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More than a Mistake: The Role of Political Gaffes
in U.S. Presidential Election Coverage

Shuhua ZHOU, Lindsey Conlin MAXWELL, Yeojin KIM, Zhou SHAN

Abstract

Small mistakes on the part of a politician can become huge media stories
when these politicians are running for prominent office, as every movement and
action of these public figures is scrutinized. The current study proposes an
explanation and typology of political gaffes, and examines their role in the
political process. Expectancy violation theory is applied in a mass
communication context to understand how the temporary missteps of a
politician can become huge news stories. Newspaper coverage of four U.S.
presidential elections was content analyzed in order to determine whether the
proposed typology was appropriate, as well as characteristics of the politician

Shuhua ZHOU (Professor). Department of Journalism and Creative Media, College
of Communication and Information Sciences, University of Alabama. Research
interests: media content, processes and effects, and media psychology.

Lindsey Conlin MAXWELL (Assistant Professor). School of Mass Communications
and Journalism, University of Southern Mississippi. Research interest: communication
changes as a result of technology.

Yeojin KIM (Assistant Professor). Department of Communication, Central Connecticut
State University. Research interests: new media, strategic communication.

Zhou SHAN (PhD candidtate). College of Communication and Information
Sciences, University of Alabama. Research interest: media effects on society and

individuals.



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong;
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2017). Published by: The Chinese University Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

The Role of Political Gaffes in U.S. Presidential Election Coverage

and political climate that play a role in how political gaffes are covered. Results
indicated that new candidates were more likely that incumbents to commit
narrative gaffes, Kinsley gaffes and factural error gaffes, and that coverage of
political gaffes was used to emphasize the horse-race nature of presidential
elections.
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presidential election
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A BUIG 6488 BRI B KR SR AR AR PO T > AN
FATEREE > B A 105 8 R0 3 ) 6 B 0 R AR B A ) 3 5 > A o] A A o
HA ] RETH AR A5 KT o BEUNAE 2015 4F 12 H Ay — 35 S kamh > A
7 W S R S AR N A - R P AR A N TR A = A |
Al > ANAE k% R A RE I A BB R > /8 - TERRE 2R > B3R
T GRS R & BB FAGH IE H H 2 | (Berney, 2015) ©
75— G0 TR A TR Y m] MR IR A A R IREE E b R R o A R
() SEHE ) A P B - SRR R 5 AR L o DR G AR 1 R v A
P35 75 W R SR RC B A B0k > DAL E Bh A A0 58w R A9 B8 i 2 #
o Wl [ IRAF PR BGE M BOH 0 IR EORHEAE > fE bk > MRS TE 4R IS B
GE RS F R SR HAO SRR R T | (Davis, 2015) o @ BR B M0 1138 4
A48 A J (ex-prisoner) &t T [ BT A8 %% ] (ex-president) o 7R A )y 5
> {H B 56 B0 IR i A AR AR I T B | A f Y SR HUTT - SEAR
T R e R o 5 0 1T B AR AR T A o i — 1 B b R D ) IR i 1 A
Wit > — IRp 3 S 2 U7 R R TR A0 - LU B AM 5 AT AR R /N A
W RG By BUIA AL ] (political gaffes) (Amira, 2012; Bennett, 1981; Chait,
2012; Linkins, 2012; Obeidallah, 2012; Vicary, 2012) > ffj B & Lo B Ay
B ] R AT R A — R A R S E /N TR o JU AR A ST I
B b o NNV R R AR 5 5 BRUE (A 110 B S EURE R (meme) - AR
Bt AT B i 43K | (Vicary, 2012) o (I > ByA A MR AE 3 4
B O A §5 T 0 B (Amira, 2012) ©

— {18 BB ) 1] - 5 A AE 2004 4F 35 B0 A Ak 8 N EEEE . MR
(Howard Dean) & | - 2004 4F 4845 KB HAM > JR\SH E SR LA B 4
BHRGEL A o ATE B Ay SN 1k b 2R SR B RN o B — RETE B
A EHLUEENL & M 24 /NR A SR A AR AR (Kaiser, 2012) - BUR
B 2 W PR i 27 A o B ] 1) 2 BB sl 2 i AN e AR 3Rl LAY O ~ R
S A AT o)A B Y BTG B - AR A B 1 B 2k 2 2 (Kaiser, 2012) ©
BB B Bt ds i - BPE — MR BOA B 47 5 R AR ER /LR 2 A
BEREM - AFEN—FRN > BUSKRE MRS TERBEED
B EERE L BREREETDERM T BUARHM2HE
% (Cillizza, 2012) ©
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R ZEZ » ARG T Z WS UETE AR - @45 © NBBIRDTT
SO W D] T SR Aa T ) B A P TR R 1% A R B P A S 5 R 4
S i 25 BT S 48 7S 1R R A T BT B EL(EL 5 B BRI ST I B T
B ANl 48 3 RO OIS B BGRTE B o A T S AR W 5T BOCR
ASBIT S 1 S5 B B TR ARt E SR BRI M — R AR A PERY ~ R
PRI > 25 B8R A SR 0 ] A0 I i 56 o A 560 3 298+ Y BV B )

BUAKRE

B R0 U 2SI I SRy TR ) ~ I P sl I ) /N R R (5 B R
55) o BUAKLEE IR AR R 5 BUR B i3 A0 B 7 2ok - RPEE5 5
B EGA AN IERERY B RREAT M o LB BLEE A BFJT (Gonzales, Pederson,
Manning, & Wetter, 1990) & H7E & T B B) ()@ IG5 - 58 A WR T4
RIS A @R R MR > SR B IR A G R AT B et
AR R (] B A 4 AR g5 5X A 18 B I B 1T 2% (Gonzales et al., 1990, p.
610) o MFHMWTFFE T Z R E R F 54 2 5 19 AR B ) (Gonzales et al.,
1990; Gonzales, Kovera, Sullivan, & Chanley, 1995) - &% [ B |3 H A~
5 I Y & T AL e SR (Jones & Davis, 1965) > RIS —1{ A& 18 H
B REE [ et e B EE 0 (RD BN fAt € & 0y A B T aF
o E W — R YA T HEET ] (Gonzales et al., 1990, p. 611) o {EAH A
PR 0 N 495 A 32 B B L S 1) DR (R A A1 23 AN [ &
PR AR W N Z ] (BN 2 T8 > 42 R A A IR IR i » 3l 289
TN B o AN - FE20124F B KR AR B b > A A OK KR - BRI E
(Mitt Romney) 7£— K ANA BRI SR E L3RR > KA 47% 1 R ABL L
REAE HOCREARLHZFEE > Hm A SIS EBUF - BEEK
BUORRIGF G TiE— B3 IR - T R AT B ika e A B e
NAER T > A TAE SRR 1) 257 i £ BN 1 5%-10% 1Y %
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RAP A 08 S 1 AE T RV ST 0 JEARL > BB SRR R A EIBK >
A HE BOK - S ANRAVERE - BMKREE 3 ik 3 AR BUG ] -
iE BAJETE AN BB R R R BN o I I ERAS R >
TE B AE b BT (A - mm>—@ﬁkﬁ%ﬁﬁkﬁﬁﬁﬁm%ﬁz
H o Bz UEBUREE 5 o BRIBERY %%mﬁ$ﬁ%%%a
B2 W (Good, 2013) o Hfi > Benneu(1981 » BUA AL 1) {845
AR W 7R

Bh G ERMAME REAT AR IMEHGRENE 0 E R

LHTHEMB - Az — @ L 1EME—6ZTIHA TR L —
HRBEARAMGFIR o mESE _Bw  BRMERAE—F R
LART HENFHGEE  BEmREHTIREABITETETH
#9 35 2% (Bennett, 1981, p. 312) °

H UG RT B, > TR R A A 8 L P B R o TR R B
T AR A AR A R Y A 8\ R B AR A B B
2,

[ 73 BT R P B LA BOA B R (BTG IR ) 1) 8 B RO > MM
W B SRR S DS > ASARTRAT AT 48 T i A 3 R > B O T
RN AR HE A PR BLEG 7 3 o S 3 — 4 8 AR IR > — (BRI K
Fon - a2 — e R p0REE - 18 I W 00 | (Chait, 2012,
para. 5) o /N HE AR o] AR 2 B BT AE G > T R BUAAE ? iE
TESE IS BOA L 1) R TE -

AT IE R A AT R BN R S AR O 1 UK [T Hh A
T R P RE B A Y AN () S 2 ) R BTl BRI A BB o BURKRL ]
REAE 25 97 B A L 400 208 B A0 A0 R A A S e [ B R ] - il 2k
P4 I AR B A R I SR B B D B (Cillizza, 2012) > SR AE AL 2SI
BERATII A R > 0 R Z 40 M8 > — B8R YouTube 5§ Twitter 5 41

ZEIERS > AT IR RN BCE M L H BOE ARE T o

WA - BRI T R s A E AT [R] A D R R A 7 B 2 1 i 2SN
KRG BT - 73300 JF B e 7E 0 U 3 B BUA AR 2 mray me4L
FAR B A A AN SRR A BUG KL (Chait, 2012) - BEFE b > E 4R
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A ZREGLAE A T > AR s b T E
W B A R Y AE ) AT BE B AL 52 1 B A7 4 2 T 4 R J% (Chait,
2012) o FURTEM X > GOE R HRAE AR A 7 T BT R0 495 ik 1 IR ] F0
R AR £ A P o RV AP A Rk 3 A L T BRLIBOYA HE R 1 B OB A B A
SRS IS T A LR RS A S I — o 8 0 S R
REREHAE -

BURBUABIE AR > 38 7 RS S T 5 A [ 78 U HE R w470 U
(% 8 €4, (Linkins, 2012) o 38 RASVEE /NN 55 AR B 2% B K B
JRBI I > A7 8 NGRS RRAL B ) EE B > IR AR O 3 BB A8 )R
B 2% (Linkins, 2012) o 1ii— 4650 SRS B BURBIR KGR A - Bk
FRLHT ) B S i AR B IS 1 ) B —— MR AN TE > BRI A AL
A B R O B R ] N ) SEAGEHT ] (Cillizza, 2012) © &36 FFFRIR >
RS AR AN JRE R A0 V0 O Y A BRI AIE A o R A BAR Y BLYR
AT RE 5 IR T8 5 TR BRI T - WU S 2 =B R R A
W& T A BUA HERE A — A W] 43 B0 B - 288 RS AR ) A B
BRI N B BUG T E - B > HBOAMH H 5 5025 8 el o
A E R FAERE > BAMEAR RO [ 5 S R S B AR A RS iR il
14 (R el BB 7 200 | (Bennett, 1981, p. 310) ©

T AEBBUARMERR I — B85 » BURAM WO IGE HLFT 25 A A
T > W PG5 [ TE S BUA | (Gackowski, 2013) o B & A Al 2 11 2
HBBEENZL » EHBUAEFNEEEHEBEEE —hiN 28
I % ] (Gackowski, 2013, p. 52) o BRI S b R N 885 AT 5
R =B AM A #8 % (Rosenberg, Kahn, & Tran, 1991) o fjik [7EH
BLBUR RS > T R A Y T 5 00 ¥  15 o  BTE f 738 N Py 98 3 1) T
S RE GRS R E A2 | (Rosenberg et al., 1991,
p. 345) » BURTE S BUR I T B B EE 22 -

PRI - BOA 88 A8 S T8 SR ek G IR H B PR VEAS s e B
S o (B 75 Se KB 10T R S KRB e > AREAZE - —HH
BT A it 2= - AR P (O 2 6 T 2 o W] PLAE T KR SR v > UK BB A
WP TE 52 3 2K U SR A A T AR I B &2 o [ A BT 7240
ER: P & R PN TR TR (E P R R 2590 = (15 2 e = 0 =
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# | (Bennett, 1981, p. 312) o SN BT E A H B BIL S A K - BIE
ﬁﬁ%ﬂ@*ﬁfﬁﬁiﬁﬁﬁﬁ&?ﬁ ; — B HAT A B 0 8 S B L TR

s BTG TR B B A A R B o AR > BRI T
LB’U B3 ANAE O FTHE TR S0 - LA B8 10 FT 9 (8 4 v] AE 2 B
Y (Kaiser, 2012) ©

EEMEICARBNHEEE

Mz DA TR WS — S, FEER— AR > EE
PR B T OE W MBS R AL R B R T M EE
(Pritchard & Hughes, 1997; Shoemaker, Chang, & Brendlinger, 1987;
Shoemaker, Danielian, & Brendlinger, 1991) o Tfij 5 % 4 5 1F /& F5 {44 B 1E
HORAE R ST RERFREEE - BRIk > e b A > MR E E R
A DRI R A R BB o 36 L i S5 R A R B A R R
A S —— TR A Ak > M A B T SRR RSO B RY H R
MR Gz 4 > AR T BB K& A BUR M AR 285 AR KR 58 T8 G
fiw e > 72 E RS (18T B (B 2 T E (Pritchard & Hughes, 1997) ©

DAFE S0 (P S ME R DR TS0 A s =0 LBt
(normative deviance) ~ %t 522 & M (statistical deviance) DA f \] GE#E }ijﬁi
& o5 1Y B F P (potential for social change deviance) (Pritchard &
Hughes 1997; Shoemaker et al., 1987; Shoemaker et al., 1991) o & ¥ [
LT 0 S R MR AR B > P0 S B [ 47 £ T O B 1Y AR B | (Pritchard &
Hughes 1997, p. 51) » #8 5 2 » BUAK B E R TEORTESE) ~ JUH
EHFBUATE R mER > BLEGA AR RRE > [ BB E e R S
R B B A AR > TR AR AR AR ) 52 B R 1Y 5 B B 1 (Shoemaker
etal., 1991) o %= MEEE MR FE T 23 (T BUIA 7 ) AR 45 T B ) K 520 W 7Y i
FEELBE o JEAHE > B R AR ) AR AR R AR R IR R
2 YA IE AR R BB Sl B PR R UR A B R BB AR E o B LA R
Pritchard 1l Hughes (1997) $2 2| (1) [ 1F CRR A | - 1 AT {a] 3 bt B3 6 10 i 5
HR AT AR L B A
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UEAh » BV RT DA SRR 2 ]38t R & P Ath AP AR R T R A A 1 15 SR
HIBARE o B8 HOREE HIEH FZ 2 EE AR ZREIN L > i
5|88 0 5 2 F01E (Shoemaker et al., 1991) o %5 2R3 > BRI ELIE
WRMM . BAERAZRAMES - 5H4h > BUABEABUA F R T HE
J52 3488 216 i e 258 o A T LT (SSOML P PR B2 ) o 3 o B JR MR AR R
WS A B A AT AT AR ) > FU) I B T 25 5 = 35 T R B S SR JRE R o

\

EREER VAR

R T AL B R A R /bR TS T T AN
B oo W T M (expectancy violations theory) B DAR43fiff B (i ik 25
MEE o ZMmmERIE > EXXEEY > SRR TR > FE#%
% e B EE T AE L (OF 1 5 & /) #) B (Burgoon & Hale 1988;
Afifi & Burgoon, 2000) o 7EfEMEIHIL T > MEE —FETIHENITS -
e T M RV O R A S - R BLE T (Burgoon, 1993) o B
S A8 N 15 L 28 Ui 8 SR A i AL e B BT — A TE AT A R R AR
3 | (Burgoon, 1993, p. 31) o % B & 7 047 £ (Burgoon, 1993) o
B > 2SI — 7 76 5 aE ek AT 2y L m il T IR~ B A AR
JE O B AR > AR A LS E L T (Burgoon, 1993) o

B S - AR B AR R ARV E0E B - R 5k
s AR A ph R ] R e B PR Y~ BUR IERERY B AN EUR - AR AR — 1
R AT 0 BUR A RTE 8o TR ] Y 5 3000 15 B A i 8 T a8 — BUR TP
BT TARIE - MBHEETHG > AR HENEE > AR
e AL 0 BUE AR & T E(E (Burgoon, 1993) o

Afifi 1 Burgoon (2000) #E#8 T WU S8 5 UG I+ — ZrEE S A
A—HHEY - —HHET R HILAEE - F8 - LI ER& MR
b J (Afifi & Burgoon 2000, p. 208) o A~—EHE#E T RIS HEAH R - KB
SRR R BUEAT G 2 o FRAM AT DA A 52 B 5 1 o [ ARG B — 1
W wls o — BT B AE— i FEIAAT A A R — AT B AE 5T — g
(Afifi & Burgoon, 2000) » 734 » — 8B E T R N H A 5 #HETT 2 MY
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tEF1ET (Afifi & Burgoon, 2000) o FLEVA KL HIT 5 - KL A9 8808 AT GBS
R T 2 RE%E > L 2 flbas ] > olpe e A8 & Th R RE » sRE i 1k A AR 2 il
MEE  MEZ > AANRPAORE] > EMERE > AR BE R
[ 1 5 AL o

REVER

SRIMT > BEE BB YE BUGEE & 1 005 M AR BE i > S BUA MY
WFFLA— B LR - 23Utk ASHIESE B H B2 B EOE R B A T B
S0 P A BT 3 2 P P > A SRR R R B 2 TR BEAR o R B —
SO RN — SR A o LI TT R D B % A B Y R E
K EEE o BUA LB A BOA % 10 1 M AR > (15 AR BE n] RE A
BAIE—EAERY o FRAMAE M - AN A TT > BRI (Amira, 2012) >
ANIEA WIS RN EDT T B BT - BUM GRS T

B 25 IR S RBLRE - 5 U 2 8 B UK S AT A i B R B
7 %% A 7 58 (Amira, 2012; Reston, 2012) o %5 KB Y 5 A v% 2
AHBEE S YA RN o BEIN20124F > LR MK A\ SR E
T At = K AT R O RE A (Madison, 2012) o %& 7 il A s SR 15—l %
a H O TS R REE N o BHE B H T R 400 4 20 A B ) 2R A ) A
SR B PR AR At A1 5 AT B BB AR Al o T B TR R N e TR
SN AN S A ARSI A LT R 5L (Reston, 2012) o

RO 5 5 RO« E BUR ) AT IE O RCEIR S Y B ARGk s
i A RV R (Amira, 2012) o HLln > BHEEFIRZ @ BN R EE
M C A R TR 5 | (Gewargis, 2008, para. 17) > i@t [ A8 B | T
HEBAFA e ERBUB R o BUl S E RV 2 B0 38 B R
PR 0 B R R A TR A o

FE AU ADELR - BB R R BUR RN S B S R O A
JE (Amira, 2012) o SHEHRARHEEE B EEBERAMEACH S
S IEI T o BEUNEERL - fiUbK (Sarah Palin) B A% » (4% - HAER (Paul
Revere) B 24505 N\ > B R DA 1E 22 B AN F#E 2 5E (Malcolm,
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2011) o bk i) L 5 w15 MR > S2 B A 1 S Y B AR B o Bk
WE= -

Wi Al (Kinsley) #H : & & E A405E B - CHEE T
- & W F| (Michael Kinsley) 3281 > 3 bt 15 4% » B4 UK T A
2L AR | o 4 R RR ] 2 P B A LR At 1 R J%E’JEIE RIENASSS
FCHR [ ERE ] 2474 (Chait, 2012) © 40 » A 35 B @ A4 - FEE (Joe
Biden) £ 2014 484 & » SEEAL € H 2008 4F DUA Ay BT - BB R K 5
7 [ A B2 1 FA T e | 4646 2 2008 41 L T J B R 6 7 36 288 IR A i B2 A 7K
ati (Whittington, 2014) o I3 5 a2 B FE 6 58 2 L I oA B B0 386 238 IRp 1) ol
T oo A T AR AR E I > A B R BUM SIS A A > T R
JE W ELGS ©

[ 7 1 DBLRE = 5 UK Gl 6 IR 1k i A 22 N RIS IRE > TG M R
M L% 2L T (Amira, 2012; Obeidallah, 2012; Stephy, 2012) o & 44 1 5
T AN 1984 4F > LB AT A S AR AW 75 - B AR (Ronald Reagan) 75 #% fd —
VRSBV A IRE > — 25 Rl 5 6 — 2B B Do B s [ FRAM A AE 5 4088 1% B 4 Wk
YERRUS | > AORLE IRF a6 T8 BH > BT MR R I T 25 o R TR I
HE RN Ath 1 B FM BB ML A K2 > RIS SR — ) o > (HE RF (9
ZE RN 88 T SCEUR AN 2T o TR] Rt A T VA SN [T 114 1o s
A&y o TS — S E R Ay [ 56 A P R R v Bl S 4 B 1Y MR 22 461] (Stephy,
2012) °

B 118 3 BUBUBUH + 75 sl R S O R A 1 — BRI > el R an A5
BEE PO S IO B R RE SRS - A AR R RN - BT
—IREE A o LR S A S A T IR SRR -l e BA AR T Y 2004 4F
55 iy HE PN 3 [ € 5 AR (0 PR Y (Kaiser, 2012) > 18 4 [A] 4F 7 EL R 48 28 A JF
18y - 5 Wk 8§ (Fidel Castro) 78 814 A A9 2% 18] (Newman & Labott,
2004) 5555 > Ho A Z BUA IBLE TEAS T E I8 AT 4y -

W RE

AHT ST B AR A A S T AT AR PR STRY > e  AR R B
[ A 8 S A B R D 1) 7 5o AR T s R S A R AR o T
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TR EE R B A S R ER T 5K B ST A R Y R A BT
TR o Horh > HoE RRBE 2RI OB AR R (INHUE sE R - ol
S35 s R TR AR M AR - PR RIRAE ot RN R B ) ELA
B & A Hr B A AT RERGRE 5 SEE 2 - A MRl s B A T R M
H LB AT RO R B R R E R O A B EBEZ A o FEIL > MR LT
B 5 ] AL

WESE P RE — + BB R 0 OIS B 9T B B8 e W L 2

WEFERE AR AR (05 ~ B ~ BB dnfr 8 B
PR 2

WFSE B8 = = BRSBTS 35 0 5 B o i A B TR R £ 2

PR TE 37 35 MR 50088 N 2 I A7 R BA SE B R A B 22 5L > Al
FEAI B B AT RE & A S R BT RO BRI o UL > 1388 A RN SR AT RESE
B RS HOE BOA BRI 75X o R - FRAMAR TR B F ST

WEZERIRENY : fRIRMIE NI R By > SLEERUR R Bl B 0 2
WEE R T ARIRPOR AR RIBEIR » BLERUR A BOA L e 0 2

AR I B 28 B Gy - 7R VA A S TR A 0 8 R R B
[ o 7E R A EIEH - BUK BT H s R —— BT DL —
HMEY > WA LR 2 #E Y (Affifi & Burgoon, 2000) o — MK
] F5 119 2 0 Al Ao 388 AW S (5 S Bl or 35 0 I B AT 5 > i A — B 48
)2 BELTE BAME 2 10 & 3w B AT 5 (Affifi & Burgoon, 2000) o H A4 [ Y &
TR ] AR B HO M R S R o —— M > — BRI A g
KB NEEN R S AN > A — SO AR ] R B4 5 A i R —— B
FRAMHRE H DA 5 R R

WEFE PN « B BB AR S R — S A e SL PR B AR 2
WEFE R = BB ) — S0Pk B SO B AR A L B AR ?



Copyrighted material of: School of Journalism and Communication, The Chinese University of Hong Kong;
School of Communication, Hong Kong Baptist University (2017). Published by: The Chinese University Press.
ALL RIGHTS RESERVED.

YN R SRR L PRy
T%

B ILAR A

5y T ARZE DA AT R > RS IO Ji S R A AR B b 1 12 (R AR
I ) A 57 1 8 N S SC B HEAT T IR A BT o LA AT Y E AR AR
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More than a Mistake: The Role of Political Gaffes
in U.S. Presidential Election Coverage

Shuhua ZHOU, Lindsey Conlin MAXWELL, Yeojin KIM, Zhou SHAN

Coverage of political campaigns and elected politicians dominates 24-
hour news networks, as well as nightly newscasts, newspapers, and the
Internet. Every word, gesture, and action of prominent political figures is
scrutinized and criticized, and small—even trivial—events can become
major news stories. These gaffes abound. In this election circle, for
example, flamboyant Republic candidate Donald Trump clearly had no idea
what a nuclear triad was during a December debate, so he dodged the
question, and when pressed again, he managed to say that I think, for me,
nuclear is just the power, the devastation is very important to me” (Berney,
2015). Democratic front-runner Hillary Clinton promised to help ex-
convicts to enhance their employment chances by preventing employers
from including a check box to check criminal history, saying that “I will
take steps to ban the box so former presidents won't have to declare their
criminal history at the very start of the hiring process” (Davis, 2015). She
meant “prisoners’, not “presidents’, of course, as we have not yet heard
former presidents applying for jobs, though her husband, on the other hand,
was impeached by the House. These small mistakes by politicians are
commonly known as political gaffes (Amira, 2012; Bennett, 1981; Chait,
2012; Linkins, 2012; Obeidallah, 2012; Vicary, 2012), and the coverage
they receive can transform a momentary lapse in judgment into an
international incident. In today’s social media world, a tiny mistake can
become a viral video or a meme that explodes in popularity (Vicary, 2012).
Today, gaffes have come to occupy a central place in American politics
(Amira, 2012).

When presidential hopeful Howard Dean let out an awkward scream
after the 2004 lowa caucuses, for example, the video of him doing so
spread across the Internet and local television stations, as well as 24-hour
cable news networks (Kaiser, 2012). This momentary mistake, or gaffe,
cost Dean his bid for the White House (Kaiser, 2012), even though it was
not representative of his policy, character, or any other relevant political
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issues. Modern media observers have speculated that while the average
political enthusiast may cringe at the thought of a gaffe defining the course
of major political events, gaffes do shape how the voting public thinks
about politicians; the unpopular opinion is that political gaffes matter
(Cillizza, 2012).

In order to have a full understanding of political gaffes, several
different branches of literature need to be built upon and combined. These
include interpersonal research on gaffes which uses expectancy violations
theory to account for its origin and potential effects; news research on
deviance which explains the potential newsworthiness of gaffes; and
political science research to understand how gaffes can be a detriment to a
politician’s carefully crafted public image.

Previous communication research on deviance in politics has largely
focused on political scandals, and a thorough discussion and typology of
gaffes is lacking. Scandals and gaffes warrant two different areas of study, as
gaffes do not involve the ethical problems associated with scandals. This
study will provide a definition for and typography of political gaffes, as well
as a comprehensive, historical content analysis on how media outlets have
treated political gaffes over four recent presidential elections in the U.S.

Political Gaffes

A gaffe is a momentary or temporary misstep which results in a
socially awkward situation. Political gaffes, in particular, can occur when a
politician or political candidate says or does something unexpected,
uncouth, or politically incorrect. Earlier research (Gonzales, Pederson,
Manning, & Wetter, 1990) discussed gaffes in terms of face-to-face
interaction, which stated that gaffes, or face-threatening acts, occurred
“when norms or role-based expectations are violated or when untoward acts
are intentionally or unintentionally committed” (Gonzales et al., 1990, p.
610). This line of research on gaffes has primarily focused on interpersonal
interaction that takes place after one person in a situation commits a gaffe
(Gonzales et al., 1990; Gonzales, Kovera, Sullivan, & Chanley, 1995). The
unspoken assertion is that gaffes naturally have negative social effects (Jones
& Davis, 1965), and that people who witness a gaffe “are likely to make
negative assumptions about the social identity of the offender, that is, to
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draw unflattering correspondent inferences” (Gonzales et al., 1990, p. 611).
However, interpersonal research does not account for the elements of mass
communication and politics that take political gaffes from a mistake
between two people to an event that takes place in front of millions and
shapes public opinion. During the 2012 presidential elections, Mitt Romney
told wealthy donors gathered at a private fundraiser that he could never win
over a group of voters who paid no taxes, who were dependent upon the
government and who believed that they were victims and who believed the
government had a responsibility to care for them. The gaffe was recorded
and leaked may have cost Romney the election; audiences who saw the
video believed that Romney’s gaffe meant he was not in touch with the
general public (Good, 2013). Bennett (1981) offered two levels of meaning
involved in the communication process surrounding political gaffes:

First, gaffes become campaign issues when they can be defined
plausibly in terms of general norms about leadership and democratic
accountability. At this level of meaning, specific incidents are
symbolized as general political norms. At a second level, however, the
evolution of a gaffe sequence generates information about the specific
incident which becomes the basis for practical judgments about the
candidate (Bennett, 1981, p. 312).

The implication is that a political gaffe is not only a simple mistake,
but that because of its occurrence, judgments and conclusions may be
drawn—deservedly or not—about the political candidate who has
committed the gaffe, as well as the political process itself.

One primary trait that distinguishes a political gaffe from other
political phenomenon, such as a political scandal, is that a gaffe involves a
relatively trivial occurrence that does not represent any moral or ethical
problem, and is not generally reflective of the character or overall political
stance of the person who commits the gaffe. Speaking of a particular
incident, one political observer opined that “the episode is a perfect gaffe
precisely because its content was so meaningless” (Chait, 2012, para. 5).
The process of taking a relatively meaningless incident and turning it into a
news story that can shape the course of a political campaign is one of the
reasons why understanding political gaffes is so important.

In a time where a momentary, trivial gaffe can become a huge problem
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for a politician, it is important to understand the different types of gaffes
that can occur. A political gaffe can end up as a viral video which can
spread through traditional media outlets and social media. In the past,
traditional outlets may not have had time to devote to covering a trivial
gaffe (Cillizza, 2012). However, because of the prevalence of social media
today, what was once seen as trivial must now be addressed by the media
and the politicians themselves if the issue spreads throughout social media
outlets such as YouTube or Twitter.

In addition, gaffes have the potential to become major news stories
because of the pace of political campaigns and the speed with which mass
communication occurs, though this does not necessarily mean that a single
incident is as important as the gaffes that were committed before the rise of
the viral-video dominated political world (Chait, 2012). It may have been
possible that a single gaffe was more important when a handful of print
reporters and the big three networks set the media agenda (Chait, 2012). In
the past, reporters and news producers had limited time and resources with
which to gather and disseminate news, and therefore may have treated
political gaffes completely differently, while still recognizing their relevance
to the political process, as well as the public’s interest in political gaffes.

Observers of modern politics have noted that the average citizen is not
happy with the role that gaffes play in the political process (Linkins, 2012).
Not only are voters disappointed that a simple gaffe can become a major
political issue, some have denied the importance of gaffes, and asserted that
such mistakes are unimportant to the political process (Linkins, 2012).
Conversely, some more astute political observers believe that denying the
importance of gaffes is a failure to recognize the omnipresence of media
where even the smallest comment can be amplified into a national headline
(Cillizza, 2012). This is not to say that gaffes—in an ideal world—should
not play a role in political decision making, but that in the current political
climate, to ignore the importance of gaffes would be to ignore an integral
issue within the political process. The voting public uses what they see in
the press to make political decisions, and because gaffes become large,
prominent media events, they are not “easily dismissed as a trivial
preoccupations of a frustrated press and a bored public” (Bennett, 1981, p.
310).

On the other hand, politicians painstakingly craft their public images
as part of the political process, which is known as “image politics”
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(Gackowski, 2013). A politician’s depiction in the media is a central part of
his or her campaign, particularly because “the main substance of political
communication is an image—media representation” (Gackowski, 2013, p.
52). Political images consist not only of the individual’s actions and
opinions, but on their appearance (Rosenberg, Kahn, & Tran, 1991).
Political images are essential to a politician’s success, as “in the era of
television politics, ever greater attention is being paid to the images
political candidates project and the possible impact they may have on
electoral outcomes” (Rosenberg et al., 1991, p. 345).

The images created by political candidates may not be faithful
representations of the actual personality or character of the individual.
These tailored images are made for massive press coverage, and must not
be strayed from. If there is any departure from a politician’s polished
image, a gaffe may result. In major elections, the image presented to the
public by a politician is one that the general public expects to see the
candidate maintain, and “candidates are permitted a remarkable degree of
freedom to contrive their personae and then are held accountable for the
faithful portrayal of those characters” (Bennett, 1981, p. 312). The
accountability for a public image is how gaffes occur; once the public sees
an individual stray from their image, audience members may begin to
question other aspects of the politician’s platform and character. In sum, a
gaffe can be critical to a campaign when it tears apart the well-crafted
image created during an election season (Kaiser, 2012).

Deviance and Newsworthiness of Political Gaffes

The idea of deviance in news centers on the premise that when an
event deviates from what is normal or socially acceptable, it becomes
newsworthy (Pritchard & Hughes, 1997; Shoemaker, Chang, & Brendlinger,
1987; Shoemaker, Danielian, & Brendlinger, 1991). Deviance is the degree
to which an incident deviates—or diverges—from what is normal. By
definition, a gaffe is a deviation from the expected, and therefore the
occurrence of a gaffe is newsworthy. A deviant event is one that is less
likely to occur, and gaffes fall outside of the pre-planned, perfected routines
and images that politicians are supposed to adhere to. In this sense, gaffes
are newsworthy because they represent a deviance from political norms and
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a deviance from the polished images that politicians want to portray
(Pritchard & Hughes, 1997).

Research on deviance and newsworthiness has identified three types of
deviance that exist: normative deviance, statistical deviance, and potential
for social change deviance (Pritchard & Hughes, 1997; Shoemaker et al.,
1987; Shoemaker et al., 1991). Relevant to political gaffes is normative
deviance, which deals with “the extent to which behavior violates formal
norms” (Pritchard & Hughes, 1997, p. 51). Gaffes violate the norms that
are associated with politics in general, and in particular, violate the norms
of the political images portrayed by politicians. Because gaffes are incidents
that are high in deviance, they are newsworthy, and events of high deviance
and high social significance usually receive more prominent coverage
(Shoemaker et al., 1991). This accounts for the great amount of coverage
and attention that gaffes receive in the world of political news coverage.
The norms that are expected of politicians are to maintain a polished image
that represents politically correct opinions, as well as the larger ideology of
the party that they are associated with. These are the “formal norms” that
Pritchard and Hughes (1997) spoke of, and any change from these standards
constitutes normative deviance.

Additionally, deviance may explain why the voting public uses the
information they learn from gaffes to make political decisions. Deviant
events are cognitively processed more deeply and remembered better than
non-deviant events (Shoemaker et al., 1991). The implication is that gaffes
may be more important to the cognitive processing—and decision-
making—of political events. In addition, political campaigns and events can
become defined by the gaffes (or lack of gaffes) that occur during them. If
a gaffe does not occur during a presidential debate, it is sometimes
described as lackluster or uninteresting (Bennett 1981).

Gaffes as Expectancy Violations

When a politician deviates from social norms and commits a gaffe, the
politician is violating what is expected of him or her. The detrimental effect
of deviation from norms can be explained partly by the expectancy
violations theory (EVT) which discusses the idea that when—during the
communication process—expectations are violated, the receiver of
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information makes a judgment (positive or negative) about the person who
committed the violation (Burgoon & Hale, 1988; Afifi & Burgoon, 2000).
In this case, a gaffe is an expectancy violation. Two primary concepts are
involved in EVT: expectations, and violations (Burgoon, 1993).
Expectations are defined as the societal norms that an individual expects
the people that he or she is communicating with to conform to, or “an
enduring pattern of anticipated behavior” (Burgoon, 1993, p. 31). Violations
are acts that deviate from what is expected (Burgoon, 1993). Therefore, an
expectancy violation occurs when one of the communicators deviates from
the expected norms either verbally or physically, resulting in some type of
societal awkwardness or unexpectedness (Burgoon, 1993).

In the case of gaffes, the expectations of politicians by the public are
that they adhere to a well-defined public identity—known as a political
image—in which the politician only speaks politically correct opinions and
policies that have been laid out by advisors and consultants. By definition,
a gaffe is a deviation from this political image and therefore a violation of
what the public expects of a politician. According to EVT, because of the
expectancy violation, the public may make a negative assessment of any
politician who commits a violation or gaffe (Burgoon, 1993).

In their discussion of EVT, Afifi and Burgoon (2000) identified two
types of violations: congruent and incongruent. Congruent violations are “a
significantly more ardent or intense behavioral display of a previously
enacted emotion, relational message, or persuasive stance” (Afifi &
Burgoon 2000, p. 208). Incongruent violations are the opposite; they occur
when an individual says or does something that goes against what the
individual has previously represented. The range of expectancies and
violations can be conceptualized as a spectrum, in which congruent acts are
on one end, expected acts are in the middle, and incongruent acts are on the
opposing end (Afifi & Burgoon, 2000). Moreover, congruent violations
should make it easier for an individual to make a judgment about the
person who commits the violation (Afifi & Burgoon, 2000). In the case of
political gaffes, this means that even though a gaffe has been committed, it
may reinforce the previously held beliefs of the public, and not simply
create a negative reaction. What one person sees as a gaffe, another may
see as a positive reinforcement of a characteristic of the politician.
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Types of Gaffes

Research on political gaffes has been sporadic, even though the
importance of gaffes in the political arena has been increasing. The purpose
of the current study is to provide a typology of political gaffes, and
determine whether this typology is relevant in news coverage of political
campaigns. In addition to congruent and incongruent violations, gaffes may
repeatedly occur in specific ways that are relevant to mass communication.
Due to the complicated nature of political gaffes and political
communication in general, a specific instance of a gaffe may fall into more
than one of the following categories. Through a semi-inductive process, the
following types of gaffes have been identified in popular communication
outlets (Amira, 2012) and previous research, and have been examined and
combined here for a better understanding of political gaffes as a whole.

The out-of-context gaffe: This type of gaffe is defined by a statement
or action by a politician that is misunderstood by the public, and taken out
of context (Amira, 2012; Reston, 2012). The statement involved in an out-
of-context gaffe is meant to be understood in a different way than how it is
interpreted by the public. An example of this type of gaffe would be Mitt
Romney saying that he likes to be able to fire people (Madison, 2012). In
this situation, Romney was describing how he liked a free-market
environment, but the statement alone about firing people made him seem
cruel and out-of-touch with the current economy (Reston, 2012).

The narrative gaffe: A narrative gaffe can be created by the opposing
party when a politician does or says something that plays into the negative
narrative that the opposition has constructed (Amira, 2012). For example,
when then-Senator Obama stated that he wanted to “spread the wealth
around” (Gewargis, 2008, para. 17), it played into the narrative created by
his opposition that he had socialist views. The narrative gaffe provides
fodder for the opposing party’s negative narrative about the gaffer.

The factual error gaffe: This type of gaffe occurs when a politician
makes a statement that is obviously and wholly untrue (Amira, 2012).
Factual error gaffes generally occur when the politician is unaware that
what he or she is saying is not true. An example of a factual error gaffe
would be Sarah Palin stating that Paul Revere warned the British that they
would not be able to take guns from Americans (Malcolm, 2011). Palin’s
statement was blatantly wrong, and it made her seem foolish and ignorant
of history.
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The Kinsley gaffe: One of the more popular and well-documented
forms of gaffes, the Kinsley gaffe—identified by journalist Michael
Kinsley—is colloquially defined as when “a politician tells the truth-some
obvious truth he isn't supposed to say.” A Kinsley gaffe occurs when a
politician speaks about the truth that he or she believes about the world,
which is not necessarily the truth (Chait, 2012). An example of a Kinsley
gaffe could Joe Biden stating in 2014 that there hasn't been a lot of hope
and change since 2008, a backbone promise of the 2008 Obama/Biden
campaign (Whittington, 2014). This statement revealed that Biden believes
he has not delivered on his own campaign promises, a truth that contradicts
the position of the Obama administration.

The open-mic gaffe: When a politician is recorded saying something
while he or she is unaware of the recording, an open-mic gaffe can occur
(Amira, 2012; Obeidallah, 2012; Stephy, 2012). The most famous of these
occurred in 1984 when Ronald Reagan was recorded saying of Russia that
“we start bombing in five minutes.” The resulting panic caused an
international incident during the Cold War, and this event is still mentioned
in the discussions of political gaffes (Stephy, 2012).

The physical gaffe: The physical gaffe, perhaps the most trivial of the
types of gaffes, results from a physical error, such as a person tripping or
making a strange sound. Physical gaffes can also include odd facial
expressions and momentary lapses in decorum. Examples include Howard
Dean’s career-ending excitement after lowa causes in 2004 (Kaiser, 2012),
and Fidel Castro’s fall in front of an audience, also in 2004 (Newman &
Labott, 2004). A physical gaffe may also include an error in etiquette.

Research Questions

The overall purpose of this study is to provide not only a typology of
gaffes, but to better understand how political gaffes are covered by news
outlets. This will allow researchers to determine whether the proposed
typology fits with actual news coverage. In order to make assessments
about how political gaffes are represented by news outlets, the current study
content analyzed characteristics of news coverage of political gaffes. By
characteristics, we mean whether the stories are kinder to some gaffers and
meaner to others (such as tone of coverage, supportive or not of gaffers), in
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terms of gaffes, in terms of gaffers’ status and party affiliations. Because
different types of political gaffes may be considered more important,
interesting, or newsworthy, they may be covered differently by news
organizations. Therefore, the following research questions are proposed:

RQ1: What types of political gaffes are most prevalent in news
coverage?

RQ2: How do different types of newspapers (local, national,
international) cover political gaffes?

RQ3: What are the relationships between type of political gaffes
and article characteristics?

Because of different levels of political experience between incumbents
and candidates who are newly running for office, different types of
politicians may commit different types of gaffes. Additionally, a candidate’s
party affiliation may affect the way that news outlets choose to cover
political gaffes. Therefore, the following research questions are proposed:

RQ4: What are the most prevalent types of political gaffes by
candidate’s status?

RQ5: What are the most prevalent types of political gaffes by
candidate’s party affiliation?

According to EVT, any violation of expected norms in communication
can result in a gaffe. In regards to mass communication, any gaffe—or
violation—committed by a politician can be either congruent or incongruent
(Affifi & Burgoon, 2000). Congruent gaffes are defined as gaffes that
reinforce an extreme belief or position of a candidate, whereas incongruent
gaffes are defined as gaffes which occur because a politician does or says
something that is the opposite of what is expected (Affifi & Burgoon,
2000). Because the congruency of a gaffe may result in different types of
coverage by news outlets—congruent gaffes may be treated with less shock
and surprise, whereas incongruent gaffes are seen as astonishing—the
following research question is proposed:

RQ6: What are the relationships between types of political gaffes
and congruency?
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RQ7: What are the relationships between congruency of political
gaffes and article characteristics?

Method

Population and Sample

In order to answer the research questions proposed above, newspaper
articles about the twelve presidential and vice-presidential candidates from
four election cycles in the United States were content analyzed. The
population of this study is each newspaper articles that covers a political
gaffe by U.S. presidential and vice-presidential candidates from the two
major political parties in four election cycles, from 2000 to 2012. This
resulted in twelve U.S. leading presidential and vice-presidential candidates.
These candidates were Al Gore, Joe Lieberman, George W. Bush, Dick
Cheney, John Kerry, John Edwards, Barack Obama, Joe Biden, John
McCain, Sarah Palin, Mitt Romney, and Paul Ryan. The unit of analysis is
each newspaper article on a political gaffe committed by each of the
candidates identified in the sample. Newspaper articles were selected for
analysis in order to have specific records over a large span of time, which
would not have been possible with television content or some other forms
of mass media content. Researchers collected newspaper articles related to
each candidate’s political gaffes covered by newspapers within and outside
of the United States. The dates of the election cycles included two years
before each election. For example, articles from November, 2010 through
November, 2012 were analyzed for the 2012 election cycle. This was done
to ensure that the full election cycle was analyzed, even the early primaries.
All of the newspaper articles were chosen through an electronic database
search in Lexis-Nexis using twelve key words of the each candidate’s name
with the word “gaffe” (e.g. Obama gaffe or Romney gaffe). After collecting
the newspaper articles, researchers deleted unrelated articles to political
gaffes, or articles that were about more than one political gaffe (these
articles were often general stories about “gaffe-prone Joe Biden” rather
than coverage of specific incidences of gaffes). Additionally, articles were
excluded if they simply referred to a candidate as “gaffe prone” and did not
discuss a specific incident. As a result, a total of 177 articles were analyzed.
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Coding Scheme

Type of newspaper: Type of newspaper relates to where the
newspaper the article contained in was published. Three types of
newspapers were examined: local, national (within U.S.), or international
(outside of U.S.).

Article characteristics: Article characteristics were classified into
three sub-categories; tone of article, support for gaffer, and rationalizing for
gaffer. This was to account for the different treatments certain media outlets
might give to the gaffers, depending on the gaffers’ and/or the newspapers’
political orientations. Without going too much into the literature on biased
coverage of politics (see Rosenstiel et al., 2012), the current research seeks
to account for the ways certain articles lean one way or another. The tone
of article was coded for tone of the article in relation to the specific
politician being analyzed or politics in general. The options were positive,
balanced, or negative. An article may have been skeptical or dismissive
about politics or the politician, indicating that it would be coded as a
negative tone. If the article is positive towards the politician and another
actor or towards politics in general, it was coded as positive. However, an
article was only coded as positive when coders are absolutely sure.
Whenever in doubt or the decision is ambiguous, the article was coded as
neutral. The support for gaffer variable was coded for how the newspaper
article refers to the gaffer. Each article could be supportive, neutral, or
unsupportive. If the article was supportive of the individual, it was coded
as supportive. The rationalizing for gaffer variable was coded for whether
the newspaper article rationalized or attempted to explain why the gaffe
was committed. Only yes or no options were included in this category. If
the newspaper article tried to rationalize or explain why the gaffe was
committed, it was coded as yes.

Status of candidate: The status of each candidate was coded as
incumbent or candidate for how the individual was running within the
presidential election cycle at the time of the gaffe. For example, if the
individual was currently a governor but was running for president, and the
gaffe occurred as a result of the election campaign, it was coded as
candidate.

Party affiliation of candidate: Party affiliation of candidate was
coded as Democrat or Republican for which party the individual was
associated with at the time of the gaffe.
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Type of political gaffe: For type of political gaffe, the definitions of
different types of political gaffes described earlier in this study were used,
as identified by various sources in the literature review. As a result, six
types of political gaffes were coded: the out-of-context gaffe, the narrative
gaffe, the factual error gaffe, the Kinsley gaffe, the open-mic gaffe, and the
physical gaffe. This variable was coded as a binary, where each type of
gaffe was either present or not present in the article.

Congruency of political gaffe: Based on the definition of congruent
vs. incongruent violations by Afifi and Burgoon (2000), political gaffes ere
also categorized as either congruent or incongruent. A gaffe was coded as
congruent if the gaffe was a variation of expectations, while a gaffe was
coded as incongruent if it was the opposite of expectations.

Coder training and intercoder reliability: Before testing intercoder
reliability, two graduate student coders were trained during several sessions
to understand the coding categories and coding procedures. For the
intercoder reliability test, the coders individually analyzed 27 newspaper
articles (15% of the sample). Intercoder reliability was measured using
Cohen’s Kappa. As a result, for all the main variables used in this study,
the agreement was as follows; Type of newspaper, 1.000; Article
characteristics (Tone of article, .834; Support for gaffer, .820; and
rationalizing for gaffer, 1.000), Status of candidate, .926; Party affiliation of
candidate, 1.000; Type of political gaffe (the out-of-context gaffe, .780; the
narrative gaffe, .690; the factual error gaffe, 1.000; the Kinsley gaffe, 1.000;
the open-mic gaffe, 1.000; and the physical gaffe, 1.000), and congruency
of political gaffe, 1.000. The overall average reliability was .920 using
Cohen’s Kappa, with a range from .687 to 1.000. Intercoder reliability was
generally high with the only exception on narrative gaffes, perhaps a
function that context information was needed on the part of the coder to
understand whether an oppopent narrative was in existence.

Results

RQ1 asked about the most prevalent kinds of political gaffe. As shown
in Table 1, a descriptive analysis reveals the appearance of different types
of gaffes within the sample. Apparently, the most prevalent are narrative
gaffes, Kinsley gaffes, factual error gaffes and open-mic gaffes, while
physical gaffes and out-of-context gaffes are the least prevalent.
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Table 1 Types of Political Gaffes

Total (%)
Out-of-context gaffe 10 (5.6%)
Narrative gaffe 116 (65.5%)
Factual error gaffe 49 (27.7%)
Kinsley gaffe 96  (54.2%)
Open-mic gaffe 45 (25.4%)
Physical gaffe 1 (0.6%)

Note: Gaffes are not mutually exclusive.

RQ2 explored how different types of newspapers cover political
gaffes. A series of chi-square analyses are represented in Table 2. Overall,
local and international newspapers tend to cover political gaffes more
frequently than national newspapers, just by looking at the sheer number of
stories. Specifically, local newspapers (22.64%) and national newspapers
(22.22%) were more likely to cover factual error gaffes than their
international (10.33.8%) counterparts (XZ: 6.56, df = 2, p < .05). On the
other hand, international newspaper (19.02%) were more likely to cover
open-mic gaffes than local (5.66%) and national (14.82%) counterparts (X’=
14.89, df =2, p <.001).

Table 2 Types of Gaffes Covered by Newspapers

Local National International X
Out-of-context gaffe 4 (3.77%) 0 (0.0%) 6 (3.26%) 1.13
Narrative gaffe 39 (36.79%) 9 (33.33%) 68 36.96%) 2.99
Factual error gaffe 24 (22.64%) 6 (22.22%) 19 (10.33%) 6.56*
Kinsley gaffe 32 (30.19%) 8(29.63%) 56 (30.43%) 1.47
Open-mic gaffe 6 (5.66%) 4 (14.82%) 35 (19.02%) 14.89%*
Physical gaffe 1 (0.90%) 0 (0.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1.78

Note: df = 2; *p < .05, **p < .01

RQ3 explored the relationships between type of political gaffes and
article characteristics (i.e. tone, support for gaffer, and rationalizing for
gaffer). A series of chi-square analyses showed statistical significance in the
Kinsley gaffe and the open-mic gaffe categories. For tone of newspaper
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articles, articles with a negative tone (60.4%) were more related to Kinsley
gaffes than those with a balanced tone (38.5%) or a positive tone (1.0%)
(X’=9.04, df = 2, p < .05). Articles with a negative tone (68.9%) were also
more related to open-mic gaffes than those with a balanced tone (31.1%) or
a positive tone (0.0%) (X’= 7.76, df = 2, p < .05). For support for gaffer,
articles that were unsupportive towards the gaffer (59.4%) were more
related to Kinsley gaffes than those with a neutral tone (39.6%) or a
supportive tone (1.0%) for gaffer (X’ = 9.58, df = 2, p < .01). Articles with
an unsupportive tone for gaffer (66.7%) were also more related to open-mic
gaffes than those with a neutral tone (33.3%) or a supportive tone (0.0%)
for gaffer (X’= 6.41, df = 2, p < .05). However, no statistically significant
difference was found in the relationship between political gaffes and
rationalizing for gaffer.

Table 3 Relationship between Type of Political Gaffes and Article Characteristics

Tone

Negative Balanced Positive X
Out-of-context gaffe 4 (40.0%) 4 (40.0%) 2 (20.0%) 5.96
Narrative gaffe 64 (55.2%) 47 (40.5%) 5(4.3%) .94
Factual error gaffe 21 (42.9%) 25 (51.0%) 3 (6.1%) 2.63
Kinsley gaffe 58 (60.4%) 37 (38.5%) 1 (1.0%) 9.04*
Open-mic gaffe 31 (68.9%) 14 31.1%) 0(0.0%) 7.76*
Physical gaffe 1 (100.0%) 0(0.0%) 0(0.0%) 91

Support for gaffer

Unsupportive Neutral Supportive X
Out-of-context gaffe 4 (40.0%) 4 (40.0%) 2 (20.0%) 421
Narrative gaffe 63 (54.3%) 48 (41.4%) 5 (4.3%) 1.16
Factual error gaffe 23 (16.9%) 21 (42.9%) 5(10.2%) 3.02
Kinsley gaffe 57 (59.4%) 38 (39.6%) 1 (1.0%) 9.58%*
Open-mic gaffe 30 (66.7%) 15 (33.3%) 0(0.0%) 6.41%
Physical gaffe 1 (100%) 0 (0.0%) 0(0.0%) .89

Note: df = 2; *p < .05, **p < .01
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RQ4 explored the most prevalent types of political gaffes by the
politician’s status. A series of chi-square analyses were employed (see Table
4). Results showed that candidates tended to commit more political gaffes
than incumbents. In particular, statistically significant differences in the
narrative gaffe, the factual error gaffe, and the Kinsley gaffe between
incumbents and candidates were found. Specifically, candidates (88.8%)
were more likely to commit narrative gaffes than incumbents (11.2%) X’ =
19.14, df = 1, p < .01). Candidates (61.2%) were also more likely to
commit factual error gaffes than incumbents (38.8%) (X’= 13.09, df=1,p
< .01). Similarly, candidates (94.8%) were also more likely to commit
Kinsley gaffes than incumbents (5.2%) (X’= 31.26, df = 1, p < .001).
However, no statistical significant difference was found in the out-of-
context gaffe, the open-mic gaffe, and the physical gaffe between
candidates and incumbents.

Table 4 Types of Gaffes by Politician’s Status

2

Incumbent Candidate X
Out-of-context gaffe 3 (30.0%) 7 (70.0%) 53
Narrative gaffe 13 (11.2%) 103 (88.8%) 19.14%*
Factual error gaffe 19 (38.8%) 30 (61.2%) 13.09%*
Kinsley gaffe 5(5.2%) 91 (94.8%) 31.26%*
Open-mic gaffe 9 (20.0%) 36 (80.0%) .03
Physical gaffe 0(0.0%) 1 (100.0%) 27

Note: df = 1; *p < .05, **p < .01

RQ5 explored the most prevalent types of political gaffes by
candidate’s party affiliation. As shown in Table 5, both Democrats and
Republicans tend to commit narrative gaffes the most frequently. A series
of chi-square analyses revealed statistical differences in political gaffes
between Democrats and Republicans. Democrats (55.2%) committed more
Kinsley gaffes than Republicans (44.8%) (X’ = 6.65, df =1,p <.01).In
contrast, Republicans (90.0%) committed more out-of-context gaffes than
Democrats (10.0%) (X'= 5.63, df =1, p < .05). Further, Republicans (80.0%)
committed more open-mic gaffes than Democrats (20.0%) (X’= 16.82, df=1,
p < .001).
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Table S Types of Gaffes by Party Affiliation

2

Democrat Republican X
Out-of-context gaffe 1 (10.0%) 9 (90.0%) 5.63%
Narrative gaffe 60 (51.7%) 56 (48.3%) 3.94
Factual error gaffe 19 (38.8%) 30 (61.2%) 1.55
Kinsley gaffe 53 (55.2%) 43 (44.8%) 6.65%%*
Open-mic gaffe 9 (20.0%) 36 (80.0%) 16.827%*
Physical gaffe 1 (100.0%) 0 (0.0%) 1.17

Note: df = 1; *p < .05, **p < .01

RQ6 asked about the relationships between types of political gaffes
and its congruency. A series of chi-square analyses showed statistical
significance in the out-of-context gaffe, the narrative gaffe, and the open-
mic gaffe (see Table 6). Specifically, more articles on congruent political
gaffes (70.0%) demonstrated out-of-context gaffes than those on
incongruent gaffes (30.0%) (X’ = 4.85, df =1, p < .05). In the same vein,
more articles on congruent political gaffes (68.9%) demonstrated open-mic
gaffes than those on incongruent gaffes (31.1%) (X’= 25.77, df =1,p<
.01). In contrast, more articles on incongruent political gaffes (55.2%)
demonstrated narrative gaffes than those on congruent gaffes (44.8%) (X’=
8.18,df =1, p <.01).

Table 6 Relationship between Type of Political Gaffes and Congruency of Gaffes

Congruent Incongruent X
Out-of-context gaffe 7 (70.0%) 3 (30.0%) 4.85%
Narrative gaffe 52 (44.8%) 64 (55.2%) 8.18%*
Factual error gaffe 16 (32.7%) 33 (67.3%) .62
Kinsley gaffe 40 (41.7%) 56 (58.3%) 1.72
Open-mic gaffe 31 (68.9%) 14 31.1%) 25.77%*
Physical gaffe 0 (0.0%) 1 (100.0%) .60

Note: df = 1; *p < .05, **p < .01
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RQ7 asked about the relationships between congruency of political
gaffes and article characteristics. A series of chi-square analyses were
presented in Table 7. Overall, statistical significances were found in all of
the article characteristics including tone of articles, support for gaffer, and
rationalizing for gaffer. For tone of newspaper articles, those focusing on
congruent political gaffes (9.1%) are more likely to have a positive tone
than those on incongruent gaffes (1.8%). But it was the other way around
for balanced tone. Incongruent political gaffes (62.1%) also tended to
receive a more negative tone than their congruent counterparts (46.8%) (X2=
11.61, df = 2, p < .01). As for support for gaffer, more articles on congruent
political gaffes (10.6%) demonstrated support for gaffers than those on
incongruent gaffes (2.7%). Similarly, more articles on congruent political
gaffes (60.6%) demonstrated unsupportive tone for gaffers than those on
incongruent gaffes (48.6%). On the contrary, more articles on incongruent
political gaffes (48.6%) were either neutral than congruent counterparts
(28.8%) (X’= 9.65, df =2, p <.01). Further, more congruent political gaffes
(27.3%) than incongruent gaffes (9.9%) received rationalizing X’=9.11, df
=1,p<.01).

Table 7 Article Characteristics by Congruency of Gaffes

Congruent Incongruent X
Tone 1161
Positive 6(9.1%) 2 (1.8%)
Balanced 19 (28.8%) 57 (51.4%)
Negative 41 (62.1%) 52 (46.8%)
Support for gaffer 9.65%*"
Supportive 7 (10.6%) 3(2.7%)
Neutral 19 (28.8%) 54 (48.6%)
Unsupportive 40 (60.6%) 54 (48.6%)
Rationalizing for gaffer 9.11%*°
Yes 18 (27.3%) 11 (9.9%)
No 48 (72.7%) 100 (90.1%)

Note: * df=2; " df = 1; *p < .05, **p < .01
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Discussion

This study proposed a typology of political gaffes, and then proceeded
to examine how political gaffes of U.S. presidential and vice-presidential
candidates were covered in newspapers. This is the initial step to a better
understanding of political gaffes, and provides a baseline look at how
political gaffes are treated by the news media. The typology proposed
earlier in this study is appropriate for classifying political gaffes, as all of
the proposed categories of political gaffes were represented in the sample
of stories about presidential candidates. This research additionally shows
that each type of gaffe can be represented as congruent or incongruent, in
line with EVT.

The findings revealed that the representation of attributes of a political
gaffe varied according to the type of newspaper and the candidate’s
political stance. Specifically, the overall findings showed that narrative
gaffes and Kinsley gaffes were most commonly found in newspaper
coverage of presidential or vice-presidential candidates, and that the
difference in those two types of gaffes was significant between incumbents
and candidates. Candidates seeking election to office were more likely than
incumbents to commit narrative gaffes, Kinsley gaffes, and factual error
gaffes. In the context of horse race coverage in newspapers, political gaffes
tend to be employed in order to create a narrative about how one candidate
is winning or losing. Compared to incumbents who already had a base of
party support or at least experienced public’s support, candidates may be
more likely to use negative narratives to alienate incumbents and to attract
potential voters. By using a narrative that attacks their opponent or the
opponent’s party, candidates may be attempting to draw attention to their
political stance and/or reinforce existing political narratives. In the same
vein, candidates who are more politically inexperienced than incumbents
may make more slips of the tongue by stating untrue information.

Additionally, although factual error gaffes and open-mic gaffes were
less commonly found in newspaper articles than narrative gaffes and
Kinsley gaffes, the findings of this study revealed that different types of
newspapers covered different types of gaffes, indicating that factual error
gaffes prevalently appeared in local newspapers, while open-mic gaffes
were the most common in international newspapers, probably for their
obvious sensational values. This result may also be due to situations like
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President Obama’s open-mic gaffe which was about an international topic,
where he was caught saying that he would have more freedom on
international issues after his re-election (Keilar, 2012). These types of
gaffes may be more appealing to an international audience. Interestingly,
both factual error and open-mic gaffes were the least prevalent in national
newspapers, in part due to the less dramatic nature (factual gaffes) and less
frequent occurrence (open-mic gaffes) of these gaffes. However, in terms of
the actual accountability for politicians that results from the coverage of
political gaffes, coverage of factual error gaffes or open-mic gaffes may
have the power to hold politicians accountable for their actions, rather than
simply contributing to the empty sensationalism that surrounds some other
types of gaffes.

These findings may also reflect different deviance and newsworthiness
valued by different types of newspapers. In general, local newspapers focus
on very specific political issues occurring in their region, while international
newspapers value more general, but serious issues. In this respect, factual
error gaffes that affect only the candidate’s image may be frequently
covered in local newspapers, but may not be covered in international ones.
In contrast, open-mic gaffes can be recognized as being more serious issues
because some of the information revealed in open-mic gaffes can be related
to the party or state secrets. This suggests a difference in news values
between local, national, and international newspapers. While this content
analysis is limited in scope, these findings suggest that news value to
different types of newspapers is an important issue for further investigation.

Furthermore, the findings in this study showed that the congruency of
gaffes were related to article characteristics, such as tone, support for
gaffer, and rationalizing for gaffer. Congruent gaffes were associated with a
more positive tone, more support and more rationalization for the gaffer,
while incongruent gaffes tended to be treated with more negativity or
balance in terms of tone, and less support for the gaffer. These findings
support the idea of expectancy violation. Readers judge the person who
committed the violation in positive or negative way when their expectation
is violated (Afifi & Burgoon, 2000; Burgoon & Hale, 1988). Congruent
political gaffes are just more extreme versions of a political view, while
incongruent political gaffes are the opposite of the politician’s existing
political stance. Taking this into consideration, it is not surprising that
congruent political gaffes are associated with positive article tone, while
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incongruent political gaffes are associated with negative article tone.

Limitations

These findings should be viewed with caution. First, this study focused
only on newspaper articles about political gaffes from presidential and vice-
presidential candidates since 2000. Also, gaffes seemed to be rampant
during the 2016 election, whose results and deviance with may be different
from the current study. Additionally, while the sample included international
newspapers, the gaffes analyzed were only committed by U.S. candidates.
There was also no analysis conducted on television stories or stories that
appeared on cable news, where many discussions of political gaffes may
take place. Further, although we focused on three types of newspapers—
local, national, or international—other types of newspapers that may
influence use of gaffes such as mainstream newspapers and tabloids were
overlooked. Thus, the findings may not be directly generalizable to all types
of media coverage of political campaigns and political gaffes.

Second, the data is limited by the time frame in which it was
collected—specifically looking at presidential elections in a 12-year span.
Although attention to political gaffes has recently increased, political gaffes
may have arisen in various forms long before. In this regard, these findings
must be replicated with longitudinal data. Additionally, gaffes may be
examined outside the context of a presidential election to garner varying
results.

Conclusions

Politicians and political candidates maintain carefully-shaped images,
polished to perfection by advisors, scriptwriters and consultants. Any
deviation from this flawlessly cultivated image can result in a gaffe.
Political gaffes have become part of the routine surrounding politicians and
elections; large political campaigns—such as presidential campaigns—can
last for many months, and even years. The study of gaffes is important
because “the most newsworthy (and perhaps the most noteworthy)
departures from electoral routine are those occasions when candidates
blunder, lose control, or otherwise create embarrassing flaws in their
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carefully staged performances” (Bennett, 1981, p. 310).

Future research should focus on the effects of different types of
political gaffes, or how the excessive coverage of gaffes shapes political
opinions or perceptions of news outlets and political candidates themselves.
An interesting study may also result from expanding the time frame for a
content analysis to determine whether types of gaffes have changed over
time; coverage of gaffes may focus on less substantive issues with the
progression of time. The 2016 election may be the case. Additionally, future
research should examine why political gaffes take place, and why the
public is fascinated with these temporary, trivial blunders that become huge
media sensations, shaping not only the outcome of a specific political
campaign, but the future of the leadership of the country.
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