Local News Reporting and Mass Attitudes on
Infrastructure Investment

Andrew Trexler Megan Mullin*
PhD Candidate Professor of Public Policy
Duke University University of California, Los Angeles

This article has been published in Political Behavior. This version of the article has been
accepted for publication after peer review, but is not the Version of Record and does
reflect post-acceptance improvements, or any corrections. The Version of Record is
available online at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11109-024-09935-9. The Version of Record
IS Open access.

Abstract: A growing body of research documents how shrinking local newsrooms undermine
political accountability and local fiscal and policy performance in the United States. We extend
this work to examine political impacts from the level of information content in local news, which
has been jeopardized by reductions in newsroom staffing. To understand how information
content affects public response to news coverage of a local issue, we focus on the case of
preventive spending on infrastructure maintenance and repair. Inefficiently low levels of
infrastructure investment are often attributed to low public knowledge about the risk of failure
events. In a preregistered survey experiment, we test how the level and type of information in a
news article affect support for infrastructure investment across two different types of
infrastructure risk (repeated nuisance versus catastrophic failure). For both types of risk, we find
that more information-rich reporting, whether investigative or event-driven, increases public
support for preventive spending and imposes accountability penalties on local leaders who fail to
invest in prevention.
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Local News Reporting and Mass Attitudes on Infrastructure Investment

Increased investment in infrastructure attracts support from large majorities of Americans
in public opinion surveys,* but infrastructure spending as a share of the nation’s economic activity
has been on the decline (Stupak 2017). Like other forms of preventive spending, the benefits of
infrastructure investment can be difficult to observe, while costs are immediate and certain. A
growing literature explores how the preferences and risk perceptions of the mass public (Jacobs
and Matthews 2017; Friedman 2019; Bechtel and Mannino 2023; Andrews and Ryan 2022) and
elected officials (Sheffer et al. 2018), as well as challenges to electoral accountability (Healy and
Malhotra 2009; Gailmard and Patty 2019; Andrews, Delton, and Kline 2023; Mullin and Hansen
2023), contribute to spending levels that are less than what a fully informed public might prefer.

Behind many arguments about future-oriented spending is information: information
shortfalls among the mass public, and information asymmetries between the public and elected
officials. We explore how information shapes public responses to infrastructure investment
through a focus on local newspapers. Infrastructure vulnerabilities are often invisible; news
coverage can bring vulnerabilities to light and communicate their significance for public health
and safety. By helping people “discover, gather, compare, contextualize, and share information”
(Knight Commission 2009), local journalism enables communities to coordinate around shared
interests and hold public officials accountable for their actions.

Yet news coverage varies in the amount and type of information it provides. Industry-wide
staffing cuts have compromised the reporting capacity of local newspapers, contributing to
declines in overall news coverage and, correspondingly, newspapers’ impact on the public’s

political awareness (Hayes and Lawless 2021; Peterson 2021a, 2021b). Reduced capacity also

! Frank Newport, “The Singular Appeal of a Government Focus on Infrastructure,” Gallup, May 2", 2019.



affects the character of coverage. As journalists stretch to cover multiple beats and geographies
(Ali et al. 2020; Ewens, Gupta, and Howell 2022), they are less able to invest time in providing
context and background information in their coverage of news events. More cursory, episodic news
coverage may not be as effective at increasing voters’ knowledge and promoting accountability.
Does more informative news coverage help build political support for government
spending to reduce infrastructure failure risks? We conducted a survey experiment with a large
U.S. sample to study how the level and type of information provided in a news article affect public
support for infrastructure spending and electoral accountability for infrastructure disrepair. We
find that exposure to news coverage that provides more information about the context and
consequences of infrastructure neglect increases support for infrastructure spending. Informative
news coverage also promotes electoral accountability, with voters being more likely to punish
incumbents for failure to spend when the consequences of failure are made visible. Differentiating
between investigative and event-oriented contextual reporting (Fink and Schudson 2014; see also
lyengar 1990 on thematic versus episodic coverage), we find that both types of reporting have
similar effects, suggesting that the level of information provided in news coverage is more
important than the information type for shaping readers’ preferences and behavior. Our results add
to a growing body of evidence about the negative consequences of declining news investment by
demonstrating how loss of reporting capacity can affect not only a community’s civic

infrastructure, but its physical infrastructure as well.

Information and Infrastructure Investment
Even as the recent enactment of the Bipartisan Infrastructure Law (BIL) and Inflation

Reduction Act (IRA) bolstered federal contributions to infrastructure improvements for the short



term, the large majority of infrastructure capital and maintenance spending occurs at the state and
(especially) local levels (Congressional Budget Office 2018). For local elected officials,
infrastructure investment entails political risk, as certain and immediate costs are balanced against
uncertain, often invisible benefits. This is especially true of infrastructure maintenance and
rehabilitation that does not add new capacity but instead ensures continued performance and
protection against disruptive failures.

Political behavior research traditionally ascribes the short time horizons of elected officials
to the preferences of voters (e.g., Tufte 1978; Achen and Bartels 2016). Even if public opinion
surveys reveal generalized support for a long-term goal like a well-functioning infrastructure,
voters’ preferences for lower taxes and service fees in the short term will override that goal when
they are evaluating incumbent performance. Empirical studies offer some evidence of voters’ short
time horizons: voters put heavy weight on recent information in their candidate evaluations (Healy
and Lenz 2014) and reward politicians more for disaster response than for investments that could
reduce disaster harm (Healy and Malhotra 2009; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011). Responding to
an assumed myopia on the part of voters, politicians believe they risk electoral punishment for
raising service costs to pay for infrastructure improvements (Hansen and Mullin 2022).

Recent work complicates this story. First, voters do not punish elected officials for raising
fees as consistently as politicians might expect (Hansen, Eskaf, and Mullin 2022). Second, survey
experiments indicate that voters have limited sensitivity to the time horizon of a spending proposal;
their level of trust in the entity delivering the policy is more important (Jacobs and Matthews 2017;
Christensen and Rapeli 2021). Voter preferences also may be shaped by misperceptions about the
level of risk associated with a hazard (Motta and Rohrman 2021; Slovic et al. 2004; but see

Friedman 2019) and the cost of reducing that risk (Andrews and Ryan 2022). To the extent that



voters discount the benefits of infrastructure or preventive spending, it may be attributable to a
lack of information about those long-term benefits rather than to myopic preference for short-term
payoffs (Bechtel and Mannino 2023). Information constraints also limit voters’ ability to assign
blame when government fails to prevent disaster (Malhotra and Kuo 2008).

By increasing the information available to voters, news coverage might boost support for
preventive spending and promote accountability for prevention failures. Yet local journalism in
the United States is enduring a long period of decline. Total circulation for U.S. daily newspapers
fell 59 percent between 1990 and 2020 (Pew Research Center 2023), and thousands of newspapers
across the country have closed permanently (Abernathy 2020), especially in poorer communities
(Napoli et al. 2017; Usher 2021). Surviving newspapers have seen broad reductions in staff,
shedding 56 percent of total newsroom employment since 2008 (Pew Research Center 2022). For
many outlets, movement towards larger ownership structures have slashed newsroom budgets
(Ewens, Gupta, and Howell 2022) and centralized news production ex-locally (Ali et al. 2020),
separating coverage from well-defined community or place (Usher 2023). At the extreme, these
losses have generated a large number of hollowed-out newspapers that serve primarily as “ghost”
outlets for redistributing news content that is produced elsewhere (McChesney and Nichols 2011;
Sullivan 2020). Bereft of resources, such outlets routinely fail to provide basic original reporting
on important local issues and events.? In the most extreme cases of resource-deprivation, struggling

newspapers will simply print ballot language or meeting minutes verbatim as a “story.”

2 For example, the Los Angeles Times recently noted that the Salinas Californian, which was once the “leading
newspaper” for the city of 163,000, failed to run a single story on severe flooding in Salinas in January 2022, or any
story on the city’s mayoral race that year, “because it employed only one journalist until December. . .when the paper’s
last reporter quit.” Indeed, the only original content that the paper now produces are paid obituaries. James Rainey,
“The California Newspaper that Has No Reporters Left,” Los Angeles Times, March 27", 2023.



As local outlets and their staffs have dwindled, so has coverage of local issues and politics,
which has fallen by more than 70 percent on average among small market newspapers and 60
percent among larger papers (Hayes and Lawless 2021). Both staffroom cuts and corporatization
of newspaper ownership structures have contributed to this trend. A newspaper that suffers a
typical staffing reduction produces 300 to 500 fewer politics stories per year (Peterson 2021b).
The introduction of larger, corporate ownership structures typically results in reduced newsroom
staff and shifts coverage away from local governance (Ewens, Gupta, and Howell 2022; Martin
and McCrain 2019), in part because national politics is easier to repackage and distribute across a
network of outlets (Dunaway 2011).

The vanishing of local news coverage has had broad deleterious effects on local politics.
Local political participation and knowledge, split-ticket voting, and electoral competition for local
elected offices have all declined as local news outlets have weakened (Darr, Hitt, and Dunaway
2018; Ewens, Gupta, and Howell 2022; Hayes and Lawless 2021; Rubado and Jennings 2020;
Moskowitz 2021; Peterson 2021b). These negative effects on the political process can carry over
to governance outcomes as well, including poorer fiscal performance in areas that have suffered a

recent newspaper closure (Gao, Lee, and Murphy 2020).

Approaches to Covering Local News
Despite their decline, local newspapers remain a critical resource for local communities
(Peterson 2021a). When well-resourced, news organizations can provide expertise to interpret

events and situate them within a localized context.® Reporting news not as individual episodes but

% Local context can be essential for interpreting news events. As we show in Appendix D.1, national coverage of
important local stories like the 2016 water crisis in Flint, Michigan, often fails to provide critical details about
precipitating factors and government responsibility.



instead through thematic frames shapes how readers assign responsibility, making it more likely
that they hold government officials accountable for problems (lyengar 1990). A key avenue for
providing thematic frames is through the investigative report. By devoting newsroom resources to
chase down a story of public importance, often over months or even years, news outlets can
uncover bad actors, unsavory practices, and urgent community needs. Such endeavors help
audiences understand not only what has happened, but also how and why it happened. Investigative
exposés frequently shape future elections, prompt new legislation, and offer significant returns to
communities through new policy benefits or averted crises (Hamilton 2016). Though now in
decline, investigative reporting once was primarily performed by local news outlets (Lanosga
2014). Deficiencies in infrastructure are not an uncommon topic among such exposes—frequently
accompanied by pleas to government officials to invest in repairs and upgrades.*

A second avenue for thematic frames is contextual reporting. Contextual stories provide
context for a newsworthy incident by relating it to other events in the past or future or offering
explanation. Over the latter half of the twentieth century, contextual stories became more
widespread, replacing many conventional stories that reported single incidents episodically,
without reference to others (Fink and Schudson 2014). While less resource-intensive than full-
blown investigative journalism, contextual reporting still requires the investment of time, energy,
and analysis to situate news events in an appropriate context and connect them to broader trends.

As with investigative reporting, the fundamental challenge for contextual reporting is the

declining availability of newsroom staff. News snippets that are episodic and standalone have

4 We offer but a few examples here: Len Boselovic, “The nation’s locks and dams, including 23 in region, are on the
brink of failure, according to U.S. Army Corps of Engineers,” The Pittsburgh Post-Gazette, March 18", 2012; Dillon
Carr, “When the River Rises: An Investigative Report on Flooding in Richland County, Ohio,” Richland Source, May
16", 2016; Christopher Cox, “The Trillion-Gallon Question,” The New York Times Magazine, June 25™, 2023; Garrett
Ellison, “As the Great Lakes Surge to Record Heights, Coastal Areas Face a Time of Reckoning,” MLive.com, March
28t 2020.



substantially lower information value, but they are more feasible for skeleton newsrooms to
produce quickly and cheaply. Tabloid-style stories that prioritize spectacle over substance can
easily (and passively) be repurposed from other outlets or from publicly-available resources such
as police reports (Grygiel and Lysak 2021); contextual and especially investigative stories require
the attention of newsroom staff that can focus on a beat or story for extended periods of time (Fink
and Schudson 2014). Nevertheless, information-rich local politics reporting can compete for
eyeballs with tabloid journalism (Belt and Just 2008) and better aligns with the journalism
profession’s norms and mission (Barnhurst and Mutz 1997; Usher 2018).

We draw on these two models of news reporting to test how information provided in local
news affects support for infrastructure spending and accountability for infrastructure failures.
Through investigative or contextual reporting, journalists can provide background and explanation
that communicate the risks of infrastructure deterioration and situate a spending proposal within a
broader political context. When infrastructure failure occurs, the media can draw connections to
policy decisions that contributed to that failure. If mass preferences about infrastructure spending
proposals are shaped to some extent by informational deficiencies, the activities of local news

organizations could help build political will for increased investment.

Hypotheses

Our first two hypotheses address the core research question—that is, whether information-
rich news coverage of local infrastructure issues affects public preferences and voting behavior.
We examine both investigative reporting, which is often costly and time-consuming, and the more
expedient and common contextual reporting that links a news item to other relevant events. We

expect that:



H1: Exposure to investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect increases (a) support for

infrastructure spending and (b) electoral accountability.

H2: Exposure to event-oriented contextual reporting on infrastructure failure increases (a)

support for infrastructure spending and (b) electoral accountability.

While we expect that either type of reporting (investigative or event-oriented) should
increase public support for spending and improve electoral accountability, both types can co-occur
within the same article. Is the effect of coverage on voting behavior strengthened when a news
outlet can point to both evidence of neglect and an actual failure event? We hypothesize that:

H3: Exposure to both investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect and event-oriented

contextual reporting on an infrastructure failure increases (a) support for public

infrastructure spending and (b) electoral accountability, relative to exposure to either
element alone.

Next, we consider whether one of these types of reporting—investigative or event-
oriented—induces a larger shift in voting behavior. From one perspective, communicating
information about infrastructure neglect and demonstrating malfeasance on the part of local elected
leaders could serve as a better motivator for pursuing change via the voting booth. From another
perspective, publicizing the realization of risks in the form of actual failure events—regardless of
elected leaders’ foreknowledge—may better demonstrate the need for change and convince voters
to support increased spending (Healy and Malhotra 2009; Bechtel and Hainmueller 2011; but see
Bechtel and Mannino 2023). Further, the realization of a failure implies that public officials either
misjudged the failure risk or chose to ignore it, which may provide motivation for voters to hold
them accountable at the ballot box. Whereas an investigative report might prime a reader’s analytic

thinking about risk, news coverage of a failure event is more experiential and can evoke risk as



feeling (Slovic et al. 2004). Both responses play a role in shaping individuals’ risk perceptions and
decision making. Our next two hypotheses are therefore formulated as competing expectations:

H4: Exposure to investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect increases (a) support for

public infrastructure spending and (b) electoral accountability, more than exposure to

event-oriented reporting on infrastructure failure.

H5: Exposure to event-oriented reporting on infrastructure failure increases (a) support

for public infrastructure spending and (b) electoral accountability more than exposure to

investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect.

Finally, we examine differences between a catastrophic infrastructure failure (specifically
the collapse of a dam) and a more low-level nuisance problem (sewer overflows). As infrastructure
declines, both types of events pose time-uncertain risks but are likely to occur eventually; the most
obvious difference between them is that catastrophic events bear considerably higher costs. As
such, we hypothesize that:

H6: Where the consequences of infrastructure failure are more severe, exposure to

investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect and/or event-oriented reporting on

infrastructure failure has larger effects on (a) support for public infrastructure spending

and (b) electoral accountability.

Research Design
To test these hypotheses, we conducted a preregistered survey experiment that manipulated
exposure to news coverage about local infrastructure decline.® The study was fielded August 37—

15" 2022. We recruited a sample of 3,370 U.S. adults with quota sampling via Qualtrics Panels

® Preregistration materials for this study are available online at https://osf.io/hbpg9. The experiment was informed by
a large preregistered pilot study, which we detail in Appendix C.
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to approximate the U.S. adult population on the dimensions of gender, race and ethnicity, and
household income. As per our preregistration, we dropped 60 respondents who failed at least two
quality checks, providing a final analysis sample of 3,310 respondents. Appendix B provides
additional details regarding the sample composition and exclusion criteria.

Respondents were assigned to read one of eight vignettes via simple random assignment.
Each vignette presented respondents with a mock newspaper article from the Franklin Gazette,
described as “the local newspaper of a fictitious city of roughly 200,000 people located in the
United States.” Across all conditions, the article was styled to look like a real news article and
described an upcoming municipal election in which voters would be choosing the city’s mayor, as
well as voting on a proposed municipal bond that would pay for public improvements to an aging
infrastructure system. The article noted that the bond would be funded by a property tax increase
(expected to cost the average homeowner $40 per year) and offered quotes from the incumbent
mayor, who opposes the bond, and a challenger candidate, who supports it. Though explicitly
fictitious and presented in an artificial setting in which no respondent actually faces the bond
measure, the article approximated real local news content and ballot decisions that respondents
could realistically face.

The vignettes varied across three dimensions of interest for a 2x2x2 between-subjects
design. First, respondents were randomly assigned to a story that focused on either an aging dam,
to represent the risk of a single catastrophic failure event, or an aging sewer system, to represent
the risk of a repeated nuisance issue. Except where specified, we consider these two parallel
scenarios separately.

Within each of the two infrastructure scenarios, respondents were randomly assigned to

one of four conditions. The first (the control) represented a conventional news article that presented

10



the upcoming election as a standalone event: it summarized the decisions that voters would face
and noted the age of infrastructure system at issue, but did not reference any broader context
surrounding the issue or note a long pattern of neglect. The control article was thus intended to
mimic a brief news bulletin that a resource-starved editor could assemble with only a few minutes
of work. The control article for the dam scenario is reproduced in Figure 1.

In the second condition, we added investigative reporting about incumbent city leaders’
neglect of the infrastructure system in question (dam or sewer). Specifically, this investigative
article uncovers repeated warnings given to Franklin’s leaders by state inspectors, who had noted
a high risk of failure for years; documents repeated decisions by Franklin’s leaders to not invest in
infrastructure repairs,® voting down funding to do so several times; and describes the potential
damage that a failure event would cause. Reporting of this kind requires significant investment of
resources: reporters must scour public records, dig through technical reports, and engage with
potentially less-than-willing officials to develop a fuller understanding of the government’s neglect
of public infrastructure.

In the third condition, we provided event-oriented contextual information about a realized
infrastructure failure. Whereas the investigative condition provided informational depth regarding
the history of infrastructure neglect, the event-oriented condition instead documented a recent
realized failure event and connected it to ongoing concerns about the condition of the relevant

infrastructure.” The investigative and event-oriented conditions thus differed in the degree to which

® This information combined with the incumbent mayor’s stated opposition to the bond measure are intended to imply
culpability for the city’s previous funding decisions. A mayor is typically the most visible face of local government,
which encourages voters to link their evaluations of mayoral performance to realized policy outcomes (Healy and
Malhotra 2013). Although this this can constitute an error under some municipal structures where the mayor is
afforded relatively little power, differences in mayoral authority do not affect retrospective voting in mayoral elections
(Hopkins and Pettingill 2018).

7 In the dam scenario, the failure event occurs in a neighboring town—ensuring that respondents are still considering
preventive rather than reparative spending with respect to the bond proposal. In the sewer scenario, the failure event
is situated on a particular street in Franklin and contextualized as indicative of city-wide problems.

11



they emphasized malfeasance by current elected leaders (which featured more heavily in the
investigative treatments) and the realization of risk (which featured solely in the event-oriented
treatments). The final condition presented a combined reporting article that included both

investigative reporting and event-oriented reporting, reproducing copy from the investigative and

Franklin city council election Tuesday,
aging dam repair also on ballot

By James Westin N :l o

Published today at 11:34 a.m.

With Franklin’s city elections now just days away, a municipal bond
proposal to reconstruct the aging Madison Pond Dam has become a
central issue of the campaign.

Originally built in 1940, the old dam that sits above Franklin’s historic
downtown is often called an eyesore. The city’s Public Works director once
said the leafy saplings that sprout from the dam’s walls look like an old
man’s bushy eyebrows.

The proposed reconstruction on the ballot would be funded by a property
tax increase, and is expected to cost the average Franklin homeowner
about $40 more per year.

In the hotly-contested race for mayor, four-term incumbent Mayor David
Garfield is defending his seat against challenger Ben Fontaine. Garfield
has urged voters to reject the funding for the dam, taking issue with the
tax hike. Speaking to supporters yesterday, Garfield argued that “routine
maintenance can extend the dam’s usable life, without any new burden on
taxpayers.” Garfield’s challenger, Ben Fontaine, is campaigning in favor of
the bond. At a rally Saturday, Fontaine urged his supporters to “vote yes
on the bond—we need to invest in our infrastructure before it becomes a
danger”

Fig. 1 Displays the control-condition vignette in the dam scenario.
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event-oriented vignettes as closely as possible.® This allows us to consider the interactive effect
from exposure to both types of information richness. In Appendix B.4, we reproduce all vignettes
and provide additional information on the experimental design.

Following the vignette treatment, all respondents answered a series of outcome questions.
We evaluated electoral accountability with two measures. First, we asked respondents whether
they have a favorable or unfavorable opinion of the two mayoral candidates (in random order),
measured on balanced 7-point scales. For each candidate, the favorability question was worded to
remind the respondent of that candidate’s position on the infrastructure bond and their incumbency
status. We measured net challenger favorability by subtracting the incumbent’s favorability rating
from the challenger’s favorability rating. The second accountability measure asked respondents
which of the two candidates they would be most likely to support if they were to vote in Franklin’s
election, measured on a balanced 6-point scale from “Certain to vote for Garfield” (the incumbent)
to “Certain to vote for Fontaine” (the challenger). Finally, we evaluated support for public
infrastructure spending with a single question asking how likely the respondent would be to
support or oppose the proposed bond measure on the ballot, measured using a similar balanced 6-
point scale. The full survey questionnaire, including question wording and response options for all
questions, is presented in Appendix B.5.

In summary, the three dimensions of variation in our vignette experiment were the
infrastructure system at issue in the article (dam or sewer), the presence of investigative reporting
on infrastructure neglect, and the presence of event-oriented reporting on a failure event. By

randomly exposing respondents to varying types of news information, we are able to estimate the

8 To protect against any potential information-ordering effects, respondents assigned to this combined reporting
condition were randomly treated with one of two versions that placed either the investigative reporting elements or
the event-oriented elements before the other.
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effect of each type of information on both candidate assessments and support for public spending

on infrastructure.

Results

Our motivating hypotheses predicted that investigative reporting on infrastructure neglect
(H1) and event-oriented contextual reporting on infrastructure failure (H2) would engender
support for infrastructure spending among the mass public and increase electoral accountability,
and that both types of reporting in combination would have a larger effect than either type on its
own (H3). To test our first three hypotheses, we estimate the average treatment effect (ATE) of
the investigative vignettes, event-oriented vignettes, and combined reporting vignettes
(respectively) on each outcome variable via ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions with robust
standard errors, analyzed with the statistical program R. As specified in our preregistration, we
analyze the dam and sewer scenarios separately (except where noted below), although results are
similar when the scenarios are pooled.® For each outcome variable (re-scaled to vary between 0
and 1), the right-hand side includes a binary variable for whether the participant was exposed to
the investigative reporting treatment (coefficient of interest for H1), the event-oriented reporting
treatment (coefficient of interest for H2), or the combined reporting treatment, with the control
condition held as the reference category. Each equation also includes a vector of demographic and
political characteristic control variables to improve precision; the unadjusted results without these

controls are not substantively different and are reported in Appendix A.2.%

® This approach alters the analysis to two separate 1x4 experiments, which differs slightly from the 2x2x2 design
conceptualized above. We chose and preregistered this approach to improve ease of interpretation of the regression
coefficients. We therefore employ linear combination tests instead of evaluating interaction coefficients directly to
test several of our secondary hypotheses (H3 to H5). For our final hypothesis (H6), we combine the two separate
scenarios to analyze the experiment as a 2x4.

10 Data and code necessary to replicate the results is publicly available in the Political Behavior Dataverse, located at
https://doi.org/10.7910/DVN/DESIU2.
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Estimated ATE on Candidate Favorability & Vote Choice
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Estimated ATE (Coefficient)
Infrastructure Scenario Sewer + Dam

Fig. 2 Displays the estimated ATE by condition and outcome variable, for the dam

scenario sample (n = 1,592) and the sewer scenario sample (n = 1,718) respectively. The

error bars indicate 95 percent confidence intervals. See Appendix Tables A.1.1 and A.1.2

for full results.

Figure 2 shows the main results of these models (covariate-adjusted).** The triangles (dam)
and dots (sewer) show the estimated ATE of each treatment condition for each outcome, while the
bars indicate 95 percent confidence intervals. The top row of Figure 2 presents the estimated ATEs
of the investigative reporting vignette relative to the control, broken out by infrastructure scenario.
The investigative reporting treatment reduced incumbent favorability and increased challenger
favorability, net favorability for the challenger, likelihood of voting for the challenger, and

likelihood of supporting the bond measure. In other words, exposure to the investigative reporting

article made respondents more willing to hold the incumbent mayor accountable for neglecting

1 The corresponding regression tables are reported in Appendix A.1.
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public infrastructure, to support a pro-spending challenger candidate, and to directly support a
costly public spending measure. These results support H1’s expectations that exposure to
investigative reporting on neglect would increase support for spending and electoral
accountability. These shifts in behavior are substantively meaningful, reflecting movements that
range from 5 to nearly 10 percent of the scale for each outcome variable.

We find similar results with respect to H2’s expectation that exposure to event-oriented
contextual reporting on infrastructure failure would have positive effects on spending support and
accountability. The middle row of Figure 2 presents the estimated ATEs of the event-oriented
vignette relative to the control, again broken out by scenario. As with the investigative vignette,
the event-oriented article reduced incumbent favorability and increased challenger favorability,
net favorability for the challenger, likelihood of voting for the challenger, and likelihood of voting
for the bond measure. These results support H2 by showing that exposure to contextual reporting
on infrastructure failure can improve support for infrastructure spending and enhance electoral
accountability.

Next, we test whether exposure to both of these elements would have an even greater effect
on mass attitudes and behavior (H3)—that is, whether local reporting has greater impact when the
newspaper can say “we told you so” in the aftermath of a failure event. The bottom row of Figure
2 shows the estimated effects of exposure to the combined reporting article, which includes both
investigative and event-oriented elements. The estimated ATESs from this combined treatment look
quite similar to the estimated effects of either element alone. We test H3 statistically with linear
combination tests that compare the coefficient on the combined-treatment variable against the
coefficient on the investigative-treatment variable, or against the coefficient on the event-treatment

variable, for each outcome in each scenario; in all cases the null hypothesis is that the coefficients
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are equal, and we consider the alternative hypothesis that the coefficient on the combined-
treatment indicator is larger. We thus conduct 20 total linear combination tests for H3, which we
report in Appendix Table A.4.1. Of these tests, only one is significant in the expected direction,
and the overwhelming majority estimate the difference to be near zero and far from conventional
levels of significance. We therefore find that the results do not support H3: investigative reporting
on neglect alongside event-oriented reporting on failure is no more effective at shifting behavior
than either element alone.

Next, we considered whether investigative reporting has a greater effect on electoral
accountability and support for spending than event-oriented contextual reporting (H4), or vice
versa (H5). To test these competing hypotheses, we conducted another series of linear combination
tests. These tests compare the coefficient on the investigative treatment indicator against the
coefficient on the event-oriented treatment indicator, for each outcome in each scenario (10 tests
in total). Given our competing hypotheses, we preregistered two-tailed significance thresholds for
these tests, against a null hypothesis of equivalent coefficients. None of the 10 tests (reported in
Appendix Table A.4.2) approaches conventional two-tailed significance. We therefore conclude
that the results do not support either H4 or H5; with respect to electoral accountability and public
support for infrastructure spending, the effect of exposure to pre-hoc investigative reporting on
neglect and risk is functionally the same as exposure to post-hoc event-oriented reporting on
realized failure.

In interpreting these results, we note the high levels of baseline support for the
infrastructure investments described in our hypothetical scenarios. Figure 3 shows the unadjusted

outcome variable means by treatment condition.'?> Even in the control condition—in which the

12 \We report the means shown in Figure 3 in Appendix A.3.
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article characterizes the dam or sewers merely as aging, and not as a potential risk—mean
likelihood of supporting investment (the bond) is 0.60 on the 0-1 scale for the dam scenario and
0.65 for the sewer scenario. These levels of support might well be higher than real-world support
from voters who would bear the true costs of repairs, despite the $40 per year cost to homeowners
that we advertised in the vignettes. Nevertheless, the control condition’s limited news brief
summarizing the key choices in the upcoming election was sufficient for the average respondent
in either scenario to have a negative view of the incumbent and a positive view of the challenger.
Such responses may speak to the broad public support that infrastructure investments enjoy in the
abstract, as frequently expressed in public opinion polling on the subject.

Even starting from these high baselines of support in the control condition, though,
exposure to more information-rich reporting meaningfully affected responses. The effects are also
not confined to simply strengthening the opinion of those already likely to vote for the pro-
spending candidate. To differentiate opinion direction from opinion strength, we collapse the
candidate voting measure to a binary variable—O0 if more likely to vote for the incumbent, and 1
if more likely to vote for the challenger—and regress it on the treatment indicators.*® We find that
exposure to the information-rich treatments increases the overall vote for the challenger by 7 to 9
percentage points in the dam scenario and 6 to 12 percentage points in the sewer scenario, from
baselines in the control conditions of 60 and 61 percent, respectively. On the bond support
question,** baseline support in the control condition is considerably higher, at 70 and 76 percent
in the dam and sewer scenarios, respectively. Particularly for the sewer scenario, the high baseline
of support leaves fewer potential voters to be shifted into the support column, and indeed we find

directionally positive but not statistically significant effects of exposure to information-rich

13 We report these regressions in Appendix A.5. These analyses were not preregistered.
14 Again collapsing to a binary variable, coding any level of opposition as 0 and any support as 1.
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reporting on (binarized) bond voting in the sewer scenario. In the dam scenario, however, the
investigative reporting treatment and combined treatment each significantly increases total vote

for the bond by about 8 percentage points.

Mean Candidate Favorability & Vote Choice
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=
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Fig. 3 Displays the sample mean value for each outcome variable (max range 0 to 1) by
experimental condition. The upper panel displays mean values for subjects in the dam
scenario (n = 1,592). The lower panel displays mean values for subjects in the sewer
scenario (n=1,718). The error bars indicate 95 percent confidence intervals. See Appendix
Tables A.3.1and A.3.2.

To compare differences between the two infrastructure scenarios directly, we pool the

entire sample to estimate a covariate-adjusted regression for each outcome that interacts a binary

indicator for infrastructure scenario (1 for the dam scenario, 0 for the sewer scenario) with each of
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the three treatment indicators.*® We hypothesized that when the costs of infrastructure failure are
more severe—as in the dam scenario—in-depth reporting should have larger effects on electoral
accountability and support for public spending (H6). If H6 is correct, the coefficients on the
interaction terms should be positive. Figure 4 presents the point estimates and 95 percent
confidence intervals for the coefficients on the interaction terms for each outcome variable. As
Figure 4 shows, only one of these coefficients is significantly different from zero, and the
remaining 14 are all very close to zero. We therefore find that the results do not support H6: the
high-stakes nature of the dam scenario does not increase the effectiveness of information-rich

reporting for moving mass attitudes and voting behavior.

Scenario Difference in Estimated ATE on Candidate Favorability & Vote Choice

Incumbent Favorability Zhallenger Favorability Met Favorability Support for Challenger Support for Bond

Investigative*Dam

Event-Oriented*Dam —h— —h— —— —— —h—

Combined*Dam —a— — = —— ——
01 00 04 01 00 04 01 00 04 01 00 04 01 00 01
Coefficient

Fig. 4 Displays the difference (across infrastructure scenarios) in estimated ATE for each
outcome variable. The error bars indicate 95 percent confidence intervals. Data from the
total pooled sample (n = 3,310). See Appendix Table A.1.3 for full results.

15 The corresponding regression tables are reported in Appendix A.1. An equivalent unadjusted regression is reported
in Appendix A.2.
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Discussion

The challenge of investing in prevention or other future-oriented policies is an enduring
puzzle in political research. Prior explanations for underinvestment have focused on preference
structures in the mass public that are myopic or otherwise nonrational. Recent work suggests that
voters may not be irrational in failing to reward long-term investments—instead, they may be
underinformed, producing an accountability gap. If voters can learn about risks and responsibility,
they may be more likely to support investments that reduce those risks and hold accountable
incumbents who fail to adequately address them.

We examined whether local news reporting can help overcome the information barriers to
building public support for infrastructure investments. Using a large national survey experiment,
we found that news coverage linking an infrastructure spending proposal to a broader storyline
about infrastructure neglect increased support for the spending proposal. Consistent with previous
work on thematic media coverage (lyengar 1990), our treatments also made readers more likely to
hold incumbent officeholders responsible for government failures that occurred under their watch.
We interpret the negative effect on incumbent support as reflecting a retrospective judgment on
city leaders’ failure to invest in the past, though it may be a prospective response to the incumbent’s
campaign platform of comparatively low spending—or some combination of the two.®

Critically, these salutary effects of news coverage persisted across the partisan divide. In
Appendix A.5, we report covariate-adjusted models that interact Republican party identification
with the three treatment conditions. While the results are broadly similar across partisanship, these
models show that, if anything, Republican identifiers react more strongly to news about

infrastructure neglect, at least in the sewer scenario. On average, Republican respondents in the

16 \We note that these assumptions do not necessarily require the incumbent to have opposed previous efforts to increase
spending—simply that the incumbent failed to achieve higher spending and currently opposes the bond.
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control condition were more skeptical of spending than non-Republicans. But Republicans in the
sewer scenario who were exposed to the treatment vignettes were even more persuaded than
Democrats to hold the incumbent accountable. Despite increasing gaps between the parties on trust
in news at the national level, our experiment suggests that local journalism continues to be credible
to members of both parties, as other recent research has shown (Guess, Nyhan, and Reifler 2018).

At face value, our finding that exposure to information about a problem increases voters’
willingness to address that problem is not surprising. However, it serves as an important correction
to the notion that voters prefer not to spend on benefits that accrue in the future. If they understand
those benefits more clearly, their support for prevention rises. The effect of informative news
coverage may be particularly strong for infrastructure investments, which are characterized by
high information asymmetry and long time horizons: on average, voters know less than
policymakers do about the longevity or vulnerability of existing infrastructure, but must judge
policymakers on their decisions to incur large, visible short-term costs for less visible long-term
gains (Bechtel and Mannino 2023; Gailmard and Patty 2019; Healy and Malhotra 2009). This
asymmetry creates an incentive for policymakers to pander to voters’ short-term preferences for
lower spending, even if fully informed voters would prefer to invest in prevention (Canes-Wrone,
Herron, and Shotts 2001; Mullin and Hansen 2023). Whether the results extend to other policy
domains where risk status is more visible, or the efficacy of policy response more immediate, is a
question for future research. Our study points to the decline of local news as a contributing factor
in the decline of American infrastructure, and underscores an urgent public need for reinvestment
in—and renewed consumption of—Ilocal journalism.

As with any vignette experiment, our results have limited generalizability to real world

scenarios. Except for the quotes from the dueling mayoral candidates, our respondents were not
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exposed to any competing (or complementary) information about Franklin’s election, candidates,
or infrastructure from outside sources, as they might be in an actual information environment. The
high baseline levels of support for investment indicate that respondents may have weighed the
purported costs of infrastructure investment less than if the increased tax burden truly affected
their own pocketbooks. In the real world, too, newspapers can run stories but must hope that
someone reads them (Hopkins and Gorton, forthcoming; Trexler 2023); our forced-exposure
treatments speak more to the effects of coverage on actual news consumers than on the electorate
or the broader public. Yet the substantial effects that we observe in our treatments are encouraging
signs of the news media’s role in bridging information gaps in the democratic process.

Further, while our design carefully varies exposure to key pieces of information, our
treatments are bundled to some degree, meaning that we cannot determine precisely which piece(s)
of information affected our respondents, or by precisely which mechanism. That is, respondents
in the investigative condition (for example) may have responded to information about degree of
risk (risk aversion), or to information about political leaders’ neglect (retrospective punishment),
or perhaps both. These mechanisms may also be moderated by the perceived credibility of the
source, a local newspaper, relative to other media that could have conveyed the same information
(e.g., an advertisement from an interest group or political candidate).

That said, some notable differences between the treatment conditions—specifically, the
higher emphasis on malfeasance in the investigative treatments versus the shock value of realized
risk in the event-oriented treatments—enable us to make exploratory progress towards identifying
mechanisms. By putting heavier emphasis on neglect by city leaders, the investigative treatments
had potential to elevate voters’ concerns about inefficient spending (Gailmard and Patty 2019;

Andrews, Delton, and Kline 2023). But we found no difference between the investigative and
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event-oriented treatments in terms of support for the incumbent or challenger, and levels of support
for the bond itself were only marginally higher for the investigative treatment. Information about
failure risk, which was emphasized in all treatment conditions, may therefore matter more than
information about incumbent performance per se in shaping public support for preventive
spending.

Our study’s other null results are also quite informative. The effects of exposure to
information about infrastructure risk are no different whether an investment is directed at
preventing a catastrophic event or a chronic nuisance. One could perhaps view this result as
suggesting that people do not much care about the magnitude of risk—only that there is risk to be
addressed. But another, more sanguine interpretation is that people care about nuisance issues, too,
and want them fixed. The especially high baseline support for the sewer improvements suggests
this possibility.

We also found that effects do not differ by the type of information provided by news
reporting. On the one hand, we find it meaningful that exposure to investigative reporting can
boost support for investment before a disaster actually strikes, potentially offering social returns
much greater than prevention’s upfront costs (Hamilton 2016). On the other hand, less resource-
intensive contextual reporting in which journalists harness local expertise and draw connections
between related events has roughly the same effects as costly investigative reporting that
establishes a pattern of neglect and culpability over time. Either of these two approaches to news
coverage boosts support for investment and improves electoral accountability more than the bare-
bones news snippets that a skeleton newsroom can produce.

A growing literature demonstrates the importance of local newspapers for upholding local

civic and political capacity (Darr, Hitt, and Dunaway 2018, 2021; Gao, Lee, and Murphy 2020;
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Hopkins and Pettingill 2018; Mullin and Hansen 2023; Peterson 2021a, 2021b; Rubado and
Jennings 2020; Snyder and Stromberg 2010). We demonstrate that newspapers matter for physical
capacity as well—capacity to protect communities against growing risks from heat, floods,
drought, and fire that are putting new stress on aging and deteriorating infrastructure. Investing in
facilities that improve our resilience to climate hazards requires investing in the health of our

information environments as well.
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