclair and local news was 34.44% (-4.72% change from 2010), and Sinclair

and local news was 33.74% (-2.87% change from 2010). Lastly, the presidential election average

percentages of voter turnout in 2016 were the following: Sinclair and news desert was 59.36%

(0.43% change from 2008), no Sinclair and news desert was 61.44%(-0.86% change from 2008),
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no Sinclair and local news was 61.1% (-1.76% change from 2008), and Sinclair and local news

was 59.93% (1.32% change from 2008).

Table 3  Election Turnout Pre and Post 2012 Acquisition

Classifications NP 2010
x̄

P 2008
x̄

NP 2014
x̄

P 2016
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair and News Desert 38.78% 58.93% 35.3% 59.36% -3.48% 0.43%

No Sinclair and News Desert 48.17% 62.30% 42.25% 61.44% -5.92% -0.86%

No Sinclair and Local News 39.16% 62.86% 34.44% 61.1% -4.72% -1.76%

Sinclair and Local News 36.61% 58.63% 33.74% 59.93% -2.87% 1.32%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election

Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 2013 Acquisitions

The next acquisition detailed in this section will be the 2013 Sinclair acquisitions of

KVIH and KGBT in Cochran and Hidalgo (Table 4). To begin with, the 2010 non-presidential

election before the Sinclair acquisitions have the average percentages for voter turnout as

follows: Sinclair and news desert was 38.78%, no Sinclair and news desert was 48.17%, no

Sinclair and local news was 39.16%, and Sinclair and local news was 36.61%. The 2012

presidential election preceding the 2013 Sinclair acquisitions had the average percentages of

voter turnout as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 56.85%, no Sinclair and news desert was

62.98%, no Sinclair and local news was 60.76%, and Sinclair and local news was 57.39%. The

first non-presidential election after the 2013 acquisitions was the 2014 midterms, which yielded

the average percentages of voter turnout as follows: Sinclair and news desert was 35.30%
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(-3.48% change from 2010), no Sinclair and news desert was 42.25% (-5.92% change from

2010), no Sinclair and local news was 34.44% (-4.72% change from 2010), and Sinclair and

local news was 33.74% (-2.87% change from 2010). Lastly, the 2016 presidential election

yielded the average percentages of voter turnout as follows: Sinclair and news desert was

59.36% (2.51% change from 2012), no Sinclair and news desert was 61.54% (-1.44% change

from 2012), no Sinclair and local news was 61.10% (0.34% change from 2012), and Sinclair and

local news was 59.93% (2.54% change from 2012).

Table 4 Election Turnout Pre and Post 2013 Acquisition

Classifications NP 2010
x̄

P 2012
x̄

NP 2014
x̄

P 2016
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair and News Desert 38.78% 56.85% 35.30% 59.36% -3.48% 2.51%

No Sinclair and News Desert 48.17% 62.98% 42.25% 61.54% -5.92% -1.44%

No Sinclair and Local News 39.16% 60.76% 34.44% 61.10% -4.72% 0.34%

Sinclair and Local News 36.61% 57.39% 33.74% 59.93% -2.87% 2.54%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election

Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 2016 Acquisitions

The next acquisition of a local station by Sinclair Broadcast Group was KSCC in 2016.

KSCC is broadcast to Duval county which is also a news desert (Table 5). To begin with, the

2014 non-presidential election yielded voter turnout averages in the studied categories as

follows: Sinclair and news desert was 35.3%, no Sinclair and news desert was 42.25%, no
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Sinclair and local news was 34.44%, and Sinclair and local news was 33.74%. The presidential

election before the acquisition yielded the voter turnout average percentages of the following:

Sinclair and news desert was 59.36%, no Sinclair and news desert was 61.44%, no Sinclair and

local news was 61.10%, and Sinclair and local news was 59.90%. After the acquisition of KSCC

in 2016 the following voter turnout averages were found in the 2018 non-presidential election:

Sinclair and news desert was 52% (16.7% change from 2014), no Sinclair and news desert was

57% (14.75% change from 2014), no Sinclair and local news was 34.44% (21.56% change from

2014), and Sinclair and local news was 33.74% (21.26% change from 2014). In the 2020

presidential after the 2016 Sinclair acquisition of KSCC the following voter turnout averages

were found: Sinclair and news desert was 65.60% (-6.24% change from 2012), no Sinclair and

news desert was70.34% (8.90% change from 2012), no Sinclair and local news was 69.00%

(7.9% change from 2012), and Sinclair and local news was 66.64% (6.74% change from 2012).

Table 5 Election Turnout Pre and Post 2016 Acquisition

Classifications NP 2014
x̄

P 2012
x̄

NP 2018
x̄

P 2020
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair and News Desert 35.3% 59.36% 52% 65.60% 16.7% 6.24%

No Sinclair and News Desert 42.25% 61.44% 57% 70.34% 14.75% 8.9%

No Sinclair and Local News 34.44% 61.10% 56% 69.00% 21.56% 7.9%

Sinclair and Local News 33.74% 59.9% 55% 66.64% 21.26% 6.74%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election
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Average Percentage of Voter Turnout Before and After 2017 Acquisitions

The last data set that will be examined in this section is the elections before and after the

Sinclair acquisitions of KTXS and KTES in Kent county in 2017. To begin with, the 2014

non-presidential election yielded an average voter turnout percentage of the following categories:

Sinclair and news desert was 35.30%, no Sinclair and news desert was 42.25%, no Sinclair and

local news was 34.44%, and Sinclair and local news was 33.74%. The 2016 presidential election

before the 2017 Sinclair acquisition yielded an average voter percentage of the following:

Sinclair and news desert was 59.36%, no Sinclair and news desert was 61.44%, no Sinclair and

local news was 61.10%, and Sinclair and local news was 59.93%. Following the 2017 Sinclair

acquisition, the following voter turnout averages were found in the 2018 non-presidential

election: Sinclair and news desert was 52% (16.70% change from 2014), no Sinclair and news

desert was 57% (14.75% change from 2014), no Sinclair and local news was 56% (21.56%

change from 2014), and Sinclair and local news was 55% (21.26% change from 2014). Lastly,

the presidential election of 2020 following the 2017 Sinclair acquisition yielded the following

average voter turnout percentages: Sinclair and news desert was 65.60% (6.24% change from

2016), no Sinclair and news desert was 70.34% (8.90% change from 2016), no Sinclair and local

news was 69.00% (7.90% change from 2016), and Sinclair and local news was 66.64% (6.71%

change from 2016).

Table 6 Election Turnout Pre and Post 2017 Acquisition

Classifications NP 2014
x̄

P 2016
x̄

NP 2018
x̄

P 2020
x̄

NP %
Δ

P %
Δ

Sinclair and News Desert 35.30% 59.36% 52% 65.60% 16.7% 6.24%
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No Sinclair and News Desert 42.25% 61.44% 57% 70.34% 14.75% 8.90%

No Sinclair and Local News 34.44% 61.10% 56% 69.00% 21.56% 7.90%

Sinclair and Local News 33.74% 59.93% 55% 66.64% 21.26% 6.71%

Note: NP = Non-Presidential Election, P = Presidential Election

Discussion

Through running analysis on the data set it was concluded that there were no significant

changes in voter turnout percentages for the classifications between elections. From these tests

and the differences noted before and after the Sinclair acquisitions this study does not show that

there is proof that media consolidation has a significant impact on voter turnout in

non-presidential elections. This study aimed to explore the possible effects that media

consolidation has on voter turnout, specifically in non-presidential elections. If a relationship was

found the impact would allow for steps to be taken in the future from a journalistic approach to

increase civic engagement. An increase in civic engagement would ultimately create a more

representative government in the United States allowing the will of the people to be carried out

in a more accurate way. Overall this study asked the question: Does media consolidation have an

effect on non-presidential election turnout? Through data analysis, it can be determined that

media consolidation does not have any direct effects on voter turnout in non-presidential

elections.

While there is evidence from other literature that higher local news consumption is tied to

higher civic engagement (McLeod, et al., 1999; Thompson, 2021), there were no results from

this study that would lead to the conclusion or offer support to the premise that media
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consolidation such as that of Sinclair Broadcast Group has any impact on voter turnout in

midterm elections. More research will need to be conducted into the effects that the elimination

of the Main Studio Rule in 2017 has had (FCC, 2017). Since this change in the policy is

relatively new in regards to election cycles more data will have to be collected in the future to

see if this change to the local news landscape has brought any significant changes.

Although the data set of this study does not confirm predictions on media consolidation

effects on voter turnout, it does lead to new questions to be asked surrounding the topic due to

the discovery of some unpredicted findings. One major finding is that in future research specific

time periods rather than broadcast ownership should be an independent variable that would allow

factors like demographics and specific issues of the time to be studied.

Discussion of Time Periods

Initially in this study, prior research led to the belief that media consolidation could

negatively affect voter turnout in non-presidential elections. This is due to a decrease in local

stories after media consolidation takes place by the conglomerate Sinclair (Martin & McCrain,

2019) and the fact that less local news coverage has been documented to coincide with less civic

engagement (Shaker, 2014). The concept of local news consumption correlating to voter turnout

was further proved by a Pew research study which found that those who consistently vote have

stronger local news habits (Barthel, et al., 2016). Since Sinclair-owned stations had been found

to have lower story output and increased focus on national issues (Hedding, et al., 2019) and

news deserts are becoming more common leading to local stories being overlooked (Abernathy,

2020) it was expected that news deserts and Sinclair counties would demonstrate lower voter

turnout. Local news landscape was not the only potential factor that had been studied in previous

research regarding the impact on voter turnout. The existing literature also points to other factors
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playing a role in voter turnout beyond the local news environment such as the demographics of

the area being studied and the specific issues that are being focused on in the election (Igielnik,

2020; Schaffer, Van Green, 2022). Even though this previous research led to the belief that

Sinclair-owned stations would in fact have a negative effect on voter turnout, those results were

not documented in this study. Sinclair's ownership and the media consolidation that comes from

that ownership were not noted to have any significant effect on the voter turnout in the studied

counties.

Due to the fact that there was no significant change between elections before and after the

Sinclair acquisition this data was contrary to the proposed hypothesis that media consolidation

has an effect on voter turnout. However, in the data sets for the Sinclair acquisitions for the years

1997 and 1998 the classification “no Sinclair and local news” had the largest negative change in

voter turnout compared to the other county classifications. Then in the data sets for the Sinclair

acquisitions in 2016 and 2017, it was found that the classification “no Sinclair and local news”

had the highest positive change in voter turnout. This leads to questions over which factors are

influencing voter turnout since these significant differences both happen within a one-year span.

Using time frames as a new guide to classify contributing factors in future research could lead to

studying factors such as current political climates during those election cycles, which political

party was in power at the time, and what current events were receiving the most coverage.

The concept of what stories are being covered the most at the time especially should be

further explored since Sinclair-owned stations have been proven to increase coverage of national

issues (Levendusky, 2022). Further research should examine whether or not these national stories

are then tied back to local politicians' viewpoints. In future research, these national topic stories

should be explored further in terms of content to see if they are in fact a catalyst in voter turnout
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depending on how they are presented. This finding could lead to scholarly discussions of

whether the political climate of a time period has an impact on voter turnout. With more

understanding of the reasons behind higher or lower voter turnouts, journalists will have a better

understanding of how to increase civic engagement in our country.

Limitations

This study was limited in several ways due to resources and time restraints. One major

limitation is the data set only focuses on Texas. With more time the study could have focused on

several different states with Sinclair stations and states with no Sinclair stations at all.

Additionally, only six counties were studied for each classification, in future research with more

allotted time more counties could be studied in each classification to expand the data set.

Moreover, with more time the specific details of each county could have been documented and

studied such as how demographics changed throughout the years studied.

Beyond the limitation of only focusing on one state this study also only focuses on one

media conglomerate. To expand on the understanding of media consolidation it would have been

ideal to have data for counties that get broadcasts from other big conglomerates as well to see

how they stacked up against Sinclair.

In the discussion of news deserts, the data was pulled from Penelope Abernathy’s

research on news deserts which only provides up-to-date data. With more time the classifications

may have been different depending on when each news desert actually became a news desert.

For example, the county of Hartley is classified as a news desert in this study, however, that is

only from the most recent data set. Before that data was collected Hartley could have had

multiple newspapers in the years covered in this study, after all since 2004 1,800 daily and

weekly newspapers have gone out of business (Karaim, 2018).  A better understanding of how
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long these counties were actually news deserts could have been done with more time by looking

into each county’s history to determine the exact time they became news deserts. A more

thorough understanding of the local news climate during each election could help to better

understand the effects of local news in regard to election turnout.

Lastly, a major limitation is the understanding of Sinclair’s reach to the households in the

counties studied. If allotted more time a proper study of the ratings of Sinclair-owned stations

could have given a clearer understanding of if each county should even be classified as a Sinclair

county in regards to the impact they have in the specific local news landscape not just their

existence. A content analysis of these Sinclair-owned stations is another contributing factor that

was not examined in this particular study due to time restraints. Through a content analysis, a

better understanding of the potential impact of Sinclair could be determined as their content

across different stations would be varied and could produce different effects.

Future Research

Going forward, future research should focus on taking into consideration more factors

when determining the contributing factors of voter turnout in non-presidential elections. There

are many factors that can affect voter turnout that were not studied through this research that

could open up new discussions on the topic. Other contributing factors could be the political state

of the nation, divisions across party lines, or if demographics had shifted throughout the study

(Igielnik, 2020; Schaffer, Van Green, 2022). The existing literature as previously mentioned

demonstrates that demographics like race, education levels, and gender impact voter turnout

meaning that in future research these factors should be given attention when looking for patterns

and significant shifts in voter turnout. Additionally, a content analysis of the issues that are most

important to both parties is a logical next step as Schaffer and Van Green have found the
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motivation to vote is partially impacted by what issues are on the ballot and how strongly voters

feel about said issues.

Future research should also study the specific content that media conglomerates produce

to see if certain rhetoric, sources, or formats have any impact on voter turnout. While this study

disproves that the presence of a media conglomerate does not appear to have an effect on voter

turnout, future studies could focus on if the specific content produced by different media

conglomerates aligns with any significant changes in voter turnout. Content could also be further

studied in terms of the ratio between opinion programming and more objective reporting. This

content analysis could be beneficial in future research due to the study which demonstrates how

Sinclair stations have begun to seamlessly weave commentary/opinion sections into their local

news broadcasts (Hedding, et al., 2019). Future research could focus on if this type of rhetoric

leads to any changes in voter turnout as it would be station specific and could present new

patterns not found in this study.

Overall, future research should focus less on the mere presence of media consolidation in

journalism and focus more on other contributing factors to how citizens feel about the

importance of an election. This study was able to disprove that the mere presence of a media

conglomerate has an effect on voter turnout; however, further research must be conducted with a

deeper dive into the multitude of factors that influence citizens’ opinions towards the necessity of

voting. This could be conducted first through surveys determining what makes voting important

to citizens and then taking those factors into consideration when studying voter turnout

throughout the years.
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Conclusion

In conclusion, media consolidation was not proven to have a significant role in voter

turnout. Media consolidation has been a concern however evidence is still unfolding and this

study did not yield any evidence that media consolidation has an effect on voter turnout. The

issue of increasing civic engagement is multifaceted and will continue to be studied as such. As

research is continued this study can serve as a starting point to prove that more than just media

consolidation plays a role in voter turnout. Looking forward, this insight should be used to

expand the existing literature surrounding civic engagement, the impact of Sinclair Broadcast

Group, and the role local news plays in politics.
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