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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 scrutirized. 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
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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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