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Background

Shanto lyengar (1991), among others (Reese, Gandy & Grant, 2001) hasinvited
usto congder the waysin which the framing of media messages influences the responses
of the public to those sories, and the socid issues to which they relate. Among the most
important influences are those he associates with what he refers to as episodic and
thematic frames. We understand the news as stories, and usually these are stories about
people. Episodic frames tend focus our attention on eventsin the lives of individuds.
Although storiesin the news don't often invite the same degree of identification with the
principa characters in the news as we do with those we become familiar with through
prime time televison series, journdigs often attempt to dramatize the plight of victimsin
waysthat at least attract our atention. On occasion, they may aso atempt to demonize
individuas thet they identify as the “bad guys.” These are the functions served by
episodic frames.

From timeto time, journdists dso try and cdl our attention to amore generd
problem or concern. These are problems that may be illustrated by one or more examples,
but these concerns are best represented in statistical terms. Most often, these are summary
datigtics that are used in an attempt to describe the circumstances that the “ average” man
or woman is forced to dedl with from time to time. These are Sories that are explored
through thematic frames. However, as Zillman and Brosius (2001) have reminded us,
such gtories have messages that may be distorted when particular exemplars are used for
dramatic effect. In addition to problems associated with unrepresentative exemplars, the
use of thematic frames increases the possibility that misinterpretations of frequency and
base rate data will lead to erroneous conceptions of risk (Berger, 1998, 2000).

As lyengar has demondrated, the framing of stories, even at thismost basic level
has implications for the ways in which members of the public think about public palicies,
especidly those related to racia inequdity. Although lyengar (1991) worked primarily
with televison news in the context of an experimentd paradigm, he suggested that in the
realm of stories about poverty, including stories that associated poverty with race,
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episodic framing was more likely to lead viewers to blame the victims, while thematic
frames led viewers toward locating blame within society and socid inditutions.

However, as Entman (1993) and others (Cappella & Jamieson, 1997; Price &
Tewksbury, 1997) have made clear, there is much more to framing than is captured in
this basic digtinction between thematic and episodic leads. We are concerned with more
than the assgnment of blame. Indeed, we are concerned about the role that journalists
play in shaping the sandards that segments of the public use in determining whether
some circumstances and conditions should earn a position on the policy agenda

This study is concerned with the role that journdists and their editors play in
shaping our understanding of inequdity as a socid problem (Gandy & Baron, 1998). This
isadudy of the ways in which journdists help shape the ways in which we cometo

understand the distribution of risk as amatter of public concern.

The Pressand the Framing of Risk

Risk, as explored by media scholars “refers to the probability of property damage,
injury, illness, or death associated with ahazard” (Singer & Endreny, 1993, p. 6). Singer
and Endreny explore sx of saven types of hazards they believed were likely to be
covered in the press. They include naturd hazards, and accidents, and a class of materids
hazards, such asthose rdated to chemicd spills, or from the use of products like acohol
and tobacco. The study of hazard and risk naturdly invites atention to the assgnment of
blame and respongibility, and it explores the distribution of risk indirectly by examining
“whose risks are emphasized” and “whoserisks areignored.” Their andys's suggests
that: “the media attended disproportionately to the risks of the more affluent, more
powerful members of society, thereby potentialy contributing to erroneous perceptions
of the risks to which different socid categories are exposed” (Singer & Endreny, 1993, p.
43).

There isadigtinction, however, to be made between stories that merely take note
of or refer to victims defined by race, gender or class, and stories that take note of
disparities, or differencesin the rates of exposure for members of these groups. Stories of
this sort are relatively rare. Singer and Endreny (1993, p. 57) report: “ Stories about
iliness, for example, dmost never make reference to differentid incidence by
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socioeconomic gatus, even though many diseases take afar higher toll of low status
groups.” Stories about racia disparitiesin exposure to hazards are even more rare. The
identification of the populaions a risk has been shown to influence the estimation of the
magnitude and the socid nature of the hazard (Irwin, Jones & Mundo, 1996).

Such stories are the focus of this study because the ditribution of risk reflects the
operation of power and influence. Far too often, these disparities are associated with the
actions of individuas that we may chooseto label as discrimination. It is often the
respongbility of gatigticiansto demondrate that empiricaly determined disparitiesin
exposure to hazards are the product of unwarranted, or illegd discrimination (Baldus &
Cole, 1980; DeGroot, Feinberg & Kadane, 1986; Zeisd & Kaye, 1997). Journdigts have
come to share this responsibility, and in some cases, have taken the lead in identifying
examples of widespread misbehavior.

Although the news media may report on the occasond case where a charge of
discrimination is pursued againgt an employer, avendor, or on an occasion, a government
agency, the press plays a more important role when alegd clam or apalicy proposd is
made in response to an investigation into discriminatory practices that some journdist
actively pursued. Investigative journdists are consdered to be something of arare breed
of specidigs (Protess, et a., 1991). These activist reporters have been aided by new
technology in ther efforts to become more independent of the influence of sources
(Garrison, 1998; Houston, 1999; Houston, Bruzzese & Weingerg, 2002; Meyer, 2001).
With the aid of statistical packages and specid training, investigetive reporters have
made use of public and private sources of data to highlight what they see as problematic
disparities, and on occasion, to associate those digparities with mdicious intent.

The impact that these investigative reporters and “precison journaists’ have on
the character of newsisjust beginning to be explored (Protess, et d., 1991).
Underganding their roleis especidly important in the current media environment
(Croteau & Hoynes, 2001; McChesney, 1999). Because these journdids are thought to
enjoy greater autonomy than traditiona journaists who depend upon interested sources
for the raw materias used in their stories (Gandy, 1982; Koch, 1991), they seem likely to
influence the determination of issues that are brought before the public. The expectation
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isthat these journalists and their editors help to set the public agenda more effectively
than they have in the past (Baumgartner & Jones, 1993; Cook, 1998).

It will dso be important to examine the ways in which those issues are framed for
public consumption, asit seems likely that these frames will help to determine how those
issues are understood (Reese, Gandy, & Grant, 2001). It will be important to consider
how the populations at risk understand these hazards. Findly, it will dso be important to
consider how the genera population understands the distribution of risk asa socid
problem. This paper presents aprdiminary assessment of the ways in which investigative
reporters have framed a variety of stories about relaive, or comparative risk.

Thesample

The“sories’ that form the basis for the analyses | will present were sdlected from
adatabase that containsindividud articles, or aseries of articles, many of which have
been submitted by newspaper, magazine, and televison gaionsto an annua competition
organized by a professond organization of journdigts. Investigative Reporters and
Editors (IRE) maintains this database as a resource for journdigts, educators, and scholars
interested in ensuring the surviva of this branch of journdism.

At last count, the database contained 17,000 “stories.” However because thereis
no category of investigative reporting called “ comparative risk,” a drategy for sdlecting
items had to be developed. Each story in the database is described in abrief abstract. A
number of search terms were developed that were expected to identify stories about
comparative risk. Among the most productive search terms were: redlining, profiling,
discrimination, and risk. Because we were interested in database journdism, abstracts
that included reference to computers were al'so examined. In order to include explicit
comparisons, the database was dso searched for the terms “more likely” or “lesslikely”
in the abgtract. Each of the abstracts was read to determine if the story was likely to
include articles that included discussion of disparities or rdative risk. The soriesthat
were selected were published between 1978 and 2000. Most of the stories were published
after 1990, and 22 of them published in the year 2000. It isimportant to note that each
“gory” islikdy to include more than one article that was published as part of aserieson
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apaticular issue. Severa of the stories included more than 20 articles, some of which
published over a period of one or more years.

Because the sample is Strategic, rather than random, or even systemtic, thereis
no basisfor claiming that the frames used in these Sories are representative of
investigative journdism as an enterprise. Indeed, only one of the stories | selected from
those published in 2000 were selected as findlists in the IRE’s competitior'. However,
the number of Soriesislarge enough to provide abasis for describing the ways in which
patterns emerge across and within particular types of sories. QSR NUDIST, a software
package for qualitative data andysis was used to prepare a preliminary assessment of 543
articles

These articlesfal primarily into five subject areas Finance, Crimind Judtice,
Hedth Care, Education and Employment. The largest number of articles was about
crimina justice (N = 251), followed by finance (N = 109), and hedlth care (N = 66).

Analytical Approach

The anaytica approached taken for thisinitia report islimited to an examination
of
“risk patterns’ or references to the distributions of outcomes among groups or
populaions. Thisandysisis further restricted to explicit comparisons between groups
defined by race, gender, age or class.

Because these stories have been selected on the basis of their focus on the hazards
or risks faced by groups, and because precison journalists are likely to rely on dtatistics
to illugtrate a digparity, it seemed reasonable to expect that these stories would lead of f
with thematic, rather than episodic frames. Indeed, more than 85 percent of the lead
paragraphs were thematic (86.7%), rather than episodic.

The primary racia comparisons in these articles were between Whites and Blacks.
String searches for the terms “whites’” and “blacks’ produced 886 paragraphs with
references to Blacks, and 664 paragraphs with references to Whites, and 411 in which
both Blacks and Whites were referred to. There were 314 references to Hispanics, while
references to Asans were relatively rare (53 paragraphs). Blacks and Hispanics tended to
be trested as a couplet, in that they were both included in 139 paragraphs. There were



IAMCR framing risk: GANDY 7/11/2002 7

also 56 stories that focused its comparisons on groups other than Blacks and Whites.
Anather 49 articles included comparisons that referred to “minorities,” and 13 referred to
minority communities when making comparisons.

We believe that ways in which these comparisons are made helps to determine the
waysin which media audiences will evauate the disparities that are reported using these
frames (Wanke, Schwarz & Nodle-Neumann, 1995). Cognitive theory suggests that the
target, or subject of a comparison triggers, or activates a stereotype that includes the most
sdient attributes of the subject. These attributes are then used in making sense of a
comparison. Thus, it matters whether African Americans are the target, or the referent of
a comparison because of the particular stereotypes that have been associated with Black
people over time (Entman & Rojecki, 2000; Gandy, 1998). Thisis especidly relevant
with regard to risk comparisons where the activetion of a sereotypeislikely to invite
both aminimization of the digparity, and an assgnment of causa responsiility to the
victims (Irwin, Jones & Mundo, 1996, p. 4).

The choice, or expressed preference for a policy option, or astrategy of
intervention is understood to reflect the extent to which victims are held in high regard.
Researchers have noted an exception to the otherwise powerful reversasin the
preference for risky interventions that occur when threets are framed in terms of certain
loss, rather than uncertain gain (Khaneman and Tversky, 1984). For example, Levin and
Chapman observed that the when the “victims’ were “less desirable,” the usud reversa
does not occur (Levin & Chapman, 1990). This suggests that the use of African
Americans as the targets of comparisons between victimsis likely to have an impact on
the extent of the public’s support for policies that would be designed to reduce the
disparity in risk exposure (Vaughan & Sefert, 1992).

One example of acomparison in which African Americans were the target or
focus of the comparison is the following: * Blacks with the same resources buying the
same value homes were denied |oans as much as three times as often aswhites” An
example of a comparison where Whites were the targets of the comparison is as follows:
“In fact, the andys's showed a white applicant earning less than $10,000 a year had
nearly the same chance to get a mortgage as a black person making more than $75,000 a
year.” Inmost cases, but not dways, the target appearsfirst in adirect comparison.
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Black people were most frequently the targets of comparisons (n = 517), and
White people were a distant second (n = 148). Although there was an equivaent number
of goriesin which Black communities and White communities were the focus of direct
comparisons (n = 21 and 22, respectively), there were twice as many comparisonsin
which White communities were the target, as there were comparisons in which Black
communities were the target (n = 62 and 31 respectivey).

Women were three times more likely than men to be the targets of comparison (24
v 7). And, athough comparisons dong class lines were relaivey rare, the poor were the

targets of comparisons (n = 18) more often than were the wedthy (n = 2).

Framing reative risk

Three different frames were identified as important for shaping our understanding
of relativerisk: 1) aprobabilistic frame, in which Blacks or Whites were said to be
more or lesslikely to win or to lose; 2) a statistical frame, in which gatigtics, primarily
percentages, rates, proportions, or ratios were used as the basis for comparison, and 3) a
qualitative frame, in which one group was characterized as being better or worse off
than other. For the purposes of this prdiminary andysis, only comparisons between
Whites and Blacks are presented.

Within the probability frame, four options were coded: 1) Blacks are more likely
to lose, 2) Blacks are lesslikdy to win, 3) Whites are more likely to win, and 4) Whites
arelesslikely to lose. Clearly, this framework assumed the existence of journdigtic
standards that would feature articles about Black loss and White gain. Given that
assumption, what remained to be determined was the specific way in which these
differential outcomes would be st forth. As expected, the negative frame for Blacks
gppeared most often. There were 100 comparisons within 57 articles (10%) that
suggested that Blacks were more likely to lose than Whites. Only 19 comparisonsin 16
articles suggested that Blacks were less likely to win. Only 22 comparisonsin 11 articles
suggested that Whites were more likely to win, and none suggested that Whites were less
likely to lose.

More articles used descriptive satistics, rather than references to probability or
likelihood to frameracid disparities. A Smilar srategy was used in coding the
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comparisons that used dtatistics as was used in the andlysis of probability clams. For
example, in one of severd articles about disparity in the granting of mortgages, the report
noted that: “First Union, the second largest bank in Florida, denied loansto 47.5 percent
of black applicants and 21.4 percent of non-Hispanic white applicants.” Thiswould be
coded an example of greater Black risk, because the proportion of African Americans
who recaived denidsis higher. This particular frame was used in 205 paragraphsin 95
aticles.

Only 18 articles used gatigtics to suggest that Blacks enjoyed less success than
Whites, while considerably more (30) articles used numbersin this way to present
evidence of greater White success, or less frequent White failure (17 articles).

For those racia comparisons that did not rely on statistics or talk about likelihood,
we gtill observe aremarkably smilar pattern. Blacks were disadvantaged in comparison
with Whitesin 85 articles that framed the disparity with references of this sort: I suspect
that white jurors are Smply not as sengtive to the deaths of blacks asthey are to felow
whites, said Smith, the Tulane sociologist. They think its wrong but they don't develop
the same sense of outrage.”

More complicated frameworks were also encountered, as we see in ahedth
related story: “Black women get more of the scarring kind of hysterectomy operation
than white women, and fewer of the less-invasive type than white women. Blacks with
diabetes and circulatory problems get more leg amputations, but fewer leg-saving
operations than whites.""

Whites were characterized as being better off than Blacksin 25 articles. And in
those few comparisons in which everyone was characterized as suffering, Whites were
presented as being less severely burdened than Blacks in three cases. Such wasthe case,
for example in an article about drug sentencing, in which an observer noted: “the drug of

choice for whites doesn't carry as severe a sentence as the drug of choice for blacks.”

Under standing disparity
A rdatively smdl number of articles explicitly raised the spectre of racism asan

explanation for observed digparities. The exact term was used in only 51 articles (73
different paragraphs). Articles that included reference to racism were more likdly to be
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concerned with problems within the crimind justice system (N = 24) than with hedlth
care, or finance. Although there were more articles about finance than about hedlth care,
the number of articles making reference to racism was nearly equa (5 and 6
respectively).

Somewhat more articles (78) included explicit reference (in 164 paragraphs) to
discrimination. Asin previous andyses (Gandy, 1996), articles about financid disparity
were more likely to include references to discrimination (29.4%) than articles about
criminal justice (11.9%). Such references were extremely rarein hedth-related articles,
gppearing in only 7 paragraphs in two articles (3%).

When we examine the relationship between particular disparity frames and overal
themes, we find that comparisons reported in terms of the probability of Black loss are
more likely in articles about finance (20.1%) than in articles about hedlth care (13.6%) or
crimind judtice (8.3%). However, when the framing of comparisons relies on ratios and
percentages, there is amost no difference between finance (25.6%) and hedlth articles
(25.7%), dthough both story types rely on statistics more than articles about crimina
justice (16.7%).

Indeed, articles about crimind judtice are even less likdly to make qudlitetive
comparisons involving Blacks (13%) than are articles about finance (14.6%), or hedlth
care (24%).

Perhapsin response to the burden of objectivity, journadists tend to rely upon
others to express the opinions or reflect the perspectives that they believe are important or
relevant. Although there are many ways in which we might identify quotes or
attributions, the use of “says’ or “said” appearsto be a useful way to sdlect examples
within a database. In this preiminary andyss, 367 articles (67.5%) included &t least one
such attribution (n = 2,537). By searching for attributions in articles with particular
themes, we observed a notable difference in the ways in which journdists chose to
present those issues. Sightly more than hdf (53.2%) of the financid articlesincluded
atributions, while more than two-thirds of the crimind justice (69.3%) articlesdo. An
even greater share, gpproximately 80 percent of the hedlth related articles, included
attributions (81.8%).
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Sources are quoted about a broad range of issues, but they are rarely associated
with explicit racid comparisons. For example, attributions are associated with only eight
(8.0%) of the references to the high probability of Black loss, and thirteen (6.3%) of the
datigtical comparisons indicating Black loss. They were linked, however with 26 (15.4%)

of the quditative assessments of Black loss.

Preliminary conclusons and recommendations

This preliminary andys's suggests that journdists and their editors share a
common framework for talking about disparity and relaiverisk. Thisis egpecidly true
when the stories are about raciad disparity. These discursive patterns seem to reflect the
operation of both professond and ideologica congraints. The overwhelming tendency in
those stories that involve comparisons between Whites and Blacksis to emphasize the
hardships faced by Blacks, rather than the advantages enjoyed by Whites.

There were, for example, three times as many comparisons using percentages that
were phrased in such away as to emphasize Black |oss, than were framed to emphasize
White success. There were five times as many comparisons that framed the disparity in
terms of probability or risk to Blacks, rather than in terms of advantages that Whites were
likely to enjoy.

Negative assessments like these tend generdly to be focused on groups that are
assumed by journdists to be relatively powerless. This group clearly includes Blacks,
women, and the poor. It is especidly important to note that members of these groups adso
appear to believe that they are subject to more risksin the environment, a least in
comparison to White males who tend to fed less vulnerable to arange of everyday
hazards (Flynn, Sovic & Mertz, 1994). However, the impact of these comparisons may
vary in relation to the common stereotypes, or socid congtructions of these less powerful
groups.

The overwhelming tendency for comparative risk framesto use African
Americans as the targets of comparison raises important questions for scholars of
communication, aswell asfor those concerned with the ways in which media frames
shape public orientations towards risk. The stereotypes of African Americansthat are
activated among Whites (Entman & Rojecki, 2000) when Black people are used as the
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targets of comparisons means that Whites are likely to minimize the importance of the
risks a the same time that they are likely to attribute responsbility to the victims. This
means that well-intentioned investigative reporters seeking to raise public consciousness
and concern about the Black victimization may ironicaly contribute to a mounting
backlash againgt race-targeted public policies. There are other concerns.

African American consumers of investigative news series designed to mobilize
White public opinion are an unintended “ accidental audience.” Although the evidence is
quite limited, thereis some basis for assuming that observers who identify with the
victims will respond differently to comparative frames than those who do not share a
sense of “linked fate” (Gandy, 2001). It will be important for media scholars to explore
the ways in which socid identities help to explain the ways in which comparative frames
shape an individud’s estimation of their own risk, as wdl as the risks they imagine that
members of their reference groups are subject to.

We have observed that articles about discrimination that use statistics tend to be
about inditutions rather than individud actors. Inditutions enjoy different levels of trust
within society. These differences are reflected in the difficulty with which those
ingtitutions, rather than individua bad actors can be associated with questionable, or even
illegd activitiesin the press

Indtitutiond raciam isa serious charge, and it isa difficult oneto makein print.
Journalists and their editors seem to demand more substantial empirica evidence before
they, or their sources are alowed to suggest the possibility that racia discrimination can
explain the disparities that are observed.

Thereisless rdluctance to talk about discrimination in relaion to financial
ingitutions. It isfar easer for journalists, or their sources to charge banks and other
financid indtitutions with racid bias. It is gpparently more difficult for journdists and
their editorsto justify charges of inditutiona racism againg the crimind justice system.

It has only been around the issue of racid profiling that the concerns about policing and
racid discrimination are readily discussed. Thirty of articles about the crimind justice
system (11.9%) included reference to profiling.

Y, it seemsthat thereis aexceptionaly long way to go before disparitiesin

hedth rdated outcomes will be discussed in terms of discrimination, racid, or otherwise.
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Doctors and other hedlth care professionds are gpparently held in too high aregard for
journdigts and their editorsto risk chalenging this dominant image. Although there were
asubgtantial number of articles about the hedlth care system in which African Americans
appear to be victims (Smedley, Stith & Nelson, 2002), the media, and the generd society
dill tend to blame the victim rather than the sysem. It isnot at dl clear that mounting
political pressure to reduce the long- standing disparity in heath outcomes between
Whites and African Americans will actudly be reflected in increased attention to these
concerns in the press (Brawley & Freeman, 1999).

What we have done in this preliminary andysisis to describe patternsin the use
of particular frames to present disparity. A different gpproach will be needed if we areto
identify the factors that determine which topics will attract the attention of journdists and
win the support of their editors. Story sdection and framing reflect acomplex of
influences that include the characterigtics of the markets in which media are distributed
(Gandy, 1999). It isdready clear that investigative journalism represents only asmal
part of the indtitutiona process that determines what sorts of content fills the space
between the front and back pages of our newspapers. We are just beginning to explore the
nature of the congraints that govern the sdection of particular frames. It will be
especialy important to determine the extent to which story sdection and framing patterns
vary as afunction of the characteristics of the primary audience being sought by the
publishers, their sponsors, or their sources.
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