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What We Counted 
 
We used a conservative definition of “adwatch” for this study. We counted as “adwatches” only those in 
which the newspaper expressed a judgment about the accuracy of facts presented in a political ad. 
 
We did not count as an “adwatch” stories that merely reported claims by a rival candidate that an ad was 
false or misleading, or other such “he said, she said” reporting. We also omitted many stories that the 
newspaper labeled as “Ad Watch” or “Spot Check” or something similar, but which did not actually express 
a judgment about factual accuracy. Some of this coverage follows a formula in which the reporter gives 
information about what the ad contains, about the political strategy behind it, or about the amount of 
money being spent on it. Unless such an article also expressed the author’s judgment about the factual 
accuracy of the ad with words such as “false,” “misleading,” “out of context,” or even “true,” we did not did 
not count it as an “adwatch” even if it was labeled as such. In very few cases, about 28, we found 
editorials that fit our definition of an adwatch, and we counted them. But the vast majority of adwatches 
appeared in the news columns of the papers we studied.  
 
 
Methodology:  
 
This study examined 34 of the 44 largest newspapers in the U.S. by circulation. These 34 papers were 
chosen because their full archives covering the period between January 1, 1992 and June 1 2007 were 
available through one of several newspaper databases: NewsBank, Lexis Nexis, or Factiva.  
 
Article screening and coding took place over a period from June through August 2007. Three researchers 
were trained by the author, and their selections were reviewed and confirmed by the author.   
 
We first designed a strategy for using keyword searches to identify all possible stories that might fit our 
definition of “adwatch.” This was done by reviewing all news stories published during the month of 
October, 2006 by the Columbus Dispatch and noting words that appeared in these stories consistently. 
Ultimately we settled on six words and phrases for our initial screening:  “Ad watch,” “Fact check,” 
“Factcheck,” “Campaign ad,” “Political ad,” “Election ad.” 
 
These six terms constituted a very wide net, as they brought up any story that mentioned a “political ad” or 
a “campaign ad” in any context. Among the 34 newspapers in our study, we found 7,693 articles that 
contained one or more of these terms. We then read each of these stories and found 1,336 that fit our 
definition of an “adwatch.” 
 
We coded all 1,336 articles that met our criteria for word count, date, race season (primary/general), type 
of race (presidential, state, ballot, house, senate, local), page placement, among other metrics.  
 
As a check on the reliability of our coding, we conducted a spot check. Three coders independently 
reviewed all 89 stories brought up by our initial keyword search for the San Francisco Chronicle for the 
years 2000 through 2006. Our primary coder, Allison Berkson, and the author of this study, Justin Bank, 
produced identical results, each judging the same 37 stories as meeting our definition of “adwatch.” A third 
coder, Stephen Simas, came up with only 34 that he judged to fit the definition, all of which also had been 
judged to be adwatches by the other two coders. This gives us confidence that a team of three coders, 
acting independently and resolving any disagreements on a “best of three” rule, would have produced 
nearly or exactly the same count of “adwatches” as a single coder. 
 
The papers analyzed were: Oregonian, San Diego Union-Tribune, Denver Post, Rocky Mountain News, 
Sacramento Bee, Miami Herald, Orange County Register, Kansas City Star, San Jose Mercury News, 
New Orleans Times Picayune, South Florida Sun-Sentinel, Orlando Sentinel, Boston Herald, Pittsburgh 
Post-Gazette, Washington Post, Chicago Tribune, Boston Globe, Houston Chronicle, Philadelphia 
Inquirer, Chicago Sun-Times, Dallas Morning Star, Cleveland Plain Dealer, Detroit Free Press, Atlanta 



Journal-Constitution, Minnesota Star Tribune, St. Petersburg Times, Columbus Dispatch, Milwaukee 
Journal Sentinel, San Antonio Express, St. Louis Post Dispatch, Tampa Tribune, New York Times, Wall 
Street Journal, USA Today.  
 
All of the above newspapers were searched using the NewsBank database except for the following: 
 
• The Wall Street Journal, New York Times, and USA Today were searched using Factiva. 
• The Columbus Dispatch was searched using LexisNexis Academic. 
 
We encountered an anomaly regarding the Miami Herald: the NewsBank database returned 48 entries 
titled “Ad Watch” but without any actual story content. We were unable to access the content of these 
missing articles through other means and we omitted them from our study. These results covered a period 
from Oct. 31, 1992 through November 5, 1994. There are another 13 stories from this time period that did 
have full text and were coded as adatches.  
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