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MITT ROMNEY IS 
gripping and grinning his way through a Wisconsin restaurant,  
just days before winning the state’s pivotal primary, and a 
pack of political reporters, embedded network producers and 
photographers are on his heels, covering the brief campaign 
stop in real-time.
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The presumptive Republican nominee 
sits down next to a woman and — as an 
ABC News producer noted on Twitter — 
exclaims “Oshkosh B’gosh” a!er she tells 
him the name of her hometown. Romney 
chats with patrons at a couple other ta-
bles, the press in close pursuit, before he 
and Rep. Paul Ryan head into the kitchen 
of Schreiner’s Restaurant. Reporters can’t 
get in there so they do their best to cap-
ture the moment through an opening sepa-
rating the kitchen and dining room. 

 Campaign embeds train video cam-
eras on the two men, while reporters from 
Politico and The New York Times — along 
with Romney’s traveling press secretary 
— tweet camera phone shots. “Paul Ryan 
explains to Romney that the chef’s ‘poor 
man’s lobster’ is actually haddock,” one 

CNN producer tweets. 
Then a Romney campaign sta"er 

tells the press pack to “pre-set for pie,” 
prompting reporters and photographers to 
move to the front of Schreiner’s to cover 
the candidate, well, buying pie.

Welcome to America’s #rst Twitter 
election, a media-soaked spectacle where 
every moment, o"-the-cu" comment and 
stump speech through-line seems to get 
covered by someone, somewhere, and 
which can ping-pong through the media 
echo chamber within seconds. 

 It’s not only bits of campaign trail 
color that gets endlessly recycled across 
the digital and broadcast landscape. 

Republican presidential candidate and former 
Masachusetts Gov. Mitt Romney faced the media after a 
March 21st campaign stop in Arbutus, Maryland.
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Throughout the nearly year-long Repub-
lican primary slog, plugged-in political 
reporters tweeted out the latest ga"e, 
opposition research dump, or morsel of 
manufactured outrage – facets of past 
campaigns but exacerbated by the sped-up 
news cycle. Plenty of controversies that 
quickly bubbled to the surface through 
Twitter (and then forgotten there just as 
fast) have swept up legions of reporters, 
including this one. 

While the media does, at times, cover 
The Important Issues, the 2012 election 
stories that seem to overtake the news 
cycle, for either minutes or days, don’t 
tend to focus on the direction of the coun-
try, the millions of jobless Americans, the 
state of the economy, or the country’s fu-
ture role in Afghanistan, the longest run-
ning war in U.S. history. 

Instead, political reporters — su"ering 
a more acute case of myopia than in po-
litical horse races of the past — #xate en 
masse on what a Romney adviser says on 
CNN (“Etch A Sketch”) or what a Demo-
cratic pundit, who doesn’t even work 
for the Obama campaign, says on CNN 

(“Rosengate”). 
Four days a!er the Rosen $ap, MS-

NBC’s “Morning Joe” crew was still talk-
ing about Rosen’s comment, with NBC 
News direcwtor Chuck Todd suggesting 
that the micro-controversy is an “ex-
ample of what the next couple of months 
are going to look like.”

“I think you are going to have an at-
tempt by both campaigns to try to do these 
manufactured controversies,” Todd said, 
“to take something and try to drive it into 
the mainstream.”

Political reporters are likely to keep 
swatting at the next shiny object promoted 
by operatives on Twitter and so far, there’s 
no indication that the media’s approach 
to the general election will be any di"er-
ent than the Republican primary – a fact 
that’s clearly not lost on the Romney and 
Obama campaigns. 

The Romney campaign didn’t have a 
disciplined Republican primary rival ready 
to blast out opposition research all day 
and swarm social media. Now they do. 
And both the Romney and Obama cam-
paigns can be expected to wage daily war-

fare on Twitter, scrapping for every 
inch of every news cycle. 

Just last week, the presiden-
tial election went completely to 
the dogs as senior members of the 
Obama and Romney campaigns 
tussled on Twitter over which can-
didate most mistreated man’s best 
friend decades ago. Was it Romney, 
in 1983, driving on a family trip to 
Canada with his Irish setter Sea-
mus in a kennel atop the roof? Or 

You are going to have an 
attempt by both campaigns to 
try to do these manufactured 
controversies; to take 
something and try to drive it 
into the mainstream.”

—Chuck Todd
NBC Chief White House  

Correspondent NBC Correspondent
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was it Obama, who admitted in his 1994 
memoir that he was fed dog as a child 
growing up in Indonesia? The Hu%ngton 
Post, among others, covered the back-and-
forth tweets in this latest escalation of the 
“dog wars,” a campaign squabble sure to 
pop up again this year. 

In 2012, it’s no longer about “winning 
the day” (an award Politico editors gave 
out during the 2008 election that landed 
with a thud on the laptops of media critics 
fed up with incremental, moment-by-mo-
ment coverage). Today, the media and the 
politicians they cover are chasing at least a 
half dozen news cycles from dawn to dusk, 
with campaign reporters producing more 
content than ever on the road, tweeting 
and blogging from stump speeches to res-
taurant meet-and-greets. 

During that Wisconsin restaurant stop 
– sandwiched between a speech on “Re-
storing America’s Promise” in Appleton 
and #sh fry in Milwaukee – Romney was 
asked mid-pie if he’d also be purchas-
ing a lottery ticket that night in hopes of 
winning the historic $640 million Mega 
Millions jackpot. Given that Romney’s 
a Mormon, no one would have expected 
him to say yes, and indeed, Romney told 
reporters he wouldn’t be buying a ticket 
— an unsurprising comment that quickly 
became a news story. 

Several reporters tweeted the lottery 
response, while back on the press bus, 
network embeds sent video of Romney’s 
lottery comment to headquarters in New 
York or Washington D.C. and print report-
ers churned out a $urry of blog posts: “No 
Mega Millions Plans for Romney” (Wall 

Street Journal), “Romney Won’t Play the 
Lottery” (New York Times), and “Mitt not 
buying Mega Millions tickets” (Politico). 

HOT MICS AND  
ETCH-A-SKETCH  

MOMENTS FIVE DAYS AFTER buying four 
slices of cherry pie and zero lottery tickets, 
Romney spoke at a Washington D.C. lun-
cheon that the Newspaper Association of 
America had sponsored. 

In a ballroom #lled with news execu-
tives, Romney took a few minutes to note 
how much things have changed since his 
presidential run four years ago, with re-
porters now covering every granular bit of 
campaign trail ephemera, including what 
he eats. 

“In just the few years since my last 
campaign, the changes in your industry 
are striking,” Romney told NAA members 
packed into a Marriott ballroom. 

“Then, I looked to Drudge or FOX or 
CNN online to see what stories were de-
veloping,” Romney continued. “Hours 
a!er a speech, it was being dissected on 
the Internet. Now, it’s Twitter, and instan-
taneous reaction. In 2008, the coverage 
was about what I said in my speech. These 
days, it’s about what brand of jeans I am 
wearing and what I ate for lunch.”

In a rare moment of bipartisanship, 
Obama had voiced similar concerns about 
the supercharged news cycle when he ad-
dressing the AP’s annual luncheon from 
the same Marriott stage just 24 hours 
earlier. Obama, noting that it’s only the 
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“beginning months of another long, lively 
election year,” assured members of the 
Fourth Estate that before November there 
will be more “ga"es and minor controver-
sies” to cover, along with plenty of “hot 
mics and Etch A Sketch moments.”

Politicians griping that reporters focus 
on trivial matters or chase mini-contro-
versies is nothing new. And while the Re-
publican primary wasn’t all about Rom-
ney’s choice of denim — Gap skinny jeans, 
according to the L.A. Times – or a draw-
ing-toy-turned-political-metaphor, some 
days it has sure felt that way. 

When top Romney adviser Eric Ferhn-
strom likened the general election cam-
paign to an Etch A Sketch — you “can 
kind of shake it up and we start all over 
again” — critics seized on the comment 
as evidence that Romney will $ip $op 

from the Republican primary to the gen-
eral election. 

Amid the ensuing $ap came perhaps 
the most surreal moment of the 2012 
campaign so far. Etch A Sketch, in a state-
ment that quickly bounced through the 
blogosphere and Twitterverse, responded 
to the media circus: “Happy to see Etch A 
Sketch, an American classic toy, is DRAW-
ING attention with political candidates as 
a cultural icon and important piece of our 
society. A profound toy, highly recognized 
and loved by all, is now SHAKING up the 
national debate. Nothing is as quintes-
sentially American as Etch A Sketch and a 
good old fashion political debate.”

Three weeks later, again on CNN, some-
one who isn’t Obama or Romney would 
make a comment that drove the news and 
noise cycle for an entire day. Hilary Rosen, 

ETCH-A-SKETCH MOMENTS Former Republican presidential candidate, Rick Santorum, fiddles with an Etch A Sketch 
during a March 22nd campaign stop; Tina Fey and Jimmy Fallon get in on the joke; Herman Cain-supporter Sakina Mengle, 
holds up an Etch a Skech as she cheers for the former presidential candidate. 
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a Democratic pundit (and Hu%ngton Post 
blogger) who’s not a paid campaign sta"er 
but who has links to the White House, said 
during on a CNN panel that Ann Rom-
ney couldn’t talk about economic issues 
because she “never worked a day in her 
life.” Less than 24 hours later, following 
an eruptions on Twitter where more user 
were talking about the fracas than even 
pop idol Justin Bieber, Rosen returned to 
CNN and apologized. 

“Bigger deal in the long run: ‘Etch a 
Sketch’ or Hillary Rosen?” Washington Post 
reporter Chris Cillizza tweeted that day. 

It’s hard to say since neither is likely 

to be a big deal to the public. In February, 
Pew found that just two percent of those 
polled were closely following the election 
through Twitter, despite just about every 
political reporter and campaign sta"er be-
ing glued to the social media platform all 
day. Following the Etch A Sketch fracas, 
Pew discovered in a March study that 55 
percent of the public hadn’t heard about 
the ga"e.

Political reporters seems both attracted 
and repelled by such stories. While many 
are tweeting out the most incremental bit 
of “news” that advances the story – here’s 
what Barbara Bush thinks about Rosen’s 

Hilary Rosen found herself embroiled in media noise when she commented on Ann Romney’s career track during a CNN appearance. 
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comments – just as many, if not the same 
reporters, will note the absurdity of it all. 

RealClearPolitics reporter Scott Conroy 
tweeted amid the stream of Rosen-related 
tweets that “as far as mind-numbing days 
in this campaign, today ranks somewhere 
between Etch A Sketch & Trump landing 
the helicopter in NH.” The next morning, 
Slate’s Dave Weigel tweeted, “Had a crazy 
dream that we spent yesterday discuss-
ing a dumb remark by a CNN analyst who 
doesn’t work for a campaign.”

Even before Etch A Sketch and Rosen-
gate, several political reporters – in on-
the-record interviews and informal chats 
with The Hu%ngton Post – expressed con-
cerns over the buzzing of the journalistic 
hive and whether a focus on the granular 
keeps the media from stepping back and 
digging into more important issues. 

In Iowa, Washington Post chief corre-
spondent Dan Balz, who’s been covering 
politics for three decades, remarked how 
good, interesting coverage can be “over-
taken so quickly by the volume of informa-
tion that’s moving so fast and the kind of 
instantaneousness of the analysis.” 

“The paradox here is the last portion 
of voters, even in the primaries but cer-
tainly in the general, who ultimately tip 
the thing, are ultimately oblivious to all of 
it,” said National Journal political director 
Ron Brownstein. “They are not consuming 
any of this stu".”

A few weeks later, New York Times re-
porter Mark Leibovich told Hu"Post that 
“the noise that’s been there for many cy-
cles” has become “louder and more deaf-

ening.” Before Nevada’s caucus, in early 
February, his colleague Je" Zeleny noted 
that it “feels like the whole enterprise is 
moving a lot faster, so much so that it’s 
been easy to sometimes lose focus of the 
big picture.”

While many journalists worry about 
the hyper-fast news cycle and preoccupa-
tion with ga"es and tidbits, the debate can 
also seem academic given how Twitter’s 
become a constant tool for campaign trail 
reporters trekking from event to event, 
day a!er day a!er day. For the network 
embeds, most of whom are in their early-
to-mid 20’s and have never before covered 
a presidential campaign, there’s no insti-
tutional memory of a time, even just four 
years ago, when Twitter wasn’t a signi#-
cant part of life on the road. 

THE TWEETING  
OF THE  

PRESIDENT, 2012 TRAVELING ABOARD the Rom-
ney press bus, reporters not only tweeted 
en route but had conversations about 
what other reporters, not on the bus, were 
tweeting. They keep TweetDeck open dur-
ing speeches, commenting on anything and 
everything, like the fact that Kenny Rog-
ers’ “The Gambler” was added in Appleton 
to songs playing before Romney takes the 
stage. Later that night, when the events of 
the day were over, reporters – and a Rom-
ney sta"er – could be found tweeting pho-
tos from a birthday dinner for a member of 
the traveling press corps. 
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While the volume of tweeting may seem 
excessive, Washington Post reporter Phil 
Rucker explained how, to him, the tweets 
and broader pieces all come together to 
inform readers about the 2012 election. “I 
see it all as the same story,” he said. 

“I feel that as we’re tweeting the stu", 
it’s all part of a much bigger story about 
the campaign and the candidate,” Rucker 
said. “My job on the road is to be the 
eyes and ears of the news organization 
and to tell a broader story over many, 
many days.”

Rucker, who’s been covering Romney 
since May 2011, a month before he o%-
cially got into the race, made several ob-
servations on Twitter during the Appleton 
speech, noting the stage set-up (“8 $ags 
& a “Restore America’s Promise” ban-
ner, each neatly hand-framed with cedar 
wood”), candidate’s delivery (“markedly 
better than in Chicago last week”), and 
content (“New phrase in Romney’s Wis 
speech: ‘Barack Obama’s Government-
Centered Society.’ Mitt’s saying it over and 
over again). He also o"ered a quick take: 
“Rarely has Mitt Romney been as passion-
ate as he is right now, delivering speech on 
free enterprise.”

In a blog post shortly a!er, Rucker men-
tioned Romney’s “government-centered 
society” line and described the speech as 
“a passionate defense of America’s free en-
terprise system.” Rucker wrote that “Rom-
ney, who o!en stumbles as he reads from 
teleprompters, delivered this speech crisp-
ly and with unusual passion,” while noting 
that he “stood before eight cedar-framed 

American and Wisconsin state $ags.” The 
following day, the Post published a print 
story on Obama and Romney’s dueling 
speeches that day, co-bylined with Rucker, 
that included several observations #rst 
made on Twitter. 

So it is that the newspaper dispatch, 
once regarded as the #rst dra! of history, 
now ranks behind Twitter observations 
and the blog or online dispatches from the 
trail. And as night follows day, the Obama 
and Romney campaigns want to shape the 
Twitter conversation among the chattering 
class in order to try to frame how stories 
evolve on the evening newscasts and in the 
next day’s paper. 

NOISE ON  
THE BUSPOLITICS ASIDE, the Obama and 

Romney campaigns are quite similar when 
it comes to dealing with the media — a 
press strategy that falls in line with the 
temperaments of the methodical candi-
dates they hope to elect or re-elect in No-
vember. 

Neither Obama, in 2008, nor Romney, 
in 2012, have ever showed much inter-
est in casually talking at length, on the 
record, with the traveling press corps, un-
like Sen. John McCain during the Straight 
Talk Express days. Both candidates avoid 
impromptu press availabilities or news 
conferences that might shake them o" 
message . During the Republican primary, 
Romney could go an entire month without 

SOUND & FURY HUFFINGTON
04.29.12



holding a formal meeting with the press 
availability, a stark contrast to rivals like 
Rick Santorum and Newt Gingrich, both 
of whom routinely veered o" script and 
mixed it up with reporters asking about 
the latest hot-button controversy. 

The Romney campaign also boasted 
a superior advance planning and travel-
ing operation, with detailed schedules of 
events and a bus or charter planes to help 
transport reporters to events. The Santo-
rum campaign, by comparison, never got 
to the point of even providing a press bus, 
leaving reporters frantically trying to fol-
low the candidate around the country.

The Obama and Romney campaigns 
are each responsive to questions, yet not 
overly chatty with the press and rarely 
indulge reporters when calling about so-
called “process” stories that focus more on 
the campaign’s inner-workings and could 
possibly distract from the day’s campaign 
message. Both campaigns try pushing that 
message on Twitter while keeping close 
tabs on reporters’ feeds. 

Ben LaBolt, press secretary for the 
Obama re-election campaign, thinks that 
“Twitter has made every reporter a wire 
reporter and the 24-hour news cycle has 
been truncated into news cycles that last 
as long as an hour.” 

So looking ahead to November, LaBolt 
says that his press team “will be operat-
ing on all cylinders fully recognizing the 
changed media environment.”

While incumbent re-election campaigns 
may traditionally stay out of the fray un-
til there’s a nominee, the Obama team 

set its sights on Romney last fall and now 
routinely jumps into Twitter debates and 
pushes out potentially negative stories 
about the Republican contender into the 
media bloodstream.

In recent weeks, LaBolt tweeted how 
Romney favors policies that bene#t the 
wealthy; “supported outsourcing Ameri-
can jobs”; is “out of touch”; is guilty of 
“hypocrisy and reinvention”; won’t share 
his tax returns or details of o"shore ac-
counts; “has been all over the map on 
the key foreign policy challenges of our 
time,” and how “women don’t trust” him. 
Instead of holding a daily press confer-
ence to roll out lines of attack, LaBolt and 
other campaign sta"ers simply #re o" the 
campaign’s message and spin to reporters 
wherever they are — on the press bus or 
on line at the grocery store – all thanks to 
the magic of the Web. 

Reporters who covered the Romney 
campaign during the primary were aware 
that senior level sta"ers read their tweets, 
given that the Romney sta"ers occasional-
ly pushed back. And it’s not just reporters 
that the campaigns are watching. They’re 
also watching each other.

Gail Gitcho, communications director 
for the Romney campaign, told The Hu"-
ington Post that her team has been “more 
concerned with what campaigns are doing 
on Twitter” than it has been with report-
ers. Her team has looked at the Twitter-
fueled media ecosystem and traced how 
one potentially negative micro-story about 
Romney bubbled to the surface on Twitter 
with the help of an Obama sta"er, accord-
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Here’s what they say they found out. 
On March 28, Romney held a 35-min-

ute tele-town hall pegged to the Wis-
consin primary in which he recalled a 
“humorous” story about how his father 
George Romney, then president of Amer-
ican Motors, closed a factory in Michi-
gan and moved production to Wiscon-
sin. Romney’s political advisers hoped 
Michigan residents would overlook their 
candidate’s ga"e, but a few reminders 
popped up unexpectedly. 

The Romney campaign 
charted how several campaign 
embeds — who follow Romney 
day in and day out for the TV 
networks — and a couple of po-
litical reporters initially didn’t 
note the “humorous” line when 
they were live-tweeting the 
call. An early ABC News report, 
posted online around 1:30 p.m., 
also didn’t mention an anec-
dote that critics would later 
use to peg Romney as out-of-
touch rich guy #nding humor 
in people losing their jobs. 

But roughly 90 minutes 
later, the Milwaukee Journal-
Sentinel published a story 
online about the call, and the 
piece quoted Romney talking 
about the “humorous” factory 
anecdote. It appeared halfway 
through the Journal-Sentinel 
piece and didn’t make the 
headline. Then, about an hour 

a!er that, according to the Romney 
campaign’s report, Lis Smith, director 
of rapid response for Obama’s re-elec-
tion campaign, tweeted a link to the 
Journal-Sentinel story and speci#cally 
noted that Romney “recounts ‘humor-
ous’ story of his dad closing down a 
factory in MI.” 

Shortly therea!er, several liberal or-
ganizations and prominent Democrats 
jumped into the fray. Daily Kos founder 
Markos Moulitsas tweeted a link to 
the same story while writing, “Romney 

Ann Romney speaks with ABC News to address Hilary Rosen’s  
declaration that Mrs. Romney had “never worked a day in her life.” 
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tells HILARIOUS story about laying o" 
people, naturally.” Smith tweeted the 
link again at 4:34, writing: “Things @
MittRomney likes: being able to #re ppl. 
Things he #nds ‘humorous’: his dad 
closing down a factory.” 

Eight minutes later, BuzzFeed editor-
in-chief Ben Smith tweeted the Journal-
Sentinel link and wrote that “Romney 
actual volunteered a ‘humorous’ story 
about shutting down a factory today.” 
Other journalists would tweet the same 
line and a number of news outlets – such 
as BuzzFeed, Talking Points Memo, The 
New York Times and The Hu%ngton Post 
– soon posted stories online about the 
“humorous” anecdote and DNC pushback. 
MSNBC’s Rachel Maddow addressed it on 
air a few hours later.

While the Romney campaign may have 
been put on the defensive during that epi-
sode, Gitcho believes that his team can 
also use social media to go on o"ense. 

“Twitter’s an excellent tool to get our 
message out,” Gitcho says, “and develop a 
strong Twitter echo chamber so we can be 
just as loud or louder than anyone else.”

With Rosengate, the Romney cam-
paign showed they’re just as eager 
to jump on an errant or impolitic 
comments. On the evening of April 
12, Gitcho labeled Rosen an Obama 
adviser on Twitter and said she just 
“attack[ed] Ann Romney, an MS & 
breast cancer survivor & mom of 5, 
for ‘never working a day in her life.” 

Campaign sta"ers on the attack 
can create a Twitter frenzy, but 

the Rosen $ap wouldn’t likely have ex-
ploded if the Romney campaign hadn’t 
#red things up further by having Ann 
Romney join Twitter that night to re-
spond herself: “I made a choice to stay 
home and raise #ve boys. Believe me, it 
was hard work.” 

Top Obama campaign o%cials soon 
$ocked to Twitter to condemn Rosen, thus 
distancing the campaign from her, while 
Ann Romney stepped o" Twitter and onto 
a Fox News set. In short order, the contro-
versy surrounding the comment of a cable 
news pundit, una%liated with a campaign, 
dominated the political news cycle.

Joe Trippi, an innovative operative who 
tried harnessing the power of the Internet 
during Howard Dean’s 2004 campaign, 
praised the Romney team’s use of social 
media during an interview on Fox News. 
Trippi dubbed it “the #rst real dust up on 
Twitter... between the Obama campaign 
and a very, very apt Romney campaign.”

The next one came just a week later, af-
ter the Daily Caller dug up Obama’s child-
hood recollection of eating dog. Back in 
January, top Obama advisor David Axelrod 

Twitter’s an excellent  
tool to get our message out  
and develop a strong Twitter 
echo chamber so we can be  
just as loud or louder than 
anyone else.”

—Gail Gitcho
Romney campaign communications director 
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mocked Romney by tweeting a photo of 
Obama and #rst dog Bo riding together in 
the presidential limousine accompanied by 
the words, “How loving owners transport 
their dogs.” Now Fehrnstrom found an 
opening and retweeted Axelrod’s old quip, 
adding “In hindsight, a chilling photo.” 
The Obama-eats-dog story exploded.

Romney, himself, recently told attend-
ees at a Palm Beach fundraiser that social 
media will play a key role in getting the 
campaign’s message across, given percep-
tions among Republicans that the national 
media will keep its thumb on the scale for 
a Democratic candidate. 

“We are behind when it comes to com-
mentators on TV,” Romney said. “They 
tend to be liberal. Where we are ahead or 
even is on Twitter and on the Internet.”

DIRTY  
POLITICSI N 1972, Rolling Stone writer Tim-

othy Crouse penned the classic, “Boys on 
the Bus,” a critical take on the pack jour-
nalism he witnessed while traveling with 
reporters on the campaign trail. 

One reporter who featured 
prominently in the book was Wal-
ter Mears, then a 37-year-old 
AP reporter – and future Pulit-
zer Prize-winner – who Crouse 
dubbed the “leader of the pack” 
for his ability to shape a lead, 
pulling out the most important 
moment of a speech that other re-

porters would then also emphasize high 
up in their dispatches. “Walter, Walter, 
what’s our lead?” one reporter famously 
asked in one scene. 

Nowadays, reporters essentially cra! 
leads in the open, with #rst thought on 
Twitter o!en making their way into #n-
ished articles. Or campaigns sta"ers who 
may have once given a reporter a tip about 
some impolitic line at an event will instead 
tweet it, hoping to get multitudes of re-
porters and other like-minded followers to 
retweet and build traction. 

In some important ways, this means 
that the press pack is much more trans-
parent than it was 40 years ago, with vot-
ers, campaigns, candidates, and the media 
itself able to follow the play-by-play online 
of how a controversy developed. 

But Mears – a self-described “Nean-
derthal on social media” – sees a down-
side to reporters quickly posting anything 
and everything online while tweeting and 
retweeting throughout the day. 

“There’s a lot of crap $oating around 
out there that’s put up but wouldn’t stand 
the test we used to apply,” Mears said in 
an interview with The Hu%ngton Post. “Is 
this a story? Is it solid?”
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They tend to be liberal. Where 
we are ahead or even is on 
Twitter and on the Internet.”

—Mitt Romney
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And Mears, now 77, said he’s 
concerned that too many reporters 
writing on the campaign may feel 
they don’t need to go out and cover 
it on the ground, substituting arm-
chair reporting via the Internet and 
television for face-time. “Years ago, 
you had to go to an event,” he says. 
“You had to talk to people. You had 
to do the basics of reporting. You 
can get a lot of it by going to social 
media, going to C-SPAN, short cuts 
that didn’t exist. 

Some things haven’t changed, he says, 
such as candidates trying “to say the 
same thing over and over again and stay 
on message,” which leaves the campaign 
trail reporter searching all the time for 
something new. 

“Campaigns have been doing that since 
time immemorial,” Mears notes. “In my 
era, you were able to discount it and go 
with what you thought was worth report-
ing. Now I think the old pack instinct that 
always got so much criticism then, I think 
the criticism is more valid now than dur-
ing my career, given the fact that every-
body is plugged into everything else.” 

But another former AP reporter, who 
similarly logged thousands of miles on the 
campaign trail, sees value in following the 
plugged-in pack on the trail in real-time. 

National Journal editor-in-chief Ron 
Fournier, who covered Bill Clinton’s #rst 
presidential run during his two decades 
with the AP, said that the Twitter conver-
sation from the trail reminds him of what 
reporters used to say at the back of the 

press riser or in the #ling center decades 
ago — something he enjoys being able to 
keep tabs on from a newsroom in Wash-
ington D.C. 

“I think the Twitter instant analysis 
is just as enlightening and invaluable,” 
Fournier says. 

Although Fournier acknowledges that 
the press now, and in the past, has a ten-
dency to #xate on minor political contro-
versies, he argues that most of these mini-
controversies will now move even faster 
out of the news cycle. 

“We’ve always gotten wrapped up in 
what seems to be incrementally, mean-
ingless ga"es,” he says. “Just like in the 
old days, we don’t know which of those 
ga"es, which of those micro-stories, will 
stand for something bigger and stand the 
test of time.”

It’s true that while most election-year 
micro-stories fade into the next hour’s 
news cycle, there are moments that stick, 
such as a helmet-clad Michael Dukakis 
riding in a tank during the 1988 race or 
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Members of the media resort to recording Mitt Romney from a TV as 
he hosts a spring campaign event in Chicago. 
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Bill Clinton “Sister Souljah” moment in 
the 1992 campaign — the latter still used 
as a political metaphor describing candi-
dates publicly breaking with part of their 
base. Op-ed writers called George H.W. 
Bush out-of-touch a!er a widely discussed 
report that he had been amazed by a su-
permarket scanner during his re-election 
campaign. The false notion that Al Gore 
boasted of having “invented the Internet” 
dogged him during the 2000 race. And 
Sen. John Kerry faced a media #restorm 
over his military service following charges 
from the Republican-linked Swi! Boat 
Veterans for Truth. 

Recent history’s proven that charac-
ter-based, micro-stories can gain trac-
tion during an election year, even when 
not tied to any actual domestic or for-
eign policy issues. 

It’s possible, Fournier says, that Etch A 

Sketch may become “the perfect metaphor 
for the narrative the press and public has 
about Mitt Romney.” 

Or it may be forgotten by the summer’s 
political conventions. In the meantime, 
reporters can be expected to jump on ev-
ery ga"e or outrage-of-the-day that rushes 
across their Twitter feeds through No-
vember, with one of hundreds, if not thou-
sands, having any lasting impact. 

“It’s almost like being a muddy river,” 
Fournier says. “You don’t know where that 
diamond is. I guess the river’s moving fast-
er and is bigger, but we still don’t know 
where the diamond is.”

With reporters and operatives digging 
for diamonds over the next six months, 
it’s unlikely anyone will come out 
clean this November. 
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Mitt Romney addresses supporters in an overflow crowd in 
Rockford, IL in the days before the Illinois primary. 
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