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Abstract

The project atmed to describe and critically evaluate information flows about medical
research affecting UK quality newspapers. It focused particularly on the transfer of
information from peer reviewed medical journals. In-depth interviews were conducted
with media relations personnel at key organisations involved in medical research or more
general health issues, and with specialist medical and health correspondents working for
the national broadsheet press. The samples were purpostvely selected. Content analysis
techniques were used to study news articles derived from information published in the
British Medical Journal and the Lancet, which were compared with the original journal
articles and any news releases associated with them.

Many interacting factors shape media coverage of medical research and the personal
motivations and preferences of a variety of individuals can play an important role.
However, researchers, press officers and journalists are all constrained by their working
relationships and contexts, so it is possible to identify certain common patterns of
influence on the information flows.

Press officers’ activities are constrained by the characteristics and context of their
organisations, particularly by the formal and cultural position of the press office within
the organisation, and by relationships with other organisations in the field of interest
which compete with their own for media access. Most importantly, they are constrained
by their "go-between" role between their own organisation and media representatives
who themselves operate under particular constraints. Press officers who liaise with
researchers and journalists must seek acceptable compromises between scientific and
news values.

Specialist journalists are subject to the constraints of daily news reporting, and their
stories must be strong in generally applicable news values if they are to be printed. The
medical correspondents interviewed tried to avoid "over-sensationalisation” of stories
because they had a sense of responsibility towards both their audience and their sources,
but they had to be careful not to "kill” stories in their editors’ eyes. Being unable to
evaluate research evidence themselves, the journalists relied heavily on the authority of
orthodox medical opinion in their story selection and development decisions. Their
dependence on sources of authority encouraged them to write within a medical paradigm.

Peer reviewed medical journals, particularly prestigious general journals, are regularly
used as sources of news stories. Various factors encourage press officers and journalists
to focus on a research project when it is about to be published. In particular, the peer
review process is used by journalists as a quality safeguard, and journal policies against
prior publication of material discourage researchers from discussing their work until it

is safely in academically and professionally acceptable print.
Several major medical research organisations invest heavily in media relations. Those

which journalists regard as credible, and which can package information to suit their
needs can successfully improve their media access. Future research should consider the
roles of corporate culture and of competition between organisations involved with
medical research in shaping information flows and media relations activity.

11



\bbreviati
The following abbreviations have been used in the text:

r tsati

ABPI Association of the British Pharmaceutical Industry
AMRC Association of Medical Research Charities
BHF British Heart Foundation

BHFTA British Health Food Trade Association
BMA British Medical Association

CA Consumers’ Association

CRC Cancer Research Campaign

DH Department of Health

FPA Family Planning Association

FSID Foundation for the Study of Infant Deaths
HEA Health Education Authority

ICRF Imperial Cancer Research Fund

MIND National Association for Mental Health
MRC Medical Research Council

NAHAT National Association of Health Authorities and Trusts
NCB Nuffield Council on Bioethics

OHE Office of Health Economics

OPCS Office of Population Censuses and Surveys
RCGP Royal College of General Practitioners
RCPsych Royal College of Psychiatrists

RHA Regional Health Authority (generic)

S5 Spastics Society

Newspapers

GUA Guardian

IND Independent

TEL Daily Telegraph

TIM Times

Newspaper articles included in the content analysis are numbered 1 to 90. Complete
reference details are given in appendix 9.

Journals

BMJ British Medical Journal

LAN Lancet ~
NEJM New England Journal of Medicine

Journal articles included in the content analysis are coded with the first letter of the
journal and the first page of the article (e.g B551, L650). References are given in
appendix 10.
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1, Introduction

This project arose because after reading a variety of criticisms of the quality of health
information provided in the media, I was surprised to find that the literature lacked

detailed explanations of why 1t was so problematic. Although there had been various
studies of the content of newspaper and magazine articles and television programmes
about science, medicine and health, little academic attention (particularly in the form of
empirical research) appeared to have been paid to the means by which such information

gets there. I became interested 1n the factors which influenced the media’s selection and

presentation of health-related information.

General news room practices have been much written about, and several studies have
shed light on relevant aspects of journalists® behaviour. In particular, Tunstall (1971)
conducted a classic study of specialist correspondents working for British newspapers,
although no medical or science correspondents were included in this. Specialist science
journalists in the USA have been the subject of some attention, but since American
journalism differs from British journalism, any extrapolation from American findings and
writings needs to be cautious. I felt there was room for an investigation of the attitudes,
roles and practices of British specialist medical and science correspondents.

It has been increasingly recognised in recent years that "sources” can play important
roles in shaping media content. The work of Ericson et al (1989) and Schiesinger et al
(1991), on media coverage of crime and criminal justice, marked a shift in studies of
news production and source-journalist interactions away from what were essentially
media-centric approaches. They considered sources, journalists and the relationships
between them more as a complex whole, and I hoped to undertake a similarly "holistic”
study, albeit on a limited scale, of media coverage of health and medicine.

Inevitably, the nature of the project esolved somewhat after the initial ideas. In
particular, the scope had to:be rerluced to a manageable size. It was decided to focus on
news coverage of medical research in the auaiity r)ress; and to concentrate on the roles
of media relations personnei andu journa]ists as key players in the relevant information
flows. Hansen & Dickinson’s (1990) work on the roles of smentlsts m the lIlltlatIOIl of
news articles would have been interesting to follow up, but media relatlons ofﬁcers were
thought likely to have more regular and possrbly more rnﬂuentral dealings with natlpnal
newspaper ] ournalists The role ef several medical orlmals whicﬁ an earflier prej ect
(Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulleu 1992) had identified as regular sources of news stories

in the quahty press, was also mvestl gated

13



1.1 Project aim an 1ecti
The aim of the project was to describe and critically evaluate the major flows of

information about medical research into UK quality newspapers. More specific objectives

WCIC.

1. To examine the motives, role perceptions and strategies of individuals and
organisations 1nvolved in communicating information about medical research to
wider publics via national newspapers.

2. To identify and critically evaluate channels of information flow between "sources”
of information about medical research and national newspapers, with particular
attention to the transfer of information from peer reviewed journals.

3. To determine how news articles about medical research are initiated and developed,

and to identify factors affecting topic selection and treatment.

1.2 Research roach

The research approach was based on an underlying information flows model of
communication. Shannon & Weaver’s (1949) classic model of communication, in which
a message is passed from a source to a transmitter, encoded into a signal and thence
sent, subject to noise, to a receiver where it is decoded and passed to a destination, has
widely acknowledged limitations, but remains basically useful. It has been developed
further for application to different situations. In particular, McQuail (1990) noted that:

Communication, especially in large systems, has to be looked at as a flow of
"Information” or messages along a network, a chain, or set of channels. From this
perspective, what is of primary interest is not the efficiency of the encoding and
transmitting facilities in overcoming "noise”, or the integration and articulation of

the whole system, but the discontinuities 1n the flow of mformatlon and the
processes of selection which occur at various points.

The key concept of gatekeepmg has been 1mportant in studying such discontinuities
and selection processes and studies of the dlffuswn of 1nformatlon and innovations, and
of the use of news values have mcorporated this. - |

The research reported here was developed with these concepts , and a communication
model involving information generation rétransfer selection and :dissernination in mind.
The information flows model influenced the types of questlons Wthh were explored,
encouraging consideration of sources of mformatron mformatlon hand]mg processes
channels of communicatton, and changes In mformatron content and presentatron |

~ Similar approaches have been used to study the patterns of communication among

scientists. Most notably, Garvey (1979) investi gated "the information exchange activities

14



which take place mainly among scientists actively involved on the research front™ 1n
order to follow patterns of scientific communication "from the time the scientist gets the
idea for his research until information about the results of this research is accepted as

a constitutent of scientific knowledge". Garvey talked about "the special communication

structure which science has developed”, and Meadows & Buckle (1992) used the phrase
"scientific information system" to describe the formal and informal channels via which

scientific information is disseminated among scientists.

This project could be regarded as a study of a related system, describing the formal
and informal channels via which scientific information is disseminated to journalists and
thence to lay audiences. The relationship between the two systems was envisaged largely
in keeping with the dominant model of the popularisation of science, characterised by
Hilgartner (1990) as a two stage process in which firstly scientists develop genuine
scientific knowledge and secondly popularisers disseminate simplified accounts of this
to the public. This study thus focused on the second stage of the process, and attempted
to 1nvestigate in particular how information is transferred from (scientific) medical
journals to (popular) news reports. Although the journals are primarily geared to serve
as formal communication channels between scientists/doctors, they are often used by
journalists to initiate messages to lay audiences.

The two main data collection methods used in the study were in-depth, semi-structured
interviews and comparative content analysis. It seemed reasonable to assume that the
relevant specialist journalists and the media relations officers of major organisations
concerned with health and medical research would play key roles in the information
flows affecting media news coverage, and that they would be able to provide valid

insights into both their own roles and those of others. It was thus decided that interviews

with representatives of these groups would form a major part of the research. Certain
peer reviewed medical journals were known to be regular sources of information about
medical research for news journalists, and a detailed analysis of their role was possible
because they and associated texts (especially news releases and newspaper articles) were
relatively accessible for study purposes. The use of content analysis techniques on some

of the "products” generated by both media relations officers and specialist correspondents
was seen as a suttable complement to the interviews of members of these two groups.

The content analysis component of the study quite clearly reflected a basic translation

model of the transfer of information from scientific/medical to lay communities. Some

of the limitations of the underlying models will be considered at various points in the

15



text, as will those of the research methods used.

The whole project was, by necessity, quite broad in scope in terms of the range of
types of source organisations studied, the variety of information channels considered,

and the number of factors explored as possible influences on the flow of information into
news articles. It was in many ways seen as an introductory study which would hopefully
provide a useful base from which to explore some of the aspects of information flows
which it identified as particularly interesting in more detail. With the exception of certain
elements of the content analysis, the research was qualitative rather than quantitative. It
also sought to analyse the background contexts and the human perceptions and
motivations which influenced the relevant information flows, rather than simply to
describe exchanges of facts and opinions. The research was conducted with an awareness
that changes affecting research communities, organisational media relations, journalists

or news organisations were likely to affect the information flows studied.

1.3 An overvi f th L

The literature review begins with a brief overview of studies of science, medicine and
health in the media, followed by a more detailed consideration of various criticisms of
science news reporting (chapter 2). The major influences on media news are then

reviewed. Chapter 3 summarises the accepted wisdom about the roles of journalists,

editors and news organisations in news production, including the roles of (American)
specialist science journalists. Chapter 4 turns the focus to source organisations and media
relations, summarising the literature about doctor-journalist and scientist-journalist
interactions, and the tensions which exist between science and journalism. Some of the

particular difficulties of reporting medical research are highlighted in chapter 5, which
looks at 1ssues surrounding the flow of information into medical journals and from

medical journals to lay news media.
After a description of .the methodology used (chapter 6), a broad overview of
information flows as provided by the interviews is given from the standpoint of both

source organisations and media relations officers (chapter 7), and specialist journalists
(chapter 8). The focus then narrows to information flows involviﬁg medical joﬁrnals.
Chapter 9 reports on a preliminary survey of journal organisations which briefly
investigated the extent to and means by which they provided information for journalists.
Chapter 10 provides more detail about the media relations activities of both journal

organisations and organisations whose research is published in journal articles.
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Journalists’ views on the usefulness or otherwise of journal articles and media relations

material associated with them are discussed in chapter 11, and textual evidence of the

use they make of them 1s examined in chapter 12 which reports on the content analysis.
Chapter 13 draws together some key points and discusses in particular: the constraints

and tensions which shape information flows about medical research; the effectiveness of

media relations; the promise and problems of peer reviewed journal articles as sources

of news stories; and the construction of expertise in the media. Recommendations are

made about priority areas for future research.

1.4 Notes on project scope
The following restrictions were made to the project scope to keep it manageable.

1. The focus was on national broadsheet newspapers (the "quality® press). The
journalists and news articles studied were drawn from the Daily Telegraph,
Guardian, Independent, Observer and Times newspapers. These were, however, put
into context and a wider range of media considered when media relations strategies
were investigated.

Quality broadsheet rather than popular tabloid newspapers were selected for study
because of their greater coverage of medical research. The major differences in
information content between the two types of newspaper led to an assumption that
different information flows would affect the coverage in each, and thus that it would
be sensible to concentrate on just one type.

2. "Information" was taken to include statements or descriptions of fact or opinion
intended for inclusion on news, features or editorial pages, although the primary
focus was on news. Advertisements were not considered, because although they
convey important messages, the information flows securing their appearance 1n
newspapers are quite different from those for editorial material. -

3. "Medical research” was broadly defined, to include basic biomedical and clinical

work, as well as studies of health services, health policy, and health economics. *
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A1 hlh

This chapter comprises a brief survey of recent literature concerned with news

2. Media coverage of science, medicine

coverage of science, medicine and health. It begins with an overview of how these
subjects are portrayed in the media, briefly discussing the ways in which media content

has been studied, and then focuses on criticisms which have been made about the quality

of news reporting about scientific and medical research.

2.1 Recent growth in science journalism

There 1s evidence to suggest that media coverage of science (Meadows,1991) and of
medicine and health (Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulieu, 1992) has increased in recent years.
Four likely sources of impetus for this increase are: researchers, clinicians and their
organisations becoming more aware of the potential benefits of publicity; scientific
organisations employing more media relations officers; increasing numbers of specialist
journalists; and an apparent growth in public interest and demand, particularly for health
information. These are discussed further in chapters 3 and 4. The increased media
coverage of science has been accompanied by an increased interest in the nature and
quality of this coverage, its possible effects and, more recently, the factors which shape
1its production.

These trends seem to have occurred earlier in the USA than the UK, and much of
what is written about science and medicine in the media is based on observations or
research conducted in the America. Although there are similarities between American

and British journalism, it should not be assumed that American findings are entirely
applicable to the British situation.

2.2 A variety of forms

Many and varied aspects of science, medicine and health feature, either as a primary
focus or incidentally, in a variety of genres on television and radio, 1in newspapers,
magazines and popular books. A television science programme may dedicate air time to
a description of a new surgical technique; a newspaper article about prison conditions
may mention the poor mental health of many prisoners; a radio soap opera may feature
characters discussing the problems of tranquilliser dependency; and advertising slogans
tout the purported health giving properties of various products. The existence of such
variety should warn against speaking too generally about media coverage of science,

medicine and health.
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Although the main concern of this research project is the reporting of medical research
as news in the UK quality press, this chapter will provide a wider context of news

coverage of science, medicine and health. Coverage of these subjects in genres other

than news reports will only be discussed in section 2.3.

2 dving medi r

2.3.1 Content analyses

Analyses of science, medical and health coverage in the media have been carried out
from several perspectives, and their scope has varied in terms of both subject matter and
media. A few quantitative studies of UK media have taken a broad overview: Hansen
& Dickinson (1992) lIooked at the different types of science on television, radio and in
newspapers; Kristiansen & Harding (1984) and Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulicu (1992)
studied health and medicine in national newspapers. Most content analyses, however,
have had a narrower focus: Wellings (1985) studied news reports based on medical
journal articles about contraceptive pill use; Hansen (1986) investigated television
portrayals of alcohol from a health education perspective; and Smith & Jordan (1991)
looked at newspaper coverage of disability. In America, Greenberg & Wartenberg
recently analysed television coverage of infectious disease events (1990) and newspaper
coverage of cancer clusters (1991).

Classic quantitative content analyses study the explicit surface messages of texts. They
can systematically show patterns of subject selection and information provision, and,
with appropriate coding categories, can investigate the type of people quoted, the sources
acknowledged and thus (to some extent) the journalists’ frames of approach.

Content analyses have shown that medical and health sciences are the science topics
covered most frequently by UK television, radio and newspapers (Hansen & Dickinson,
1992), although the space devoted to other science subjects has increased relatively in
recent years (Meadows, 1991). The focus of media attention shifts over time, fashions
change within science and its specialties, and research fields occasionally experience
periods in the spotlight when exciting developments are afoot or controversy is raging.

Content analysis techniques alone cannot establish reasons for the patterns of subject
coverage they identify, but simple consideration of events can sometimes be revealing.
When comparing news coverage of 1990 and 1981, Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulicu

(1992) recorded proportionally more articles about the National Health Service and

proportionally fewer about disability and medical advances in 1990. Intense political
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activity around the N.H.S. in 1990 gave rise to increased press coverage at that time,
while the designation of 1981 as International Year of Disabled People drew press
attention to events and issues concerned with disability then. Explanations are not always

so simple, however. The relative decline of articles about medical advances could be as

much due to changes 1n journalistic approach as to the fact that transplant operations
became more routine and therefore less newsworthy during the 1980s. Nelkin (1987)

noted shifts 1n the extent to which journalists have been critical of science and
technology. It 1s plausible that some journalists have adopted a more critical attitude
towards medicine and a more cautious approach to advances in therapy in recent years.

Various studies of different media channels have commented on the frequency with
which doctors feature when health is mentioned. In a study of BBC medical
programmes, Garland (1984) found doctors appearing and speaking in 94 % of them and
observed a concentration on hospital based, technological and expert-dependent issues.
An American study by Turow & Coe (1985) found that medical professionals
(predominantly doctors) appeared in 56% of all illness episodes in television news and
entertainment programmes, that "drugs and machines were ubiquitous as vehicles of
healing” and that over half of all locatable episodes took place in hospitals.

Karpf (1988) identified four paradigms of media treatment of health and medicine,
and, 1n keeping with the above findings, considered the medical approach (celebrating
medicine’s curative powers, emphasising treatment rather than aetiology, and centred
around doctors as the legitimate source of authority) to be dominant. Other paradigms
which featured were: the consumer/patient viewpoint (critical of the inequality of the
doctor-patient relationship, legitimating the patient’s version of their experience and
providing information helpful to lay people); - the' look-after-yourself perspective
(emphasising preventive health and advocating healthy changes in individual behaviour
and lifestyle); and the social approach to illness (stressing environmental or social origins

of illness and concentrating on preventable causes rather than pathology and treatment).

2 Qualitative research approache

- Karpf was one of the first to move away from the traditional content analysis methods
and mainly quantitative studies of manifest media messages. In recent years, . more
attention has been paid to the Iatent images and ideologies embedded within media texts.
Researchers have begun to investigate the values and beliefs present in the discourse and

to ask how texts are likely to influence their audience. Their questions include: which
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stereotypes will be perpetuated by the text?; who will benefit from the spread of the
message?; how are rhetorical and linguistic devices used to convince audiences about the
norms of health and ill-health? (Lupton, 1992). These more qualitative analyses can
provide powerful insights into the way media "treat” different subjects. For example,
cultural studies approaches have provided notable insights into media coverage of AIDS
(see e.g. Sontag, 1988 and Watney, 1987), and critical linguistics has been used to

investigate media coverage of food poisoning scares (Fowler, 1991).
Gabe et al (1991) studied local newspaper accounts of tranquilliser dependence and

found that in this context the medical paradigm did not dominate: doctors were criticised

(implicitly and explicitly) and lay people were given a legitimate voice, being presented

as consumers who had unwittingly become victims of drugs, but who played an active

role in the process of withdrawal.

2.3.3 Readability and vocabulary studie:

Readability is usually studied in quantitative fashion by applying formulae to words
and sentences to calculate scores. Meadows (1991) found scientific reports 1n newspapers
a good deal easier to read than the original research articles, but more difficult than the
average newspaper item. This is a typical result (see also Hayes, 1992).

Simple formulae are limited as measures of readability in that they do not reflect every
feature of a printed page which affects ease of reading or comprehension. They tend not
to take into account print size, paragraph arrangement or amount of white space, and
often do not identify the concept-laden words which professionals use when writing for
a peer audience. Although these words may be of similar length to those used among lay
people, they cannot be fully understood without a sound grasp of background knowledge
and theory (Meadows, 199 1). Lay people may find it difﬁcult to understand the meaning
and use of partlcular scientific terms to visualise comp]ex structures Or processes, and

to comprehend apparently counterlntmtwe ideas (Rowan 1991).

Detailed vocabulary analyses of néws texts have been carried out, for example by
Drushel (1991) looking at coverage of AIDS, and by Smith & Jordan (1991) in the field
of disabi]ity These studies highlightf*hos’é langnage can sterentyl)e and discriminate
agamst certain groups of people ‘and how Joumalrsts whether conscwusly or

unconscrously, 1nd1cate preferences and pre_]udlces
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2.4 Criticisms of science news reporting
2.4.1 The critic

People live 1n their own worlds and thus see the world from their own
perspectives. (Schneider, 1986)

A litany of complaints from a variety of sources has been levelled against science and
medical journalism. Salomone et al (1990) demonstrated that representatives of different
groups tend to judge the quality of news reports according to different criteria. When

rating news stories about environmental risks, they found that:

... scientists gave high ratings to stories that were accurate and contained risk
information. Industry representatives gave high ratings to stories that were
accurate, reassuring, and not likely to undermine trust in official news sources.
Government officials gave high ratings to stories that were accurate and
reassuring. Representatives from environmental advocacy groups challenged our
expectations by caring more about accuracy and risk information than about
alarming the public.

Newspaper articles about health and medicine are also likely to be differently assessed

by different interest holders. Illness and medical treatment in particular can be sensitive

issues to those closely involved with them.

Most attempts to evaluate the quality of news coverage of science have used the
standards of scientists as their gauge. This is unsurprising for two reasons. Firstly,
according to Nelkin (1987), since scientists have been more eager to see their work
covered in the press, they have also become increasingly concerned about the way in
which it is covered. Secondly, and perhaps more importantly, the predominant model
of science J_communication sees science "as an avenue of access to assured findings”,
scientists "as the initial sources”, and journalists and public relations personnel "as
intermediaries through which scientific findings filter”, thus establishing the scientist as
"hierarchically dominant over all other actors" and the scientific community as “the
ultimate arbiter of the adequacy of scientific coverage" (Dornan 1990) Scientists are

viewed as experts with the ability to assess whether or not journalrsts have got it nght .

Several studies have found science qurck to crmcrse Its messenger to the pubhc For
example, in Salomone et al’s 1990 study, screntlsts gave lower ratmgs of absolute quahty
of news articles than other stake—holdmg groups The prcture is comp]ex however and
the relatronshrp of a partlcular screntlst to, the sub ject matter of a parttcular artlcle
probably affects his or her assessment of 1ts qualrty Tlchenor et al (1970) found that
33.9 % of thelr sample of 73 screntrsts rated smence TEWS as a, whole as generally
accurate”, whrle 94.5% of them rated artlcles In Wthh they were quoted as accurate.

Thmkmg it unhkely that scientists only cooperate with reporters known to avold
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behaviours which scientists criticise, they interpreted this finding as "cast[ing] some
doubt on the seriousness with which generalised criticism of the mass media is made by

scientists”. A more recent interpretation is perhaps preferable. Hansen & Dickinson

(1992) also found that scientists who had served as sources for news stories tended not

to be critical of specific items of coverage in which they appeared. Their explanation

involved a refutation of the assumption that scientists agree on what constitutes a true
and accurate account of particular phenomena. Given the presence of conflicts and

disagreements within science, it is almost to be expected that professionals will be less
critical of news stories to which they have had an input than of others 1n which different

points of view are portrayed.

2.4.2 The search for objective criticism

Singer (1990) tried to bypass the limitations of subjectivity involved in asking
scientists to assess the accuracy of news articles by taking the alternative approach of
comparing them with the original research reports from which they derived. Her results
(in terms of the frequency with which various types of errors appeared in news articles)
were similar to those obtained by surveys of scientists (see 2.4.13). This comparative
content analysis method is useful, but restricted in application to news articles which are
based on written reports with which they can be compared. It also shares a limitation
with all the systematic accuracy assessments of samples of news stories identified for this
review, in that it does not question the scientific validity of the original research. The
quality of published research papers varies, and its assessment is problematic (Stephan
& Levin, 1991). The provisional nature of scientific findings and hypotheses makes 1t
very difficult to objectively judge the "accuracy” of news reports without the benefit of

hindsight and a dispassionate view of paradigms and personalities.

There are other fundamental problems with attempts to "objectively” criticise
"popularised” communications about science. Hilgartner. (1990) argued that since
scientific knowledge is presented in many contexts, it is very difficult to locate precisely
a boundary between genuine science and popular representations of it. Popularisation is
a matter of degree, so there is room for differences of opinion as to whether any
particular version of scientific knowledge is popularised or not. Distinguishing between
"appropriate simplification” and "distortion"” is also problematic, and questions of what
is "appropriate”, "accurate” and "essentially correct” can only be answered with

reference to value judgements. Dornan (1990) similarly demonstrated that the boundary
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between "translation” and "sensationalism” could only be drawn subjectively. These
difficulties can have practical advantages for scientists, however. As Hilgartner argued,
"the flexibility of the boundary between appropriate simplification and distortion permits

scientists considerable leeway when constructing simplified representations of scientific

knowledge”. It also makes it easy for them to level charges of "distortion” against

journalists, other scientists or members of the public. The ambiguous nature of

"appropriate simplification” can be used for political advantage, a fact which should

caution against uncritical acceptance of criticisms of media coverage of science.

2.4.3 Criticisms of different media

Different criticisms tend to be levelled to different extents against different media
outlets. A tendency to talk of the media as singular and uniform can lead to an unspoken
assumption that there is a single standard of media performance, whereas in fact not all
journalists aspire to Olympian heights of excellence (Powledge, 1986) and there are wide
quality vanations between and within media. Phillips (1988) noted that dissatisfaction
with the portrayal of biomedical dilemmas varied with the type of story and media

channel used. The differences between tabloid and broadsheet newspapers in particular
should be noted before this study turns its focus to concentrate on the so-called quality
press. In Britain the popular tabloid press contains less information than quality papers
(Kristiansen & Harding 1984; Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulieu 1992), and their coverage
1s less satisfying to sources (Hansen & Dickinson 1992). Prestige and tabloid papers in

America also differ in the types of research covered and the comprehensiveness of their
reporting (Evans et al, 1990).

Some specific criticisms of news reporting of science, health and medicine are noted
in the following sections. Possible reasons for the problems highlighted are considered
further in chapters 3 and 4 which cover influences on media content and presentation.

- Criticisms of news reports based on journal articles are discussed 1n section 5.4.

2.4.4 Subject selection and emphasis

The media are often criticised for placing undue emphasis on certain topics while
largely 1 gnoring otherS Newspapers have a limited amount of space and thus must be
selective 1n their coverage Events and 1ssues compete for attention, and 1nevitably many
g0 unreported. It is to be expected that people to whom a partlcular dlsease branch of‘ *

- medicine or aspect of research is singularly important might complain that their area of -
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interest 1s under-represented 1n news stories, but even a hypothetical objective observer
could justify claims of distortion. To give but a few examples of cases in which media
coverage does not mirror the world on which it reports: numbers of news articles about
different diseases do not correlate with their mortality rates (Kristiansen, 1983); hospital
doctors dominate television interviews in numbers bearing no relation to the actual
proportions of practising hospital doctors and general practitioners (Garland, 1984);
television portrayals of illness episodes include a far smaller proportion of elderly people
than are actually involved (Turow & Coe, 1985); and the relative proportions of
newspaper space devoted to different scientific subjects do not correlate with the relative
numbers of research papers published on each (Meadows 1991).

Certain other gaps in health and medical coverage have been consistently noted. The
link between poverty and ill-health 1s rarely made unless major reports have specitically
addressed the issue (Kristiansen & Harding, 1984; Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulieu 1992).
Class relations are not part of journalists’ reporting framework, and the social institution
of the press discourages it (Hartley, 1982). Occupational health risks are possibly also
under-reported in the mainstream press (Raymond, 1985).

Subject biases in media coverage could obviously affect public awareness or otherwise
of particular issues and might have a detrimental effect on public understanding. The
perceived distortions of reality are particularly acutely felt in health risk reporting, where
newspapers are accused of focusing on risks which frighten and anger people but do not
constitute as great a threat to their lives as others which go unreported and about which
people could be encouraged to take effective action (Ames & Gold, 1986).

2.4.5 Images of science and scientists

Images of scientists and doctors in the media have often been criticised and are
generally not those Wthh the professmns would prefer to pro_lect In entertainment media
in particular, the portrayals often fo]low unﬂattenng tradrtlonal or llterary stereotypes
(Haynes, 1989). News journalists, however have tended to work within a paradlgm of
value-free science, and to view sc1entrsts as neutra] arbrters of truth rather than peop]e
with their own 1deologies and pohtrcal OpInions (Nelkm 1987) Dornan (1990) argued

from studres of American scrence writers that:

The able science reporter is constructed as conmderably more deferential to hrs
or her subject matter, more answerable to the constituency being covered, than

would be appropriate in other departments of the newsroom... The role
advocated is that of a skilled and sympathetic translator.
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It 1s usually the knowledge products of science which are translated. Newspapers are
not noted for their representations of the process of science and how scientific
communities work (Goodfield, 1981). Science usually progresses slowly, with evidence
on a subject being added incrementally by various people. This gradual accumulation of
information, however, 1s not as newsworthy as the application or implications of "new”
scientific findings, or dramatic, unusual results (Nelkin, 1987). Newspaper articles often
report on a single research study with no mention of how it relates to earlier work. They
thus fail to portray the cumulative and collaborative nature of science and may fail to

get the importance of a particular study into perspective.

Emphasis on breaking news is often detrimental to good coverage of science, for
important progress may not be associated with striking single events, and
significance usually lies 1n long term consequences. (Nelkin, 1987)

Moore (1989) also criticised journalism for giving too orderly a picture of science which
had no room for the fact that scientific progress often involves hunches and accidents.

News reports are often criticised for attributing an unjustified amount of certainty to
new research findings. Reports on individual studies with statistically significant results,
presented in an enthusiastic advocacy style, fail to reveal the tentative and ambiguous
nature of most research projects (Begg & Berlin, 1989). They give the impression that
a single study on a subject can provide the whole "truth™ and constitute an adequate
"proof™. This impression tends to reduce the credibility of science because subsequent

studies can usually soon be found to "prove” the opposite.

2.4 ncentration on ba

Journalists are often accused of reporting bad news rather than good. Wellings (1985)
found 34 national newspaper articles (1339 column mches) based on two journal articles
published in one issue of the Lancet, one reportmg an association between a partlcular
type of oral contraceptive and increased risk of breast cancer, and the other a hlgher

incidence of cervical cancer among pill users than IUD users. In the prev1ous week, a

Lancet article which suggested a protectwe effect of the plll agamst breast cancer
trlggered just one national news article (15 co]urnn inches). Koren & Klein (1991) found

more media attention paid to a study showing an increased risk of leukaemia among

workers exposed to radiation than to a similar study published in the same _]ournal 1ssue

showmg no increased mortality among people living near to nuclear power statlons
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At the other extreme, journalists are accused of falsely raising the hopes of vulnerable

people by stories which herald unrealistic "miracle cures” and overstate the importance
of "breakthroughs” (Smith, 1992),

2.4.7 Polarisation of viewpoints

Journalists can exasperate scientists by reporting several viewpoints on a controversy
but failing to evaluate them. "On the one hand..., on the other hand..." type stories can
be accurate in that they correctly quote or summarise what different groups are saying,
but they provide little guidance to readers as to the credibility of the evidence behind the
arguments or the knowledge and prejudices of the sources. Mobilising information which
might advise readers on appropriate courses of action is often completely lacking.

Journalists who try to "be fair” to opposing sides tend to take a polarised approach
and emphasise conflict (Nelkin, 1989). This may be to the detriment of subject content:

A common distortion is to highlight conflict and controversy while disregarding
areas of agreement, and when the element of conflict is exaggerated, it follows
almost inevitably that personalities will be emphasised at the expense of the
underlying issues and policies. (Aitchison, 1988)

Journalists keen to present "both” sides to a story may make minority viewpoints appear
stronger than they actually are, treating two positions as equal even if over 90% of
researchers in the field agree on one (Tavris, 1986). Warner (1989) objected to reporters

inviting representatives of the tobacco industry to comment on smoking and health issues

and thus creating the impression that there really were two legitimate points of view.

2.4 8 In r

Although, as discussed in 2.4.2, there is no objective way of distinguising accurate

from inaccurate versions of scientific reports, it seems appropriate to consider the
criticisms of "incacuracy” which have been made about news coverage of science. There
are various ideas about what constitutes inaccuracy in news articles, and many examples
of particular 1naccuracies, ranging from the rounding up of numbers to complete mix-ups
about basic points. Singer (1990) grouped these into three main types: outright errors
of commission (€.g. mnaccurate references and statements substantially different from
those in journal articles); omissions (of important results, methodology or qualifying
details); and non-substantive errors (changes of emphasis, : misleading headlines,

assimilation of speculation to fact, and translations involving loss of precision).
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Few people would deny that journalists should strive to report the technical content
of the science stories they cover in a way that scientists perceive as accurately, because,

as Dornan said, "It makes little sense to argue that the journalist might "understand” the

scientific findings better than the scientist himself or herself” (1990). Outright errors of
commission might thus seem to be fairly concrete examples of inaccuracy which should
be easy enough to define. However, the points at which a reference becomes 1naccurate
or a newspaper statement substantially different from that in a journal article are still
elusive of objective determination.

It has been noted that scientists reading articles about their own work are more likely
to agree with what journalists write about the methods and results of the research than
with the way they interpret its implications and ramifications (Anon, 1986). As well as

supporting the argument that judgements about accuracy are subjective, this raises the

point that there is some kind of distinction between technical scientific data and the

issues it raises. Dornan (1990) noted the tendency of scientists to derive from the claim

that science journalism should be technically accurate according to their own standards
a further claim "that science is the rightfully dominant authority over the adequacy of
press coverage of any issue to which science contributes”. Thus scientists are seen to
assume that scientific details should dictate the nature of any science-related articles,
which is inevitably a problematic standpoint, since scientists often disagree in their
interpretations of evidence.

Attempts to assess the accuracy of news reports are thus riddled with difficulties,

although the above comments need not lead to complete despair of any appropriate
criticism being made. It seems likely that there will be a great deal of consensus as to
the inaccuracy of some clear-cut mistakes on the part of journalists reporting scientific

details. It is judgements about statements which lie around the fuzzy boundary of

accuracy/inaccuracy which need to be treated with caution.

2.4.9 Omission of relevant information
Short news articles are, not surprisingly, often faulted for omitting relevant

information. They cannot compete with the comprehensive detail of papers written for

academic journals, and judgements about what elements are important to the public,
what should be included, are inevitably value-laden and thus prone to disagreement.
There is some consensus that information about previous research, methodology, and

study limitations in particular is often omitted to a problematic extent from articles about
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scientific and medical research (Tichenor, 1970; Tankard & Ryan, 1974; Singer, 1990).
Media coverage of controversial technologies has also been criticised for neglecting to
explore the scientific issues or methods of risk analysis, and focusing instead on
competing interests, disputed data and conflicting judgements (Nelkin, 1989). Oxman
et al (1993) constructed an index to assess the scientific quality of media health reports
on the basis of judgements as to how well they allowed readers to draw conclusions
about the applicability, validity and practical importance of the information reported.
Some news articles fail to cite their sources of information (for example the journal
in which research was published), and very few disclose the track record of the scientists
involved. Although such omissions would seem to be objectively measurable, the extent
to which they really matter is debateable. However, they have been taken to suggest that

journalists effectively treat peer reviewed research papers in the same way as public
relations documents (Koshland, 1991).

2.4.10 Prematurity and sensationalism

There have been various instances in which the media have been accused of carrying
news reports of research prematurely. The uncertainty of science means that there 1s no
obvious point at which everyone agrees research findings should be communicated to the
public. As will be discussed in more detail in chapter 5, those in favour of quick release
of information can argue that the implications of the research are important: the need to
warn people of a likely health risk or to alert people with a particular disease that there
is a treatment from which they may benefit could be regarded as urgent. The main
arguments against early publicity are that results or interpretations which have not been
peer reviewed are more likely to be flawed, and that doctors need to be aware of the
details of the research which their paiients mi ght ask about 2aft’er'theyha'sre received brief
information from news repoﬂs. o |

As mentioned above, the distinction between "good” translation and sensationalism in
news reporting 1s unclear. However, hyped reporting of the progress made in research
is fairly regu]arly criticised (see e.g. Smith, 1992 as outlined 1n 2.5.1). The feared effect
of such reportmg is that it will falsely raise the hopes of vulnerable people Hyped
reports of health risks could smular]y cause mappropnate ]evels of amuety A
mdespread scare” about a chemlcal Alar, used to npen apples was caused when

A clearly dubious report about pos31ble carcmogemcnty by a spec1al interest

group was hyped by a news organisation without the most simple checks on 1ts
reliability or documentation. (Koshland, 1991) -
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Judgements about sensationalism can incorporate many elements. For example, the
failure to include criticisms of or comments on the research by other scientists would
seem to reduce the likelihood that the importance of a study is presented in a balanced
way. Serious omissions of methodological information would prevent even the reader
who 1s able to be critical from judging the claims made for the research. It is the
plurality of views concerning what information should be included in an article, what
should be emphasised and how it should be presented which creates the differences of
opinion as to what constitutes inaccuracy, omission and sensationalism. Claims of
sensationalism are, however, probably most likely to arise when critics disagree with
journalists over the potential implications of research.

Some accusations of overstatement and sensationalism could possibly be avoided 1f
news reports conveyed the tentative nature of research findings and the Iimitations of the
reported studies. Unfortunately, news reports often lack qualifying statements and

warnings against reading too much out of results, and journalists tend to err in the

direction of over-interpretation (Cohn, 1989b).

2.4.11 Misleading by headline

Headlines effectively represent the newspaper’s ultimate distillation of a piece of
information. They tend to be bolder in their statements than the news articles they
announce, and may have a different tenor (Gitlin, 1980). In their crude simplicity, they
are often judged misleading or inaccurate (Singer, 1990; Tankard & Ryan, 1974). This
is particularly problematic because headlines are usually the first thing people read, and
may leave a lasting impression, especially on the reader who "skims™ the article.

With detailed explanations and qualifications buried deep in the text, the images
of science and technology received by casual readers who simply scan the

headlines may be quite different from those received by careful readers. (Nelkin,
1987) - '

4 .12 Lack of oniginality in reporting

~ The press often delays in covering a problem, because it has not yet defined the
problem as "news". (Nelkin, 1989)

- Some news stories are so unusual that they strain the belief systems of journalists and
readers alike. Glue sniffing seemed so bizarre in the 1950s that it was not pursued in the
media (Meyer, 1990). However, once topics have been reported, they tend to recur:

-~ When media interest in a topic gains momentum, reporters begin to track it.
Further developments have a higher probability of being reported, both because

30



they are noticed and because it is assumed the public’s attention is on the topic.
(Winsten, 1985)

AIDS 1s perhaps a classic example of this. Klaidman (1991) among others has noted how
there was little about AIDS in the news when it was first discovered, but once it was

established as a media topic, almost anything AIDS-related became news.

The media are apparently congruent: journalists working for different news outlets
tend to produce similar stories, covering the same topics with the same angles and
frames (Gandy, 1980). They often share metaphors and perpetuate stereotypes and they

tend to make repeated use of a small group of individuals as authorised knowers 1n
science news (see 4.6.2).

2.4,13 Which criticisms are most common?
There have been various attempts to estimate the prevalence of faults in science news.
Tichenor et al (1970) surveyed scientists and found the criticisms most commonly

thought to apply to most science news were: overemphasis on the unique; omission of
relevant information; and misleading headlines. Tankard and Ryan (1974) asked

scientists to identify the presence of any of 42 types of error in newspaper articles which
reported their work. They most commonly identified: omission of relevant information
about method; omission of relevant information about results; and investigator
misquoted. By comparing newspaper reports with published research papers, Singer
(1990) found their most common faults to be: omission of qualifying statements; no
mention of methods; change of emphasis in comparison with the original report. Given
that these studies used different methods and different samples, and are not strictly
comparable because the range of criticisms studied and definitions used varied, the
similarities of their findings are in some ways qurte striking. They should not be oo

surprising however, because all either involved the Judgements of scientists or a

comparrson with "scientific® documents.

2.5 Where do the faults lie?
Given that different people may find different reasons to criticise TEWS reports it

should not be surprising that attribution of blame varies. Some cntlcrsms rmght srmply

be products of the differences (including different values) between science and
journalism (see 4.10). Of the more widely accepted criticisms, it is not easy to ascertain
which (and to what extent) are "caused” by Journalnsts edltors or news orgamsatrons

researchers, officials in research orgamsatrons or the social structures of scrence and
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medicine. Similar problems might be caused by different people on different occasions.
There are some journalists who distort, oversimplify and misunderstand what scientists
tell them, just as there are some scientists and doctors who overstate their own work or

refuse to co-operate with the media and explain their research in lay terms. The

following case study of debate about a recent Sunday Times article illustrates some of

the differences of opinion as to the roots of "hype"” in news reports, as well as many of

the 1ssues discussed above.

2.5.1 Aca dy of disagreemen
A Sunday Times article about possible genetic causes of asthma (Ballantyne, 1992a)

recently became a much-discussed example of lay journalistic hyperbole. In a British

Medical Journal (BMJ) editorial, Smith (1992) worried that the (in his view unjustified)

claims of progress made in the article would falsely raise the hopes of vulnerable people,
who would later feel "distraught and cheated” when they discovered the article had been
greatly hyped. Commenting on the cause of the problem, he said that: the Sunday Times
had been responsible for several excessively sensationalised reports recently; that "some
highly respected scientists seem(ed) unwittingly to be participating in the process” of
creating journalistic excess; and that some of the blame lay with people representing
organisations wanting to get particular messages into newspapers. In this case, the
messages were intended to raise the profile of medical research and encourage funding
for specific research projects. Smith suggested that while tryiné to put across such
messages, the directors of the Imperial Cancer Research Fundand the Wellcorne Trust

.. do nothing for the public understanding of science by making statements that
can be used to endorse the suggestion that the eradication of genetic discase 1s
something not much more complicated than Lego. (Smith, 1992)

The editorial provoked several letters to the BMJ revealing a variety of opinions about
the particular news article and the problems of communicating information about medical
research to a lay audience. The journalist responsible for the article defended herself,
saying that Smith had failed to substantiate his claims of "appalling hype" and noting
that her sources were eminent scientists whose comments did not contradict "the more
cautious doctors leadmg the research team" but who srmply used thelr experlence to
give the wrder perspective demanded by |Sunday Times] readers (Ba]lantyne 1992c)

She also raised the questlon of the tumng of release of research information:

Smith’s real objection seems to be that research papers - the BMJ’s future
exclusives - have received a premature airing in the full glare of national

newspaper coverage. Though 1 do not doubt the necessity of peer review, 1 am
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sure the BMJ does not wish to put the professional’s right to publish above the
public’s right to know (Ballantyne, 1992c).

The possibility of the BMJ refusing to publish research papers on the grounds that
their content had received prior media attention was not raised elsewhere (although one
correspondent did note that the research had in fact been previously published). The two
directors of the medical research institutes, however, supported the journalist’s insistence

that the public should know about progress made in research funded by public money.

The public should be made aware of the excitement and promise of current
medical research, including in particular analysis of the human genome. The
intelligence and commonsense of patients should not be underestimated. Patients

often seem to support the need for long term research to deal with their diseases

more than some of those professionally concerned with the enterprise of medical
research. (Bodmer, 1992)

Ogilvie (1992) also commented that the Wellcome Trust knew that patients involved
in the reported study were "delighted that the work has received this publicity”, being
confident that the study of genetic disease would eventually lead to better treatments,
although none of them believed they could confidently state when this would be.

Bodmer and Ogilvie did not disagree with Smith that information in the Sunday Times
article had been hyped, but seemed less worried about the quality of the reporting than
about the story getting into the media at all. Both accepted that journalists might not
quote their comments exactly, fully, or in the context they intended.

I was asked to comment on the importance of the human genome project in

general and to relate this to the asthma family study. My comments were
therefore directed not only at the gene for asthma but at the value of the project
in general, and this may not have come across in a short article. (Bodmer, 1992)

I am happy to discuss with journalists the scientific results of work funded by the

Wellcome Trust, knowing that they are likely to quote a small fragment of what
is said 1n a long interview. (Ogilvie, 1992)

They were supported by Albert (1992), who agreed that some journalists and scientists
should be accused of hyperbole and recognised the difficulties of putting across medical
findings to a public "that is both ill-informed about health and hungry for knowledge
about it" when "mutual suspicion and stereotyping” bedeviled science and journalism:

The solution is not, as Smith seems to suggest, that scientists should be more
careful about what they say to the press; in reality this will mean that they
mcreasmgly say nothing. Instead, attention should focus on more fundamental
issues, such as understanding the structural reasons why this type of

communication has falled and improving the standard of health education
generally. (Albert 1992)

‘One final letter to the BMJ was more radical in its criticism. Rlchmond (1992)

* suggested that the science behind the hyped claims was itself controversml The
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researchers whose work was celebrated in the Sunday Times article had in fact published

their findings several years previously, but several other research teams had failed to

replicate them. Research which contradicted that reported in the Sunday Times had been
published, but was not mentioned in the newspaper article. Richmond also made an
important point about the timing of the publicity for the work: the Sunday Times article
had appeared "when virtually every British expert on allergy was at the annual

conference of the American Academy of Allergy and Immunology in Orlando, Florida".
The correspondence did not provide a solution to the problem of hyped reporting of
medical research but it goes some way to illustrating the complexity of the issues.
Optimism about obviating the need for criticism of science journalism in the future is
probably misguided. News reporting about research is unlikely ever to be regarded as
perfect: the characteristics and constraints of science and journalism are such that there
will always be tensions between them, and the variations in opinions as to what

constitutes ideal science news reporting should keep the quality debate alive for some
time to come.
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Influences on media news (1): Journalists, editors and news organisations

Many interacting factors influence news content and presentation. Journalists and
editors exercise their own choices over what to report and how, but their decisions are
undoubtedly shaped by their context. News organisations have particular goals,

influential internal power structures and normative working practices, and they operate

within political, economic, social, and cultural environments which include the
individuals and organisations who serve as the subjects of and audiences for their stories.

This chapter summarises what is understood about the activities of journalists within
their news organisations and in their interactions with individuals, organisations and
activities in other arenas, examining factors affecting the selection of events and issues
as news and the presentation of information in news articles. The information about
general journalistic practice is based on both British and American literature, while that

about specialist science and medical reporting is derived mainly from American sources.

1 Discussion in publi n

Newspapers form an important public arena and their content is influenced by the six
factors which Hilgartner & Bosk (1988) identified as determining which social problems
are discussed in such arenas: competition for prime space; a need for drama and novelty;
a danger of saturation; the rhythms of organisational life; cultural preoccupations; and
political biases. When briefly explained, it is fairly easy to see how these apply to
newspapers. The limited message carrying capacity of public arenas gives rise to
competitive pressures which encourage dramatic, persuasive and succinct portrayals of
1ssues. It is difficult to retain a dramatic element over time, so ongoing issues must be
portrayed with new symbols in new frames to avoid saturation. .The timing of public
debate 1s influenced by peaks and troughs of organisational activity, and cultural
concerns encourage the definition of certain situations as problems more worthy of
attention than others. If powerful political or economic interests sponsor a particular
issue, it is more likely to appear on the public agenda. Issues high on the agenda in one
public arena are more likely to be given space in others. Thus newspapers influence and

are influenced by activities in other public arenas, including parliament and other media.

2 nomic Dr r

National daily newspapers in the UK are commercial enterprises. Space and readers

must be sold to advertisers, and copies to readers, if they are to survive. Pressure to -
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make such sales undoubtedly influences editorial content and style. The economic state
of the news organisation may also affect news content by limiting the numbers of

journalists (especially specialists) available to cover stories, their resources, travel
budgets etc. (Friedman, 1986).

2.1 Selling space to advertiser:

The attractiveness to advertisers of a well defined (preferably rich) target audience is

one reason for the sharp polarisation of popular tabloids and quality broadsheets (Sparks,
1992). The value of being able to offer advertisers space which is likely to gain the

attention of a particularly interested audience has also contributed to the growth of
specialist sections and pages within newspapers (Tunstall, 1971).

Advertising considerations can influence the selection of individual stories: many
commentators have noted how the dangers of smoking have been under-reported in the
press because editors do not wish to offend large advertisers who provide a substantial
proportion of newspaper revenues (Wallack, 1988; Warner, 1989). Journalists wanting
to warn consumers against other products may be similarly discouraged, albeit on a
smaller scale. Conversely, they might be pressurised to include stories which put
advertisers’ products or services in a favourable light. Positive editorial coverage 1s

highly valued by product or service promoters: not only is it free, it may be seen by

readers to have the "independent” endorsement of a journalist.

2.2 Selling newspapers to reader:

The use of promotions to entice the public to buy partlcular newspapers 1s beyond the

scope of this revrew and it must suffice to say that Journallsts are normally obhged to

write articles which attract and capture the attention of readers. Certain types of story
are almost guaranteed to do this, and are repeatedly used by Journallsts The news values

they exhibit are discussed in some detall in section 3.5. In general, if ‘stories are to
encourage continued sales of a newspaper they must strike a chord w1th thelr audience:

there must be some degree of cultural resonance. Some subj ects are rarely reported as

news because they are thou ght to lack cultural proxumty to the audlence Journalists
have suggested, for example, that occupatlonal health risks affectmg poor workers are
less likely to be reported in neWSpapers with a readersh1p drawn mamly from hi gher |

SOCi0-economic groups than more w1de3pread env1ronmental carcmogens (Nelkm 1987)

o
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Hilgartner & Bosk (1988) noted that activities in one public arena trigger activities in

another, amplifying or dampening the attention paid to a particular issue. Obviously, |

major events in public arenas such as parliament are likely to be covered by the press.

It is also likely that news coverage is influenced by journalists’ considerations of its

implications for various people and organisations, including themselves. Specialist
journalists in particular are likely to remember their dependence on certain sources

before they publicise information which might put them in a bad light (Tunstall, 1971).

It would be difficult to establish how often the press have failed to cover issues in
order to avoid giving offence to powerful groups or individuals. Newspapers take pride
in their independent watch-dog type role, and regard most miscreants as fair game, but
they do not uncover all wrongdoings or scandals, and may have difficulty obtaining

information when vested interests are determined to keep a subject private. The extent

to which owners influence newspaper content is much disputed, but since its effects are

largely confined to political reporting, the debate will not be repeated here.

4 nstraints of journali
News production is governed by news-gathering resources, deadlines, space
limitations, journalists® skills and backgrounds, and editors’ biases and interests.

These structural realities distort or constrain the presentation of information,
news and critical debate in general. (Barns, 1989).

3.4.1 Pressures of time

Journalists writing for daily newspapers must find newsworthy stories every 24 hours
and file copy regularly to meet strict deadlines. They are thus encouraged to use pre-
packaged information (Nelkin, 1987) . Science and medical correspondents are apparently
rarely troubled by a lack of potential story material. Their difficulties tend to arise from
the need to select stories from the huge amonnt of information with which Lthey are
bombarded via post and telephone each day. The ran ge of subjects to which they are
alerted is unpredictable (Kotulak 1989), and the time constraints under Wthh they must
make their selections mean that important subj ects may get overlooked

Once a subject has been selected, tight deadlines constrain Journallsts searches for
further information, background detail or additional comment, perhaps causing them to

"slight or omit essential perspective” (Cohn, 1989b). There is a tendency to rely on their

own or their colleagues’ experience and memory as there is rarely time for them to
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establish what or who would be the most knowledgeable source on the subject. The
choice of whom to interview is likely to be limited to those already known to them or

quickly identifiable and available. Of these, they are pressurised to select authorised

knowers whose statements could strengthen a story:

We reporters tend to rely most on "authorities” who are either most colourfully
quotable or quickly quotable, and these authorities often tend to be those who get
most carried away or who have the biggest axes to grind. The cautious scientist
who says "We don’t have enough data yet to make a strong statement” tends to

end up, figuratively, on the editing room floor, or literally in the 20th paragraph.
(Cohn, 1989b)

The 24 hour cycle of news is often cited as a reason why newspapers tend to cover
events which occur on a particular day rather than ongoing issues which simmer and
develop over a long period of time. The daily routine of journalism means that scientific
research is most likely to make news when it can be associated with an event happening
on a particular day. Presentations at scientific conferences and articles in peer reviewed
journals give journalists a "today” peg on which to hang a story as well as enough
information with which to write it. Conferences and peer-review journals are favoured
as sources for other reasons, too (see 5.3). For now it will simply be noted that use of

these two as the major sources of information means that emphasis is usually placed on

research results to the neglect of the research process, and that science gets portrayed

In newspapers as a series of more or less dramatic steps forward.

Pressures of

Newspapers have a limited message carrying capacity and can only entertain so many

problems and topics at any time, so the rise of one topic in the news must be
accompanied by the fall of another (Hilgartner & Bosk, 1988). Science and medical

stories must compete with others for the limited space available in newspapers, and are
apparently judged according to much the same news values. This competition influences

journalists’ choices of subject matter, frame of treatment and presentation style.
Journalists may feel pressurised to "strengthen” a research story to enhance its chances

of being printed, espccially if they are filing copy relatively late in the day when stories

are more easily rejected because of a lack of space (Tunstall, 1971). Even if they have
a feel for research as an ambiguous enterprise and understand that interpretations of data
are cautious, they also appreciate that black and white is more newsworthy than grey,
that authoritative statements are more likely to be printed than tentative ones, and that

if they want an article to appear in print, they must to some extent conform to the
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newspaper’s norms and produce a strong story. Ambitions to have a story printed in a

prestigious position may further tempt a journalist to overstate or oversimplify (Breo,

1989). One highly regarded American science writer confessed:

We have to almost overstate, we have to come as close as we can within the

boundaries of truth to a dramatic compelling statement. A weak statement will
go no place. (Cohn, 1989a)

Of course, even a strong science story cannot be guaranteed space, prominent or

otherwise, in the newspaper. If a major news story breaks which editors feel warrants

several pages of coverage, this may well oust it.

Assuming a story is selected for coverage, it must be written to a specified word
length, which inevitably limits the amount of information which can be conveyed. There
is not enough space in a newspaper to include full details of methods, results, discussion

and conclusions as they appear in journal papers. Journalists must select what they think

essential to a story. Those who judge news stories and journal papers by the same

criteria are bound to be critical of the lack of detail in the former (Dunwoody, 1986a).

3.5 News selection

Many factors influence what gets reported as news. Editors and journalists choose

news for their readers, and the eligibility of events for reporting varies with their

interests, the special interests of the newspaper, and its audience. No clear rules or
formulae can predict even for a given newspaper exactly which events will become
news, but various factors have been identified which increase (or decrease - there are
taboo topics, too) the likelihood of an event being reported. Value systems, whether

explicitly recognised or not, help journalisis decide what to cover and how to cover it.

According to Hodgson (1992), assurmng the news orgamsatlon is aware of an event,
its two most important attributes 1n terms of news value are the extent to which the
people involved are well known, and its geo graph1ca1 and cultural proxmuty to readers.
These two features probably provide a good rule of thumb, but more elabo;atg systems
of news values have been identified. + E | | I

A detailed analysis of factors determining which events became news was carried out
by Galtung & Ruge in their classic study of foreign news (1965). They identified the
following as important: an event’s frequency (the more similar this was to the frequency
of the news medium, the more likely it was to be recorded as news); its strength or
intensity. (which must .exceed a threshold); unambiguity; meaningfulness .(cultural

proximity, relevance to the audience etc.); consonance with the accepted; unexpectedness
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(within the consonant); continuity; balance with other events; reference to elite nations
or elite people; reference to persons; reference to something negative.

These news values would appear to be basically relevant to science and medical stories
and can help explain patterns of news coverage. For example, Phillips (1988) alluded
to the news value of reference to persons when he noted that a story about a child
needing an organ transplant may make front page news, but a story about transplantation
statistics iS hikely to get buried. Friedman (1986) noted that the primary criterion of
American science writers for a good science story was relevance to or application for the
reader. Basic science is less frequently covered in newspapers than applied aspects
because it is considered less meaningful to readers. Progress in biochemical research
apparently is not seen to have the same relevance as developments in clinical medicine.

In 1980, Gans reported a study of an American television network and a news
magazine and identified six unspoken values affecting journalists’ decisions of what to
print or broadcast and how to frame the information: small town pastoralism, altruistic
democracy, responsible capitalism, ethnocentrism, moderatism and individualism.

Neither Galtung & Ruge’s nor Gans’ sets of news values are exhaustive: additional
or alternative criteria may be applied by different media and to different subjects.
Television news places an obvious priority on good "visuals®, while radio programmes
try to include a range of sound textures. Broadsheet and tabloid newspapers also vary
.in the emphases they place on different news values: illness episodes involving
celebrities, for example, are more likely to appear in the tabloids than the broadsheets
(Entwistle & Hancock-Beaulieu, 1992).

News values may vary for different topics and over time. Wilkins (1993) noted that
In recent media coverage of the greenhouse effect, journalists used at least three extra
values to those identified by Gans: progress, the institutibnalisation of kaniedge, and
innocence. Regarding coverage of AIDS, l\felkiri (1987) commented that at one point,

Given the public appetite for AIDS news, the bredccuﬁétion with the disease, and
the competition in the news business, no scientific claims on this important
subject could simply be i1gnored.

News values interact in complex ways, and attempts to predict what types of event
will most often become news can do no more than indicate broad probabilities. For

example, stories with taboo elements may be used if they are strong in news value for

other reasons. Very little media interest was shown in bowel ‘cancer until it was
diagnosed in President Reagan in 1985 (Currie, 1985): presumably the celebrity factor

outweighed considerations of squeamishness. Similarly, there was little coverage of
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AIDS when it was a disease affecting just a few homosexual men, but this picked up
firstly when it became clear more people would be involved (Klaidman, 1991), and

secondly when a celebrity (Rock Hudson) died of the disease (Currie, 1985). Klaidman
described well why AIDS initially struggled for news attention:

A disease of uncertain origin, which might result from lifestyle choices viewed
by many as distasteful, and which seems confined to a limited community widely
considered aberrational, cannot fight its way ... into conservative newspapers

with traditionalist audiences, until the number of sick persons reaches some
critical mass.

It should also be remembered that although many news values are generally applicable,
journalists will always exercise a certain amount of individual discretion (Tunstall,
1971), and potential will always exist for personal preferences to come into play.

The personal interests of journalists and editors are likely to influence the selection

of topics for attention. Journalists tend to treat their own preferences as a mirror for
their readers’, thus giving themselves both a rule of thumb for story selection and a
justification for spending as much of their working time as possible on topics that
interest them (Dunwoody, 1986¢). Identification with the audience may also legitimise
avoidance of topics which journalists or editors find distasteful, and 1t is difficult to
distinguish their concern for readers’ sensitivities from their own prejudices. While it is
accepted that AIDS might have been run earlier as a news story if the first afflicted
people had not been homosexuals, it is uncertain whether the delay was due to the

homophobia of some editors, to their fear of a poor reception from their readers, or to
both (Klaidman, 1991).

5 Infc

vathering and stc slopmen
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There are various sources and resources which journalists mi ghit* use when seeking
information, each with their strengths and limitations. Information actively offered to
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