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On November 8th, 2000 at 2:17 am EST, the Fox New Network, quickly followed by all other major televisions news organizations, erroneously declared Governor George W. Bush to be the winner of the U.S. Presidential Election.  In fact, on election night - ABC, NBC, CBS, CNN, MSNBC and Fox all announced and later withdrew the projection that first Gore and then Bush had won the critical state of Florida.  In a New York Times editorial Bill Kovach called it “probably the worst moment in the 50-year history of television coverage of politics”
 The erroneous (or at the very least premature) projection of a Bush victory led Vice President Al Gore to temporarily concede the election to his opponent and was very embarrassing for the news agencies involved.  According to the former CBS political director Martin Plissner “This is the first time an erroneous call [has been made in a state with] a direct impact on the outcome of a presidential election.”
 This paper will examine the organizational pressures and decision biases that caused many news organizations to err so dramatically.

The timeliness of this event and the limited information the networks and VNS have revealed publicly thus far make it impossible to completely analyze what happened on election night.  However, based upon the available evidence it is possible to infer several of the organizational and individual decision biases that were probably operating in at least some, if not all, of the major TV news organizations during Election Night 2000.  It seems probable that the networks were at least in part guilty of seeking only to find confirmatory information, rationalizing their failure, framing risks in terms of loses, and being influenced by commitment and consistency effects.

Individuals and groups have a well document tendency to fail to seek or properly evaluate disconfirming evidence.  It seems that this tendency was part of the problem on Election Night.  All news organizations covering the election race to prove the hypothesis that “a given State’s election results can now be accurately predicted.”  To prove this hypothesis the networks had actually built a system that would not provide them with conflicting data.  Due to recent cost cutting measures all the major television and news organizations receive their election results and exit poll data from one media pool source, the Voter News Service (VNS). The cost saving measure is estimated to have saved $5 million to $10 million this year through the pooling of resources and the sharing of costs.
 This consolidation means that the networks have no independent sources of information that might indicate that the VNS data is incorrect or incomplete.

In addition to this structural lack of disconfirming evidence, there is some evidence that many news organization ignored individuals within their own staff who tried to provide disconfirming evidence. For example after Florida was called for Gore, CNN’s Mary Matalin refused to agree, despite her network’s projection, and publicly stated that she felt strongly that the “State would flip.”
  At least one ABC News decision advisor claims he expressed concern with calling Florida for Gore,

 “…it had a 10 to 15 percent chance of being wrong.  It just looked funny in a variety of ways.  None of us wanted to call it. At [the point other networks were calling the race] we were under tremendous pressure.  It’s ‘What’s the matter with you guys? Why can’t you call this?’”

Executives ignored these and possibly other disconfirming information even though they had promised their viewers that, because the election was so close, they would be extra vigilant about the calls they made in this election.
  CBS’s Dan Rather even promised viewers “If we say somebody’s carried the state, you can take that to the bank. Book it!”

The analysis above is not suggesting that the networks were acting in bad faith, simply that they had not instituted adequate protections from decision biases to be able to provide the level of certainty they reported.  The networks however have been quick to point to faulty VNS data as the primary problem.  While there was some bad data, the networks also seem to be engaging in a certain degree of rationalization.  Rationalization prevents organizations from learning from their mistakes because successes are seen as due to skill, while failures are attributed to bad luck or the result of other people’s failures. CBS’s Dan Rather and CNN’s Judy Woodruff as well as spokesman for several networks blamed the network’s mistakes on bad data.
 The VNS reports did in fact contain bad some bad data.
 However, it is clear that the networks probably had indications that the VNS data was suspect before they called Florida. Less than an hour before CBS’s Dan Rather declared Florida for Gore he said, “we may be here all night, finding out how Florida goes.”
  And according to Fox’s executive producer Marty Ryan, “Everybody thought V.N.S. [prediction that Gore had won Florida was] wrong. It didn’t fit with the way we had analyzed that state.”
  In contrast, the networks and other news agencies have no trouble taking credit for the VNS’s successes.  Almost without fail before this event news agencies would stress that “all the networks receive the same exit-poll data… but make their own decisions about projections.”
  

So why given the pledge to be extra vigilant this year and the uncertainty in the data did the networks rush to call Florida? Organizational Behavior literature provides strong evidence for the idea that people think about risk differently depending upon how the issue is framed.  That is people tend to avoid risks concerning gains and seek risks concerning losses.  “Executives at the other networks denied that they were reacting to Fox when they made the Florida call.”
 However, it is quite likely that most networks framed the decision to report in terms of losses once other networks began to do so and they had not.  In the case of both the call of Florida for Gore and the later call for Bush, all the networks followed suit within five minutes of the original announcement.  Until the first announcement is made, the news race is about who will declare the race first, who will get the ‘scoop’.  After the first network announces, the others scramble not to be left behind. Networks quickly fall in line. They are much more willing to take the risk of calling something wrong now that they risk being exposed as the only news source that can’t keep up with the information.

According to Cialdini’s experiments people are more sure of a decision immediately after they made it than just before.  Cialdini describes this as commitment and consistency effects and explains that once we make a choice or take a stand we will encounter personal and interpersonal pressures to behave consistently with that commitment.  We can see these effects operating after the networks predicted Bush would win Florida and the Presidency.  Only minutes after the 2:17 am announcement by broadcasters that Bush had won the Presidency, Florida’s State Election board released data suggesting that the race was in fact much closer.  Several newspapers, including the Washington Post declared Bush the victor on their web sites but pulled back within 45 minutes.
  However, the networks did not retract this call until around 4a.m.
 So, almost immediately after the networks called the Presidency for Bush they had information that suggested this call should not have been made. Surely, if it had not already been made this information would have caused them to delay the pronouncement.  However, they waited almost two hours to retract their declaration, clearly commitment and consistency effects heavily influenced them.  

The television and print media missed calls were not inevitable but rather a result of decision biases and poor systems within these organizations. Several news organizations including The Associated Press, Chicago Tribune, The LA Times and The Washington Post did not call the election for Bush.
  An NBC spokesman has claimed, “We made a mistake of good faith based on bad information. We’re doing everything we can to make sure it never happens again.”
 However, if NBC and the other networks truly want to ensure that this will not happen again they need to examine not only the mistakes made by VNS but also those made by their own organizations and the decision biases that led them to this result.
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