
Political scientists have 
long studied the news cycle, 
tracking which people and 
topics drive coverage and for 
how long. But the sheer vol-
ume of news outlets made it 
hard to quantify their results.

Researchers at Cornell 
University are trying to get 
a quantitative handle on 
how news stories prolifer-
ate. Computer scientist Jon 
Kleinberg reasoned that 
instead of trying to sort items 
from blogs and news sites 
into arbitrary categories, he 
could home in on quotes to 
identify their topics compu-
tationally. But references to a 
quote might extract different 
phrases from it, change its 
tense, or paraphrase it, result-
ing in dozens of different 
versions. So Kleinberg and 

his colleagues developed algo-
rithms that determine family 
resemblances between strings 
of words in different articles.

The researchers are now 
canvassing about a million 
online news items a day. 
Focusing on quotes might 
exclude some relevant items, 
but it helps identify the types 
of stories that prove most 
popular and the websites 
that report on them first. The 
researchers have found that 
with the exception of a hand-
ful of professional political 
blogs that are the fastest to 

sniff out a story, mainstream 
media sites drive coverage, 
converging on a story two and 
a half hours before blogs react. 
But mainstream sites are also 
quick to abandon stories, 
while blog interest can persist 
for days. —Matt Mahoney

Buzz  
meter
Data mining sheds light 
on what makes news
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He doesn’t look 
like all those other 
presidents on the 
dollar bills.

Russian aggression must 
not go unanswered.

Answering that ques-
tion with specificity is 
above my pay grade.

I think I’ll 
have my staff 
get to you.

No way, no how, no 
McCain. Barack Obama 
is my candidate.

All the parts of 
the Internet are 
on the iPhone.

We have been blessed 
with five wonderful 
children who we love 
with all our heart and 
mean everything to us.

I guess a small-town 
mayor is sort of like a 
community organizer, 
except that you have 
actual responsibilities.

I will reach out my hand to 
anyone to help me get this 
country moving again.

... lipstick on a pig ...

Our entire 
economy is 
in danger.

... effort to protect the 
American economy 
must not fail ...

... the most seri-
ous financial crisis 
since the Great 
Depression ...

... fundamentals 
of our economy 
are strong ...

... president’s 
job to deal with 
more than one 
thing at once ...

This is something 
that all of us will 
swallow hard and 
go forward with.

Who is the 
real Barack 
Obama?

He’s palling 
around with 
terrorists.

Hey, 
can I 
call you 
Joe?

... decent person and 
a person that you do 
not have to be scared 
of as president of the 
United States ...

I am not 
President 
Bush.

I think when you 
spread the wealth 
around, it’s good 
for everybody.

She is a diva. She 
takes no advice 
from anyone.

POP CHART This graph depicts 
the 50 phrases that generated the 
most buzz online in the last three 
months of the 2008 presidential 
campaign. The vertical axis indi-
cates the number of Web items fea-
turing some version of the phrase 
posted hourly; the horizontal axis 
shows fluctuation over time. Each 
phrase has an associated color, 
some labeled with phrase excerpts.
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