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BIBLIOGRAPHIC INSTRUCTION AND MASS MEDIA NEWS
LITERACY: A THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

Juris Dilevko'

This article suggests that bibliographic instruction (BI) librarians consider
integrating a mass media news literacy and awareness component into their
teaching duties. As the concentration of media power in the hands of a
small number of corporate entities increases and as market-driven manage-
ment imperatives dominate publishing practices, students should possess the
skills to evaluate effectively and critically mass media sources such as main-
stream newspapers and magazines. To this end, a theoretical framework for
understanding mass media news influence is offered. The concepts of
agenda setting, priming, framing, asymmetrical selection, binary opposition-
alism, and institutional hegemony are explored in a survey of relevant litera-
ture from the fields of journalism and communications. A teaching strategy
incorporating these concepts is sketched out. The strategy highlights one
news event, and compares how different news sources report that event.
Through such an exercise, students will be able to recognize how different
news frames affect understanding of the topic in question. Ultimately, the
successful BI program will be defined by the extent to which students move
away from a passive reading of news media sources to a position where they
are able to decode the social context of mainstream news production and
develop informed and negotiated reading practices.

Introduction

In the past two decades, bibliographic instruction (BI) has become an
important component of library reference work [1]. There has been
a concomitant increase in the number of articles dealing with some
aspect of BI [2]. Two main trends, the first much larger than the sec-
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ond, are evident in this literature. As Sherri Edwards has noted in her
study of fifteen years of BI articles in library publications, ‘‘a clear ma-
Jority of [these] articles continue to be position papers, status reports,
and ‘how-we-did-it-good’ papers’’ describing the best ways to familiarize
students with the intricacies of various print and electronic sources [2,
p. 77]. At the same time, a relatively small number of researchers have
called for the incorporation of critical thinking skills into BI classes,
despite the ‘“Model Statement of Objectives for Academic Biblio-
graphic Instruction,” published by the BI Task Force of the Association
of College & Research Libraries in 1987. This statement recommended
that one of the goals of BI should be to make users aware of ‘‘how
information sources are structured’’ and how *‘the publisher’s reputa-
tion may affect the usefulness of the source” [3, p. 258].

To be sure, influential voices have called for a strong focus on critical
thinking skills in BI programs. Cerise Oberman believes that ‘‘analysis,
synthesis, and evaluation must be overt educational goals’’ in BI if stu-
dents are to end up with ‘‘the cognitive tools to make informed
choices” [4, pp. 197-200]. In another article, Oberman cautions librar-
ians against focusing too much on technology during BI classes, urging
them instead to develop lessons which allow students the ‘‘opportunity
to learn the politics of information’ [5, p. 38]. Taylor Hubbard sug-
gests that information must be studied “‘in the context of the academic
discourse that creates it”’ [6, p. 439]. He states that BI librarians would
do well to go back to Foucault’s central question, raised in The Archaeol-
ogy of Knowledge (1972), in order to structure their teaching efforts.
Foucault’s question is simple: ‘“Who is speaking?’’ Asking this question
would result in BI that is radically different from current practices. *‘If
information has its roots in human activity and its expression in human
action,” Hubbard writes, ‘‘the questions of authority . . . are worth
considering in what we teach about information” [6, p. 445]. A close
examination of the assumptions underlying the text and its discourse
should therefore play an essential part in teaching students about infor-
mation sources, Hubbard believes. Diane Nahl-Jakobovits and Leon A.
Jakobovits have developed a holistic approach to BI whose premise is
that critical thinking skills must precede information retrieval, informa-
tion use, and what they term ‘“‘information success” [7, p. 79].

Some concrete applications of the critical thinking movement have
recently appeared. For example, Virginia Chappell et al. discuss a series
of library-based ‘‘Evaluating Sources Workshops,’’ which make use of
a number of historical and bibliographic sources about the meaning
of war in society to help students ‘“‘uncover the history and terms of
inquiry for a given issue and thus introduce processes of inquiry that
are knowledge-building, not merely library-using.”” The specific advan-
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tage that these workshops enjoy is that they contextualize the text in
order to make sense of it. This form of ‘‘rhetorical reading” thus
“highlight[s] the sociorhetorical constraints on discourse . . . and
help[s] students’ understanding of the rhetorical strategies involved in
the forwarding of knowledge claims’ 8, pp. 210-11]. In a similar vein,
Sonia Bodi created an exercise which helps students distinguish be-
tween scholarship, defined as a *‘fair minded attempt to represent a
point of view,”” and propaganda, defined as a *‘deliberate attempt to
mislead or exaggerate.”” Some of the indicators of scholarship that she
identifies are a willingness to describe the limits of the data, to present
alternative views, to provide data that are not favorable to the preferred
view, and to admit ignorance [9, pp. 22-23].

While BI librarians are right to concentrate on teaching students
how to approach academic sources critically, it is nevertheless true that
an important part of university-level research deals with mass media
information sources—newspapers, magazines, and television. Yet li-
brary literature fails to deal specifically with the need to discuss with
students critical thinking skills and strategies that they could apply to
mass media news sources. However, as Len Masterman points out, the
need for inass media education is pressing. He cites four main factors:
(1) the all-pervasive presence of the Internet, television, radio, maga-
zines, and newspapers in both private and public spheres; (2) the high
consumption of these forms of media by the public; (3) the ability of
the media to set agendas and to influence consciousness through their
power of presenting issues and images in circumscribed ways; and
(4) the rush to privatize information so that it becomes a commodity
and hence subject to the supply and demand pressures of any ordinary
commodity good in the private marketplace [10, p. 59]. Scholarship
in the fields of journalism and communications theory, however, has
provided a rich theoretical framework about the structure and work-
ings of mass media news. Moreover, calls for renewed efforts to teach
media awareness have recently given rise to a number of textbooks
aimed at secondary-school and university-level educators [11, 12]. Li-
brarians, especially those formally involved in BI activities, should also
have some understanding of the issues involved in the development,
structure, and influence of mass media news sources.

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study, therefore, is to provide a brief overview of
mass media news theory that may be of use for BI librarians as back-
ground material when they create instructional exercises dealing with
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the popular press. I also provide a short example of a possible teaching
strategy that could be used to illustrate these theoretical concepts. The
methodological approach adopted in this article takes as its starting
point the work of Jurgen Habermas on the public sphere. In The Struc-
tural Transformation of the Public Sphere, Habermas argued that, in the
late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries in Europe, there ex-
isted a true, if limited, public sphere, centered around coffee houses
and salons, that encouraged political critiques of the status quo based
on reason and sound argumentation. This dialogue, defined as “‘the
pursuit of truth through an intersubjective dimension,” was compro-
mised, however, by the emergence of monopoly capitalism, repre-
sented by the commercialization of the press, in which *‘specialized
journalists who were governed by the private interests of the proprie-
tor” replaced rational public discourse [13, pp. 49-50]. In addition,
Habermas suggests that, because capitalism was very good at framing
all issues ‘‘as essentially technical or strategic questions, questions of
the most effective means by which a given end can be attained,’’ society
as a whole was unable to address those issues that had ‘‘to do not with
means, but with ends’’ and standards of conduct [14, p. 19]. In effect,
capitalism portrayed itself as the normative social system, and its domi-
nance was achieved unconsciously through what Louis Althusser la-
beled the concrete social processes embodied in the ‘‘ideological state
apparatus’’—family, school, church, and media [15, p. 24]. These pro-
cesses, by definition, are ubiquitous, and therefore vastly influential in
the lives of individuals. This article thus privileges what Denis McQuail
identifies as the dominance-mediation model of mass communication,
in which an elite class has a concentrated ownership stake in a standard-
ized, routinized, and controlled media whose selective content is de-
cided from ‘‘above’’ and whose main thrust is confirmative of the ex-
isting social order [16, p. 68].

I survey the numerous interconnected strands of this theory, fully
realizing that there is an opposite tradition, called the pluralist model
[17, pp. 20-21], which argues that ‘‘competing political, social, and
cultural interests and groups” are responsible for bringing forth nu-
merous independent media voices that offer competing and diverse
views that are ‘‘responsive to audience demand” [16, p. 68].° As

2. The liberal-pluralist model has, in the United States, been based on policies codified by
the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE) and the Federal Communications
Commission (FCC). The ASNE expects its members to serve the ‘‘general welfare’ by en-
abling people *‘to make judgments about issues of the time, be independent from vested
interests, be impartial in the sense of making ‘a clear distinction between news reports and
opinion,” and to practice fair play by having ‘respect for the rights of people involved in
the news . . . and giving opportunities for reply’ " [18, pp. 38-39, 50-51]. The FCC imposes
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John B. Thompson [19, pp. 75, 94, 118] convincingly demonstrates,
there is no question that, on balance, the proliferation of newspapers,
magazines, and electronic broadcast outlets has created ‘‘new forms
of interaction, new kinds of visibility and new networks of information
diffusion in the modern world.” Because these diverse media allow
modern individuals ‘‘to interact with others and observe persons and
events without ever encountering them in the same spatial-temporal
locale,” people have not only extended the heretofore circumscribed
““space-time frameworks of their everyday lives’’ but also developed the
ability to negotiate between numerous and different space-time frame-
works in such a way as to ‘‘relat[e] their mediated experience of other
times and places back to the contexts” of their ordinary lives. One
result of this is that news media have helped to create ‘‘a world in which
fields of interaction can become global in scale and the pace of social
change can be accelerated by the speed of information flows” [19,
pp. 75, 94, 118]. A positive aspect of the exponential expansion of me-
dia forms is that what were formerly localized struggles to express a
viewpoint or complaint have now been universalized and *‘constituted
as struggles for visibility within the non-localized space of mediated
publicness.”” As the civil rights and women’s movements eloquently
bear witness, ‘‘the struggle to make oneself heard or seen . . . is not a
peripheral aspect of the social and political upheavals of the modern
world; on the contrary, it is central to them’’ [19, pp. 246-47].

To be sure, the dominance-mediation model is highly critical of the
ability of news media organizations to offer an independent and diverse
view of world events, but it is precisely this quality of skepticism that
should make this model attractive to BI librarians. After all, BI prac-
titioners spend a great deal of time showing students how to evaluate
critically such academic sources as scholarly serials, monographs, sub-
Ject databases, and reference works. Accordingly, it only seems logical
that this same critical attitude should be adopted with respect to mass
media news sources, and it is the dominance-mediation model that pro-
vides a powerful set of tools for BI librarians to work with as they at-
tempt to find the best ways to teach academic library users about the
intricacies of mass media news.

A likely question at this point would be, Is it more powerful and
useful than the pluralist model? I believe that the answer is yes, and

on its licensees the obligation to make *'diligent, positive, and continuing’’ efforts to *‘dis-
cover and fulfil the tastes, needs, and desires of [the] service area™ through particular
attention to maintaining balance “‘between various interest groups in respect of some con-

troversial policy issue” and to ensuring heterogeneity and diversity (18, pp. 38-39, 50-
51].
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for the following two reasons. First, the overwhelming amount of infor-
mation presented daily to the public has, according to theorists such
as Guy Debord and Jean Baudrillard, made that information into a
series of commodified images and representations that are mere simu-
lations because they are divorced from their social context. In short,
these images have become thinglike spectacles, to be consumed as if
they were any other object. As Nick Stevenson observes, ‘“The problem
is that the spectacle gives human misery and suffering the appearance
of unreality.”” The proliferation of images becomes a wall of ‘‘enforced
distraction’ so that the individual becomes *‘deep frozen’ beneath
““the cacophony of information flows™ [13, pp. 147-48, 157]. Thus,
those very aspects of the liberal-pluralist model—diversity and a lack
of bias—that potentially make it a motor for social change also create
the conditions for passive consumption of undifferentiated informa-
tional representations.’

Second, the dominance-mediation model, broadly speaking, holds
that the media have powerful effects on those consuming it, so much
so that fundamental challenges to existing social structures are frus-
trated and marginalized. The pluralist tradition subscribes to an
‘‘active-audience’’ approach, which states that mass media have mini-
mal effects on people, that individuals are able to pick and choose what
they want from the mass media, especially television, and that, more-
over, they make use of numerous private strategies which allow them
to construct their own interpretation of events [21, 22]. In this ap-
proach, the media—no longer monolithic, as a result of the prolifera-
tion of electronic and print choices—have only a limited effect because
heterogeneous members of the audience actively engage with media
images, negotiating independent meanings based on their own unique
experiences.*

3. Another criticism of the dominance-mediation model is that it has been superseded by
recent developments in electronic technologies such as the Internet. On this reading, the
increased channel capacity (whether through television or web sites) has led to audience
fragmentation; this situation is termed ‘‘the new media environment’” in which unlimited
channels of communication offer content ‘‘on a timetable of the individual's choosing.”
The concept of a ‘““‘mass audience’ that can be simultaneously targeted and influenced
thus disappears. However, as James Webster and Patricia Phalen point out, it has been
erroneously assumed that the creation of a mass audience presupposed ‘‘simultaneous
delivery’' of media content. But this *‘temporal restriction’’ is not necessary, since advertis-
ers, for example, spend a great deal of time trying to reconstitute the fragmented groups
into a mass commodity ‘‘by aggregating it across time’’ (20, pp. 65-66, 100, 114).

4. In a certain sense, this line of thinking is an outgrowth of Paul Lazarsfeld’s work in the
1940s and 1950s in which he argued that Americans paid little attention to mass media,
that most information originally broadcast by mass media is received through one or more
layers of opinion leaders by word-of-mouth messages, and that these messages are more
or less accepted or discarded on the basis of the prior belief systems of the people receiving
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While this may be true for specific cultural products viewed or read
in a delimited time and space, proponents of the ‘‘active audience”
approach neglect the effect of what Lai-si Tsui terms *‘the combination
of various cultural means in the existing totalizing information-cultural
environment’’ [24, p. 163]. In addition, the emphasis on the ability of
the individual to ‘‘negotiate’’ meaning when confronted with mass me-
dia does not take into account the fact that *‘negotiation takes places
between parties who are aware that negotiations are occurring and of
what’s at stake’’ [25, p. 14]. It also does not take into account the sheer
size and corporate ownership structure of the news and information
media—factors that skew any attempt at a balance of power. As William
Seaman argues, unless people are ‘‘genuinely aware of the sorts of in-
formation, perspectives, analyses, beliefs and images that are systemati-
cally filtered out of the mainstream media, it is simply wrong’’ to sug-
gest that they are *‘truly free in their decisions to act’”’ and to negotiate
meanings. Insofar as they have been manipulated by a **system of causal
constraints,”’ they must at least have some knowledge of the assump-
tions undergirding that system of exclusion and inclusion in order to
orient themselves in it and to undertake negotiations from an equal
position of power [26, p. 307].

If Bl is to teach, as Oberman recommends, the ‘‘politics of informa-
tion™ [5, p. 38], then itis important to understand the broad sociopolit-
ical context in which mass media news operates and how this context
affects content. The dominance-mediation model is particularly good
at describing the connections and hidden relationships that form this
sociopolitical context and that, ultimately, form a combinatory and to-
talizing information environment. It has the advantage of creating, in
the individual reader or viewer, an interlocutory perspective that is the
necessary precursor to any act of negotiation. In other words, since the
mass media news apparatus has an ‘‘enormous advantage in the strug-
gle over meaning’’ because of its very ubiquity [25, p. 14], knowledge of
some of the directions and thinking prevalent in dominance-mediation
research may allow the individual student, first, to realize that a process
of negotiation ought to take place when she reads or views mass media
and, second, to be able to undertake that negotiation armed with a

the messages. It has been pointed out, however, that a hidden political agenda was behind
Lazarsfeld’s development of minimal effects theory. Namely, it served to legitimize Ameri-
can democracy in the immediate postwar years. ‘‘Not only were the media not very influen-
tial, it was found too that opinion leaders were not necessarily the wealthy and the powerful
high-status members of society. Different people were the leaders of opinion in different
areas of choice—power was in no way concentrated in the hands of any particular group
or elite. The pluralist idea of power dispersed across the population was apparently veri-
fied” (from D. Barrat, Media Sociology, quoted in [23, pp. 40-41]).
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number of tools that may permit her to detect some of its conscious
or unconscious biases. Taken as a whole, the insights from journalism
and communication theory that constitute this critical model can be
the foundation for developing mass media news literacy skills in BI
classrooms.

An Overview of Critical Media Theory

Corporate Control of Media
Ben Bagdikian [27] has provided compelling evidence about concen-
trated corporate ownership of mass media newspapers, magazines, and
television in the United States. The total number of corporations domi-
nating all major media, including motion pictures and book publish-
ing, is twenty-three. Fourteen corporations dominate the daily newspa-
per industry, while only three dominate magazine publishing [28, 29].
Dennis Mazzocco [30] identifies the interlocking corporate ties that
permeate the television and radio industries. Neil Hickey [31] discusses
the far-reaching implications of media cross-ownership. In the wake of
the Telecommunications Act (1996), which raised the maximum mar-
ket penetration for one media company from 25 percent to 35 percent
of all households nationwide, mergers that further increase market
consolidation have been frequent. For instance, one firm, the Tribune
Company, will now own sixteen television stations nationally, account-
ing for market penetration in 33.4 percent of American households.
In radio, the top three conglomerates own 244 stations nationally; after
a recent merger, the biggest chain, Westinghouse, has 32 percent of
advertising revenue in the ten biggest U.S. markets [32]. Mark Crispin
Miller [33] documents even more increased media concentration and
cross-ownership with the formation of such huge information-enter-
tainment colossi as General Electric-NBC, Time Warner—-Turner
Broadcasting, and Disney—ABC. Chris Barker [34] charts the rise of
global television networks, especially that of Rupert Murdoch’s News
Corporation, and describes how these multimedia giants have become
conduits for ‘‘a one-way flow of news’’ selected by transnational corpo-
rations, flowing from and reflecting the narrative, symbolical, and ideo-
logical concerns of the developed world. These attempts at industry
“synergy,” in which one corporation owns broadcasting outlets, print
media, and entertainment properties, creates the potential that organi-
zational marketing imperatives will dictate news content and emphasis.
Ralph Negrine [35] presents similar statistics for Britain, where five
corporate groups control almost 100 percent of the so-called daily
‘“‘popular’’ papers and some 60 percent of the “‘qualities.” In Australia,
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only four ownership conglomerates control all state and metropolitan
and national dailies [23]. In Canada, eleven publishers control ninety-
five of 106 daily newspapers. One chain, Hollinger, Inc., which also has
significant ownership stakes in print media properties in Britain and
Australia, controls fifty-eight papers by itself. From the vantage point
of circulation, conglomerates sell 93 percent of the total 5.3 million
daily newspapers in Canada; three chains control 72 percent of circula-
tion [36-38]. Distribution channels are also dominated by corporate
entities. James Sterngold [39] relates how ‘‘emerging behemoths’’ are
in the process of ensuring control of ‘‘about 90 percent of the business
of supplying magazines to supermarkets and other retail chains.”
There is widespread concern that smaller titles and niche publications
will be delisted as large distribution wholesalers concentrate only on
profitable journals.

In the new medium of the Internet, agent-based customizable news
gathering services that deliver selected items to individual computer
users are becoming more popular. Although these services may seem
at first blush to offer extremely personalized news because the user
herself sets the retrieval criteria, they still rely on the content generated
by the same corporate content providers active in print and television
[40].> As Edward Herman and Robert McChesney make clear, the de-
veloping model for the World Wide Web is an elite commercial ‘‘web
within the web,”’ where the major media firm websites have ‘‘assured
recognition and audiences’” and where ‘“‘less well-endowed websites
drift off to the margins.”” This model, they argue, will become en-
trenched with the further propagation of a concept called ‘‘push tech-
nology,”” in which preselected ‘‘channels’ (websites) are broadcast di-
rectly to personal computers [42, pp. 124-25]. Already many major
media conglomerates are present on Microsoft Explorer’s ‘‘Active
Desktop.”” John Markoff [43] notes that such prime placement on the
browser screen, in addition to being ‘‘tantamount to an advertise-
ment,”’ means that the sites of these companies ‘‘will get even heavier
traffic.”” Ken Auletta [44] traces the numerous interlocking links be-
tween Microsoft and five other American media companies, showing
how they collaborate, through joint ventures and horizontal cross-
ownership stakes, in providing much of the world’s entertainment and
information. The homogenization of content, he notes, is in danger

5. For instance, CNN offers a personalized news service called CNN Custom News that, at
the end of 1997, drew on approximately one hundred ten news sources {41]. However,
only six of these sources could be considered to be alternative or independent media (the
Nation, Mother Jones, Harper's, Africa News Service, InterPress Network, and Environmental News
Network), while some forty-seven of the sources were business publications.
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of leading to a form of cultural imperialism. For all these reasons, Her-
man and McChesney conclude that ‘‘the substantive content of this
commercial media in the Internet or any subsequent digital communi-
cation”’ will not resemble a public sphere outside of corporate control;
rather, quoting Frank Beacham, they foresee that the bright promise
of a participatory medium has already become ‘‘a broadcast medium
where corporations deliver consumer-oriented information” [42,
p- 135].

Cultivation Theory and Agenda Setting

The figures summarized above suggest that corporate control of media
outlets is a well-established fact. Nevertheless, should such domination
be viewed in a negative light? Some survey evidence exists that corpo-
rate control is counteracted by the liberal biases of the reporters cov-
ering the news [45, 46]. But James Lemert argues that the preoccupa-
tion with biases caused by the political ideology of individuals fails to
account for the ‘‘genuine, systematic, institutional biases’’ [47, p. 23]
permeating the journalistic craft. Two complementary research ave-
nues within the critical media effects model explore these biases. The
first—centered around cultivation theory, agenda setting, and agenda-
priming studies—concentrates on the power exercised by the media
on the individual. The second pathway focuses on the ways in which
work routines, organizational prerogatives, and hegemonic ideology—
all external forces—shape the news even before it is disseminated to
a vast audience.

The claim that print and broadcast media set the agenda for what
viewers and readers think about, believe, and consider to be of primary
importance may be traced back to cultivation theory [23, pp. 44-48].
This theory argues that television in particular is extremely influential
in determining what people believe and assume about the external
world [48]. It is an outgrowth of the work done by George Gerbner
and various colleagues in a project called Cultural Indicators. Starting
in 1967, they recorded week-long samples of network television drama
programming and subjected these samples to content analyses. They
then asked randomly selected individuals with differing television view-
ing habits to make statements about numerous aspects of social reality.
On a consistent basis across many sets of experiments and interviews,
and controlling for other demographic variables, television viewing
makes ‘‘independent contributions to viewer conceptions of social real-
ity’’ [49]. In other words, television has the effect of reiterating, con-
firming, nourishing, and cultivating its own values and perspectives.
Hawkins and Pingree [50] have termed this the cultivation of ‘‘value
systems,”’ whereby the steady messaging absorbed through continued



INSTRUCTION AND MEDIA NEWS LITERACY 441

exposure to mass media content shapes belief systems and ideological
approaches to the world. Indeed, there is a clear mainstreaming effect,
where ‘*heavy viewing may . . . override differences in perspectives and
behavior that ordinarily stem from other factors and influences’’ [49,
p. 28].

The early work of cultivation theory focused on the cumulative ef-
fects of repeated television watching of drama programs, but it has re-
cently expanded in order to consider how cultivation is mediated by
such factors as personal experience, interpersonal relationships, demo-
graphics, and specific programs and genres [48]. This notion of cumu-
lation undergirded what has come to be known as agenda-setting re-
search, which examines whether long-term and repeated exposure to
certain types of news stories has an effect on those thus exposed. The
central thrust of agenda setting rests on the premise that the amount
of space or time devoted to an issue by media outlets can be measured,
and this measurable amount will be positively correlated with the im-
portance individuals attach to social and political issues. As Qualter
[51] points out, it does not so much matter which particular viewpoint
the media takes on any individual issue; rather, it is the very fact that
the media has determined that a specific issue is part of the daily or
weekly agenda.

Some two hundred studies about the agenda-setting role of the print
media have appeared in the last twenty-five years [52]. In the first such
study, Maxwell McCombs and Donald Shaw [53] examined the effect
of print sources on undecided voters living in Chapel Hill, North Caro-
lina, during the 1968 presidential elections. Using content analysis of
the media these people employed in their daily lives and constructing
arank order of salient issues, McCombs and Shaw found that the politi-
cal agenda of these voters was determined by the agenda of the media
they read and watched. The 1968 findings were replicated during the
1972 election, using a sample of voters from Charlotte, North Carolina.
Cross-lagged correlations provided evidence *‘to infer a causal relation-
ship’’ between print media (but not television) content in June and
voters’ ranking of important issues in October just before the presiden-
tial election [54]. Studies focusing on other aspects of public life be-
sides elections have also found a substantial correspondence between
what the media deemed important and what the public thought were
the most significant problems facing the nation [55-57].

Marc Benton and Jean Frazier [58] noted that agenda setting by
print media works beyond general issue naming; it also functions at the
level where respondents mention specific problems, causes, proposed
solutions, and pro-con rationales for proposals. Aileen Yagade and
David Dozier [59] detected a variation in the power of agenda setting,
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determining that media coverage of concrete issues (e.g., drug abuse)
is more prone to agenda-setting effects than coverage of abstract issues.
Lutz Erbring, Edie Goldenberg, and Arthur Miller [60, p. 19, 44] cre-
ated a more nuanced version of the agenda-setting model, one that
included “‘for each particular issue, individual/collective audience
characteristics and/or real-world conditions likely to affect issue sa-
lience.”” Nevertheless, they concluded that ‘‘primary media coverage
of a new issue clearly provides the initial impetus for a more pervasive
secondary diffusion based on informal communication.”” In essence,
the topics of conversation among groups of acquaintances are origi-
nally stimulated by media outlets, although in time this informal sec-
ondary diffusion will become the chief means of information dissemi-
nation. The conclusions of this study complement the work of Donald
Shaw and Shannon Martin [61], who were able to offer evidence that
increased use of mass media leads to increased group consensus, within
similar gender, racial, age, and education-level subgroups, on issues of
public concern.

Beyond Agenda Setting: Institutional Sources of Power

But, as Oscar Gandy [62] relates, agenda-setting research is subject to
a whole host of caveats. Different variables and different contingent
conditions lead to results that display varying strengths of relationship
between media content and the public agenda. He lists numerous
other methodological concerns, ranging from the effect of an in-
creased number of items in a rank list to the debate over the ideal
temporal relationship between a media and public real-world agenda,
that have bedeviled agenda researchers. In addition to focusing on the
*“lack of enhancing or limiting variables,”” Gerald Kosicki draws atten-
tion to the possibility that agenda setting is merely agenda reflection of
important problems and suggests more concerted study of the opinions
people hold before and after exposure to media reports [63, pp. 108—
10]. Accordingly, these two authors believe that agenda-setting re-
search may only be considered as a necessary first step to a complete
understanding of media power. Following Gerbner, Gandy suggests
that media content must be used to draw inferences about ‘‘managerial
assumptions’’ on the basis of “‘consistencies or patterns of attention
and emphasis that characterize some sources and not others’ [62,
p- 267]. Kosicki urges a thorough examination of ‘‘the conditions un-
der which media content is decided’’ and *‘the process by which issues
are defined and popularized” [63, pp. 111, 118]. McCombs [64] also
understands that agenda-setting research should move beyond de-
termining the source of the public agenda to discovering who sets the
news agenda. What is needed, he believes, is an *‘institutional process
analysis’’ of the production of an object, in this case a newspaper or
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magazine. Moreover, that object, as all other physical objects, possesses
a socially constructed ‘‘symbolic structure’’ that may be decoded. And,
to the extent that ‘‘regularity in content’’ is a defining feature of media
outlets, it is proper to delve into the ‘“‘various institutional pressures
imposed on the media by various sources of power’ that give rise to
that regularity [62, p. 268].

What are these sources of power? Pamela Shoemaker and Steven
Reese [65] identify a number of levels of influence, including media
routines, organizational economic goals, and ideology. W. Lance Ben-
nett [66] offers an insightful analysis of how the daily work routines and
professional norms of journalists contribute to news bias. He details
the insurmountable pressures reporters face to cooperate with official
sources, lest they be denied information later; the “‘insider’’ syndrome
that favors official views; formula writing and standardization; group
pressure on reporters to submit similar stories; and the propensity of
the media to give prominence to fully controlled or partially controlled
news situations. One inevitable media routine is the constant looming
of deadlines. As Herbert Gans demonstrates, newsmakers are well
aware of the time constraints faced by journalists and thus work to pro-
vide both ‘‘available’’ and ‘‘suitable’’ material that will make reporters’
lives less frantic [67, pp. 81-91].

The principle of journalistic balance too functions as an inhibitor
of real understanding. Herbert Altschull claims that the code of objec-
tivity is limited ‘‘largely to criticisms of individuals [while] fundamental
institutions are beyond the frontiers of censure’’ [68, p. 67]. Stephen
Reese and Bob Buckalew [69], focusing on the media treatment of
anti-Persian Gulf War protestors, dissected the way in which the prac-
tice of giving both sides of an issue equal time and space functions
to marginalize viewpoints not consonant with current established
thought. They describe how a large, well-organized antiwar rally in
Texas was given equal treatment with a much smaller and more disorga-
nized prowar demonstration, as well as how the relatively brief appear-
ance of the spokesperson for the antiwar side was juxtaposed with the
patriotic and emotionally wrought sister of an active-duty serviceman.
Analyzing the New York Times op-ed treatment of the U.S. decision to go
to war with Iraq, Benjamin Page [70] outlines how a seemingly diverse
collection of opinions in reality was not only a ‘‘narrow band” of
thought that “‘mirrored official debate.”” He argues that the editors
constructed the debate about Iraq around their own centrist viewpoint
by failing to admit to the op-ed columns’ voices of real dissent such as
labor officials, peace advocates, and radicals.

In addition, the creation of ‘‘beat’ reporting is an answer to the
economic imperative of efficiently filling the daily “‘news hole.”” Re-
porters must be assigned ‘‘to events and beats that are sure to produce
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enough acceptable stories to fill up the news hole by the day’s dead-
line’” in an efficient and predictable manner.® Reliance on sources and
routine channels is therefore high. Leon Sigal [72] has shown, through
a content analysis of the New York Times and the Washington Post, that
either domestic or foreign government officials provided 77 percent
of all news content; only about 15 percent of all news came from non-
governmental sources. In addition, about 80 percent of all news stories
are derived from source-controlled situations such as press confer-
ences, interviews, press releases, and official proceedings. In a famous
study, William Hoynes and David Croteau [73] demonstrated that two
influential television news shows, Nightline and the McNeil/Lehrer News-
Hour, overwhelmingly favored a tightly knit circle of white conservative
males representative of elite status quo opinion as guest commentators
and experts on the issues of the day. Similar conclusions were reached
by Jane Brown, Carl Bybee, Stanley Wearden, and Dulcie Straughan
[74] in their examination of national and local papers in 1979-80.
They found that not only more than half of the sources employed in
all surveyed front-page news stories were governmental but also that
only 4 percent of sources were ordinary citizens. Further, they detected,
in examining the organizational status of sources, a heavy reliance on
business executives. Finally, they found that only 10 percent of the
quoted sources were women. Steven McShane [75], studying source
bias in a large sample of U.S. and Canadian business magazines, found
a massive overrepresentation of male business executives as sources in
almost all occupational groups, together with a marked tendency to
favor spokespeople from northeastern population centers. The re-
sulting picture is one of heavy dependence on male elite sources in
news coverage, which legitimizes an existing power structure and viti-
ates claims of pluralism.

6. Phyllis Kaniss, exploring how the culture of the local newsroom leads to superficial news
coverage, notes that in-depth investigations of complex events are often not undertaken
because reporters fear infringing on the territory of the writer ‘‘within whose beat the story
technically falls” [71, p. 95]. Lack of release time to work on investigative projects and a
weak institutional memory caused by a high turnover rate among beat reporters are two
other factors that detrimentally influence the quality of local reporting. Her Making Local
News is an indispensable and nuanced examination of the many pressures confronting local
newsrooms as they try to find answers to ‘“‘the dilemma of how to overcome the fragmenta-
tion of local identity that has occurred with suburbanization in order to find news and
major issues of common interest to their diverse and dispersed audiences’ (p. 221). Most
recently, a New York Times Sunday Magazine cover story described the difficulties that a televi-
sion station in Orlando, Florida, is experiencing as it tries to reorient its local newscasts
away from an empbhasis on violence and sensationalism and toward coverage that explores,
in a thoughtful fashion, public policy issues. See Michael Winerip, *‘Looking for an 11
O’Clock Fix,” New York Times (January 11, 1998), sec. 6, pp. 31+.
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The Theory of Framing

Elite governmental and business sources thus are able to “‘frame’’ news
issues so that their interests and concerns are reproduced. Robert
Entman has defined framing as *‘select(ing] some aspects of a per-
ceived reality and mak[ing] them more salient in a communicating
text, in such a way as to promote a particular problem definition, causal
interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation’’
[76, p. 52]. Todd Gitlin sees media frames as ‘‘persistent patterns of
cognition, interpretation and presentation, of selection, emphasis, and
exclusion, by which symbol handlers routinely organize discourse,
whether verbal or visual” [77, p. 7]. Bennett discusses the way in which
four basic tenets of journalism provide structural frames that bias any
news story. The move toward personalized news obscures structural is-
sues and offers the public incentive to eschew in-depth analysis by offer-
ing ‘“‘vicarious psychological relationships’ [66, p. 51]. Dramatizing the
news has a similar effect, as it emphasizes immediate and often per-
sonal conflict that mitigates against true understanding of inherently
complex issues whose roots may go back years and even decades. News
fragmentation isolates individual items so that a clear picture of inter-
connections is difficult. Finally, news normalization functions by bring-
ing to the fore reassuring pronouncements that all problems and situa-
tions can be resolved.

The result is image making through such processes as message com-
position, controlled access, staged events, and spin control. Intimida-
tion is not unknown. For example, Michael Massing [78] documents
the story of how the Reagan administration was upset at news reports
on the El Salvador political crisis written by Ray Bonner. Bonner had
developed his own sources among rebel leaders fighting the American-
backed government and did not choose to use official U.S. govern-
ment-supplied press releases. After high-level intervention, Bonner
was quickly replaced by a reporter with no experience in Central Ameri-
can affairs. The tenor of news coverage immediately changed to reflect
U.S. national security interests.

Empirical studies have revealed the same type of framing process.
Conrad Smith [79] examined coverage of the Exxon Valdez oil spill
by the New York Times, the Washington Post, the Los Angeles Times, and
the Anchorage Daily News. The majority of the sources employed by these
papers represented governmental personnel, on both the federal and
state level, and executives of the American oil industry, all of whom
had “‘an interest in defining the event for the news media in ways that
obscured some of its past activities that may have made the spill and
subsequent ineffective cleanup efforts more likely” (p. 393). Sandra
Dickson [80] investigated major newspaper coverage of the Nicaraguan
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conflict and found that about half of all sources cited were official gov-
ernment sources who had a stake in the outcome; ‘‘contra’’ sources
were rarely cited. And when there was critical coverage, this criticism
‘“‘centered primarily on the means of achieving stated U.S. policy goals
rather than on the appropriateness of the policy itself.”” Daniel Hallin,
Robert Manoff, and Judy Weddle found an *‘extreme’’ dominance, in
reporting on national security issues, of statist government sources who
are implicated in the military and intelligence bureaucracies [81,
p. 763]. Dickson [82] also studied the U.S. invasion of Panama and its
coverage in the New York Times. Although the paper did indeed provide
a forum for criticism, it nevertheless allowed the government to define
the parameters of the debate. Janet Steele explained how reporters
covering the Persian Gulf War selected sources on the basis of “‘opera-
tional bias” that stressed the views of a tight coterie of experts who
“framed the conflict in a narrowly technical and logistical interpretive
context” [83, p. 809]. Carol Liebler and Jacob Bendix [84] examined
broadcast coverage of the old-growth forest and spotted owl contro-
versy in Oregon, Washington, and California. They found that source
use and reporter wrap-ups predominantly reflected the procut frame
to the detriment of the prosave side.

Sourcing Practices

When journalists do go beyond official governmental sources, they rely
to a great extent on theoretically independent think tanks and founda-
tions. But here, too, a clear bias is evident. Eric Alterman [85] and
Michael Dolny [86] offer statistics drawn from a 1995 database search
of Lexis/Nexis to show that even so-called liberal-oriented writers and
reporters cite conservative sources substantially more than they do
liberal / progressive sources. For instance, William Kristol, a leading
conservative intellectual, was cited 1,095 times in the national press in
1995, far and away the leader in this regard. The American daily and
weekly press cited the Heritage Foundation, the American Enterprise
Institute, the Cato Institute, the RAND Corporation, and the Hoover
Institute—all conservative think tanks—a total of 7,792 times in 1995,
whereas readily identifiable progressive think tanks such as the Eco-
nomic Policy Institute, the Institute for Policy Studies, Worldwatch, the
Joint Center for Political Studies, and the Center for Defense Informa-
tion received 1,152 citations, less than a sixth of the conservative total.
The Heritage Foundation alone received almost twice as many citations
(2,268) as the combined total of the progressive foundations. Centrist
think tanks were cited 6,361 times. Thus, when centrist and conserva-
tive citations are added together, their cumulative weight is more than
ten times that of progressive/liberal voices. In Canada, Clive Thomp-
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son [87] describes how the right-wing Fraser Institute has not only suc-
ceeded in manipulating mainstream newspapers and radio but has also
produced a $2.5 million five-year media plan to penetrate even further
into print outlets by providing syndicated columns and news releases
to “‘downsized, overworked editors.”” Clearly, a small spectrum of offi-
cial and conservative news sources dominates the pages of influential
newspapers.

Krishna Rau [88] has identified yet another way in which conserva-
tive foundations are unduly influencing the direction of press debate.
Simply put, they are providing start-up funds and continuing operating
expenses for a number of magazines, journals, and think-tank publica-
tions that purport to offer objective and independent thought. She
relates, for instance, the impact of the Donner Foundation in the cre-
ation of the Canadian quarterly the Next City and the interlocking set
of ties that bind some of the key authors writing for that journal to
large-circulation mainstream Canadian publications.

Gandy [89] coined the term ‘‘information subsidy’’ to describe the
growing dependence of the mass media on press releases and other
public relations efforts by various organizations. The result is what Ian
Ward [23] terms ‘‘manipulated journalism.” Because such subsidies
are less expensive than enterprise or investigative reporting efforts,
they are looked on in a positive light by media entities. William Martin
and Michael Singletary’s study [90] tracked some two-hundred press
releases issued by a governmental department. They found 497 stories
that were largely based on the releases, including 20 percent that were
verbatim reports. Judy Turk [91] followed press releases from a num-
ber of Louisiana governmental departments and discovered that fully
half were subsequently used as the basis of stories in eight local papers.
John Stauber and Sheldon Rampton [92] have detailed the numerous
and sophisticated ploys public relations departments of private compa-
nies have used to manipulate reporters and cause them to be more
favorable to industry-generated news releases and business points of
view. Yet another instance of information subsidy is the increased use
of attributed reports that were originally gathered by another news or-
ganization. For instance, Daniel Riffe, Charles Aust, Rhonda Gibson,
Elizabeth Viall, and Huiuk Yi [93] used content and trend analysis to
show that, although foreign news coverage in the New York Times has
decreased significantly in the past decade, reliance on the reporting
of others has significantly increased.

Economic Imperatives
Another central determinant of news coverage is the primacy bestowed
on economic goals by media organizations. In addition to corporate
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control of the news media, there is a broad corporatization ethos. As
C. Edwin Baker shows, the influence of advertising is pervasive, espe-
cially since an increasing proportion of mass media revenue streams
come from advertising dollars. While advertisers discourage ‘‘partisan
positions on controversial issues,’’ they encourage the adoption of the
commonsense perspectives of the affluent citizen that favor ‘‘a view
of most societal problems as nonsystemic and resolvable by good-faith
individual initiative”” [94, pp. 44-70].

The fear of the potential loss of advertising by important local indus-
tries is particularly keen. Kevin Swisher and Stephen Reese [95] looked
at how newspapers in tobacco- and nontobaccogrowing regions
framed their headlines differently when dealing with events of particu-
lar concern to the tobacco industry. They determined that headlines
in tobacco regions gave substantially less emphasis to behind-the-scenes
machinations of the tobacco industry to control and limit federal ef-
forts at tobacco regulation than did headlines in northern and western
states. Coverage of antismoking crusades was also curtailed in tobacco
regions in comparison with other areas, and coverage of prosmoking
events was proportionally heavier. Lauren Kessler [96] detected a rela-
tionship between advertising by tobacco conglomerates in six women's
magazines and the presence or absence of editorial content discussing
the dangers of smoking. Although all of the magazines devoted many
pages to general health issues and all accepted tobacco conglomerate
advertising, there was almost no coverage of the specific harm done
by smoking.

Robert Hays and Ann Reisner [97] surveyed reporters who work for
farm journals and found that 66 percent knew of instances where their
journal was threatened by advertisers and half knew of instances where
advertisements had actually been withdrawn because of a story. Doug
Underwood [98], citing specific cases in St. Louis and Oregon, summa-
rizes how newspapers across the United States have foregone stories
that could cast negative light on their major advertisers. He also high-
lights common practices such as the commissioning of feature length
stories about the virtues of companies that coincidentally happen to
have large advertising accounts with the newspaper or magazine in
question as well as the growing trend to joint news and marketing pro-
motions. The expansion of business sections relative to other sections
may also be seen as part of this trend, as can the insertion of advertori-
als compiled and written by the publication’s staff writers.

Beyond the relatively straightforward advertising issue lies the fact
that the newspapers and magazines are for-profit entities ultimately re-
sponsible to boards of directors and shareholders. The underlying phi-
losophies and guiding principles of management therefore have a sub-
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stantial effect on the way the news is gathered and presented. The tone
is set at the very top, where the concerns of a cohesive group of corpo-
rate leaders dominate. Peter Drier and Steven Weinberg [99] demon-
strate that the top twenty-five U.S. newspaper companies controlling
over 50 percent of the nation’s circulation have direct ‘‘interlocking
directorships’ with some 200 other large corporations. James Winter
[100] identifies a similar situation in Canada, where the presence of
executives of financial and insurance institutions on newspaper boards
is particularly noticeable. Edward Herman and Noam Chomsky [101]
point out that banks and other large institutional investors own some
44 percent of the shares of publicly owned newspapers and 35 percent
of broadcasting stock. These circumstances may in part be responsible
for increasing instances of news self-censorship, whether for fear of
prolonged and expensive law suits or fear of external institutional pres-
sure. As Shoemaker and Reese note, ‘‘Deciding where organizational
boundaries stop in this complex network of interlocking interests can
be very hard indeed’’ [65, p. 144].

While profit has always been a concern of newspaper and magazine
owners, the trend toward chain- and cross-ownership of media outlets
has made it the primary focus. Underwood (98] and John McManus
[102] present voluminous evidence suggesting how so-called market-
driven journalism has become the norm in newsrooms. Underwood’s
discussion turns on two main points. First, newspapers are no longer
run by editors steeped in journalistic practice but by graduates of man-
agement schools whose central motivation is tight administrative over-
sight and relentless attention to profit maximization. Second, organiza-
tional structures have been changed so that news and advertising
departments have become seamless wholes. Sterngold [103] and Iver
Peterson [104] point to the recent reorganization at the Los Angeles
Times that will allow “‘editors and journalists to consult regularly with
advertising and marketing executives, breaching a wall that has long
separated the two’ [103, p. Cl1] as a disturbing continuation of a
trend stressing financial performance instead of editorial integrity.
McManus’ focus is on television, but his analysis also reveals that media
firms “‘will seek to produce a mix of news content that attracts the
largest possible audience at the least cost”” (p. 71). After closely study-
ing four network affiliates, he concludes that decisions about what is
and is not newsworthy are filtered through a money-making crucible
and that, as a result, consumers are likely to learn less from the news,
to be misled, to become more apathetic about politics, and to find
themselves at the mercy of manipulative news sources [102, pp. 71,
184-97]. Saul Hansell [105] describes how ‘‘some of the biggest news
organizations have begun linking advertisements to news on their














































































