Chapter 3

Public Denial: Cable News Coverage

of Election Deniers After the Capitol

Insurrection
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Abstract

Does the mass media exacerbate coverage of extreme politicians after democratic
shocks? Using denial of the 2020 presidential election in the United States as a case, 1
study whether and how cable news channels altered their coverage of election deniers af-
ter the January 6th Capitol Insurrection. I create an original and comprehensive panel
dataset of Members of Congress’ news appearances from 2017 to 2024, extracted from
150,000 television transcripts from CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News. Using a Difference-
in-Differences design, I find a significant and sustained increase in coverage of election
deniers in the post-treatment period across each network, with larger effects on the
more liberal networks. My results suggest that these effects are driven by specific
programs. I additionally examine the content of MCs’ televised speech, using Latent
Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) topic modeling, and find limited evidence that this increase
in attention is related to coverage of January 6. My findings support prior work on
the overrepresentation of polarizing elites on television, and provide strong evidence
that participation in undemocratic shocks can raise politicians’ national profiles in
the long run. This work contributes broadly to the literatures on media gatekeeping,

polarization, and public exposure to political elites.
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Figure 3.1: Average appearances on cable television per period.

This figure depicts the average number of times in a given 6-month period that a member of Congress appears
on each relevant cable network, from 2017-2024. The green line depicts these average values for election
certifiers, and the red line depicts them for election deniers.
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Figure 3.2: Share of election deniers among MC appearances on cable television per period.
This figure depicts the shares of appearances by election certifiers and deniers in Congress in a given 6-month
period from 2017-2024. The solid green line depicts the share for election certifiers, and the solid red line

depicts them for election deniers. The dashed lines depict the total percentage of deniers and certifiers in
the sample in each respective period.
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Methodology

I utilize a series of Difference-in-Differences (DID) event study designs to examine the
causal impact of election denial on media attention. I compare cable news appearances
between the treatment group, election deniers (N = 147), and the control group, election
certifiers (N = 385), before and after the Capitol Insurrection. The key assumption of DID
is parallel trends, which implies that the trends for each group should be identical following
the treatment, had the treatment not occurred. While we cannot travel to a world absent the
Capitol Insurrection, we can compare the pre-trends in cable television appearances between
election deniers and certifiers. I examine these trends in the subsequent results section, and

largely find support for the parallel trends assumption.
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Figure 3.3: Density plot of logged cable television appears per network.
This kernel density plot shows the distribution of the total number of appearances, logged, by an MC in a

6-month period on CNN, MSNBC, and Fox News.

The DID method is usually analyzed using linear regression, but the distribution and
nature of my dependent variable warrants the usage of a count model. The data in each panel

is additionally overdispered, with variances significantly larger than the means. A typical
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