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ABSTRACT

, The intention of this thesis is to conduct a content

‘amalysis -of crime and justice news in tke printed media.

L

Underlying this anelysiS’iélghe premise that crime news provides
the public with information relating to the legal ramifications
of deviant behavior. Such information is seen to illustrate the

< ®»

%ftent to whién the printed media communicate deterrent messages

A coneeptual enalysis of the role thég.perceptionihas in
relation to deterrence_tnéoryiserVesfto exemplify. the importancé
that crime information, as porrréyednﬁy the press, may hage'in-
influencing one's perceptions“ofrrhe conseqnences for ¢riminal

behavior. Within this conte;t,"de;errencettheory is used to

&

develop a perspectivé from whichlfO‘assess crime and justice

B
®

news. . -

- R o
N B

A review of the literature reveals the extent to.which
crime news has previously been examined. Sfudies,ﬁall into two

categories: those\indexing the folal voldme~of ;rime news

< + - "{

reported on a dally basis, and those comparing crlme news to
measures of official crime. Flndlngs from these studies ;ndlcates_,
a relatlvely lon proportlon ot total news space to be devoted to -

cr1me. More spe;zflcally, crime newé is seen to overempha51ze

crimes of v1olence, and to be unrepresentative of* less serlou&

>tcr1me. thtle research was: found to be dlrected towards the

£

)investigation of the portrayed effectiveness or ineffectiveness

of the criminaI’justice system,

r o - iii
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The methodorogy employed 1n the present study, is a content

_ analysls of the press coverage glven to cr1me ‘and ]UStlce news¢'

in the Vancouver Sun for a perlod of one year (January 1

December 31,1980) . S IR

“
Tl

The f1nd1ngs in part, are COmparable to those of. related
research efforts. Although the press. portray the pollce to be

very effectlve at apprehendlng'offenders, they generally neglect

5

to report other forms of legal proce551ng In this sense press

N

1 cr1me 1nformatlon is seen to prov1de the publlc w1th little

: 1nformat10n regard1ng the . legal consequences of crlmlnal

7behav1or. The dlscu5510n concludes w1th a con51deratlon of some

,of the 1mp11cat10ns whlch thls research has for the ,Study of

Y

\
hed

mass media crime news. = S
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I. INTROBUCTION

!

Our system of criminal justice is predicéted upon the

assumed deterribility of crﬁminai behavior, However, the vast

“body of deterrence research is equivocal wi%h respect to many

key issues. One common analytic approach't? these issue# has
been to make centrally problematic the "subjective”.rather than
upon the "objective” reality of crime. That is, attention has

freguently focused upon the "subjective” nature of decisions to

-

commit or abstain from crime rather than external "objective”

critera. Such approaches have been concerned with the

_interaction between the degree of perceived certainty and

‘a;iséverity of punishment and the perceived risk of punishment.

However, despite increasing criminological interest in the
subjective -aspects of deterrence processes, relatively little
research has been centered on the source of knowledge of legal
sanctions. ¥

This is unfortunate since an adeqguate understanding of the
dynamics of deterrence processes necessitates a comprehensive'
examination of images of lega}\ESnaltles to whlch soc1eta1

embers are exposed. One obvious and important source which

urgently reguires consideration in this rega?a is the printed

 RE3

T
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-

media;f It has been generally shown that the grintea media

provide the public with information felating to_the‘legél .

ramifications of deviant behavior. Thus, it can be argued that

néws information about«police arrests and criminal trials may
significantly influence conceptions of crime and thus the N
effectiveness‘of the.gtiminal jusfice system.

‘This thesis examines the nature and scope of crime “hews
reported by the printed media. More specifically, in the context
of deterrence tﬂeory, it investigates the extent to which legal
sanctionsfand apprehension successes are reported by the priﬁtéd
media;fQuite obviously, the content analyfic procedures utilized

in thig study do-not permit any direct test of the deterrent

4

"effects of this information. They do, however, bring data to

bear upon questions which are logically prior to those which
relate to such effects. It should be made clear at the outset

that underlying this study is the assumption that media play

‘influential roles in the development of public conceptions of

crime and justice.
The thesis is organized as follows. Chapter II examines the
role of perception in deterrence theory. To illustrate the

importahce of this perspective, an in-depth discussion of

g .

deterrence, ité;éBﬁﬁﬁnicative function,; and the printed media's

portra§a1 of legal sanctions is presented.

'Printed media is defined and referred to in this thesis as that
media source which expressly publishes news information in a
newspaper. , i



‘Chapter IIT will examine the body of empirical literature
which expressly analyzes crime as it is portrayed by the press. -
The studies conducted in this area are divided into two types:
(1) Research which indexes the tbtal volume of crime news

‘reported daily. And-(2) research which compares pfesé imagés of
crime to the<prqfiles provided by bolice and other official
agency data. The major criticisms characée:igtic to each type of
study are also discussed. ; | -

Chapter IV outlines the research design and’méthédology
utilizedtin this study. Special attention is devoted to content
‘analysis as a data collection procedure. The reasons fof

adopting this particular methodology are made evident in a

detailed account of this procedures strengths and weaknesses.

<~
S

Chapter V will present the findings of a qu year content

analysis of the Vancouver Sun's portrayal of cribe and justice.

Three sections are identified and analyzed. Each section is
assessed in relation to the extent to which the.content directly
conveys the problem of crime, and the systems attempt to exert
effective social control.

. Chapter VI promotes a summary of the findings of this study
and presents some observations regarding both the empirical

~

limitations and the possible implications of research of this

tyﬁe. b
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I1. CONCEPTUAL- ANALYSIS o e

It can be argued that the dec1s1on to engage 1n crlmrnal

behav1or rests, in large part, on,percepthns of the - N

12

consequences of that behavior, Underlying this argument is the

r

g assumptlon that : _ o - : Lo .

: Man constructs his own reallty. And with the help of . *
others, he creates a social world. The -construc¢tion of
his world i's related to the knowledge man develops, the . .
ideas to which he is exposed,.and the manner in which ‘he .
selects and interprets -information to fit the world- he" ‘
ig shaplng Man behaves then, in- reference.to his- '
coqceptlon of reallty'(Qulnney, 1970:270).

At;aﬁtlon has for too long only been giyeﬁ to that
knowledge which is thought to reflect some "Objectiv% real?tyﬁ,’
However, people construct and négotiata images of reaiity, ané
any subsaquent,reactions to that reality are the result of such

perceptions.? Moreover, the consequences which result from those

actions may to some degree impact upon those "objective”

realities. .

'Objective reality will be regarded as those existing structural
facts that are outside and independent. of personal feelings.
Subjective reality on the other hand will relate to those
personally constructed conceptions which develop within one's
mind and are subject to perceptual change (Henshel and
Silverman, 1975).

2Por the purpose of this chapter, perceptlon will be cefined
51mply ‘as the way in which people consc1ously recognize and give
meaning to objects and conditions in their environment (Qu1nney,
1870: Henshel and Silverman, 1975).

W
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* Perceptions of crime and juetice\s{gnificantlycgﬁape

actions with'respect'to cr?mina&vlaws (Sutheriand ’1@39)‘

& /.

~Dec151ons and actﬁons people must make when confronted wlth .a
dewiant 51tuatlon, are in’ part, 1nfluenced by thelr perceptlon

- of the 11kely .enforcement ‘and admlnlstratlon of law.lln thls

W

context, the manner in whlch people construct social realkty
1mpacts decxsuons to proceed or abstaln from commlttlng an

offence. o o | ' - .""
~ . . ; - . » -'> i il - .
Conceptions of deviant behavior are. based on. the

-information torwhich one is exposed" In contemporary soc1ety

such information is llkely to be of v1carlous or1g1n (Meyer,

1
o v

1976) . - . ’ . g ) -
Attitudes to crime and criminals then vary, not so much
in terms of the intrinsic nature of .the criminal act,
but in terms of the likelihood of the act being an
established part of the observer's .own social world.
Crime is in the last analysis what the other person
does. What I do, if it ‘is against the law, is
susceptible to redefinition through rationalization.
Even if the observer is unlikely to commit the
particular crime in question, his attitude to it 'will be
conditioned by a degree of modification which may result
in either a lenient tolerance or a punitive rejection,
depending upon how far the crime threatens the observer,
or the group to which they belong (Morris, 1966:33-34).

In this sense, criminal conceptions are continually being
reconstructed according to one's interpretation and

understanding of the given information.

™~



- . - - ;

The Deterrence‘Concept

Empirical 1nvest1gat10ns of legal sanctions and deterrence

have trad1t1onally compared official crime rates to the

A

ﬂ"objectrve propert1es of legal punlshments (1 e,,the relation

between the number of arrests or conv1ct10ns for a partlcular

offense to_the number of offences repbrted to the pollce) The

essential'weaknesggof these studles is ‘the fallure to recognlze
the subjective nature of the deterrence process-——that is that
deterrence is more a state of mind than an "objective property
# E -

and that "the immediate determinate of criminal behavior is the.. :
percelved risk and severity of punishment rather than the actual,
risk and severity" (Geerkin and Gove, 1975:499). As Henshel and
Carney point out, [if a person]

...holds no cognition relative to the punitive sanction

i.e.,it has not been heard of, believed 'in or felt

applicable), then tHe objective existence of sanctions

with specified levels of severity, certainty and

swiftness is of no conseguence---deterrence in this .

instance cannot exist for this person, but not because

deterrence does not exist (Henshel and Carey, 1975:57).
Deterrence research, then, must be more than simply an
examination of the actions-of legal agencies and the behavior of
official crime rates. "Objective properties™ do not deter by
themselves. Such outcomes are dependent upon the manner in which
they are perceived by the general audience (Erickson et. al.,
1877),

Until recently, there have been relatively few studies

conducted with thHe explicit intention of examining the link



between the "objective” and "subjective" propertles of’ legal
punishment (Andenaes, 1975- Gibbs. f3975' Parker and«Grasmlck

1979; Teevan, 1976;yBa11y "and Lott r1976 Jensen 1969 Jensen

@ 5

et al ..1978), The results of theSe studlesL however, rema1n

. 1nconclus1ve and prov1de 11ttle substantlve ev1dence e1ther

5 #» A :}’

f %upportlng Jor d1sprov1ng the reIatlonsh1p between objectlve and

sub]ectlve propert;es of punlshment." ‘1‘ : - =
In” general- 1t is argued that” legal penaltles enhance moral

1nfluence by educat1ng the public about social notlons of rlght

\end'wrong As indicated by Zlmrlng and Hawklns (1973 78},

v,
;

punlshment is a r1tuallst1c dev1ce des1gned to. influence.
persons . by 1nt1mat1ng's;mbol1cally soc1ety s'moral condemnatron,
and penal provisions may be seen as symbollzlng cherished |
'values . From thlS perspect1ve, the threat of punlshment through
legal sanctlons has an educative functlon. It serves to develop

e

perceptlons of the legal consequences of criminality. Any E
perceived association between soc1ally forbidden behavior and
/unpleasant consequences may lead people to regard the condemned
behav1or as bad. The belief . .that the state will punlsh those who
contravene laws, relntorces the 1llega11ty of these acts
(Zimring and Hawkins, 1973).

‘In this way “the threat of punishment can also be said to
reinforce the ability of the legal institution to maintainﬁ
order. If, however, prevailing imagery suggests an impotent <
system of social control then people\nay not feel threatened by

any form of legal punishment. One could go so far as to argue



~ '
>

that any form of. portrayed hmpunity could‘gery well affect the

,respect that. people have for a given system of justice. In this

]

,-Sense, then, 1t seems only reasonable tﬁat most people who ’ «

B K

o

. 3
x -

continually watch«criminals,set‘frEeAwrll feel deCeived; Theyg
feei thislugy heoause Qhénqsomeonezescapesffrom justice "every'
member of the comm;nity.ééels he.nas wronged" (Aiegander and
Staub; 1953:213). Crim?naLs who go unpunished issue™a direot -
challenge'to authority‘to maintain a sense of justiée.
Conseguently, the validity of the criminal justice system;is
\Based on its ability to demonstrate that criminal behavior w111

not be tolerated and that offenders Wlll face punitive

4 D e 2

conséquences. . .

Deterrence as a communication process

~

s

- Almost three'deoades ago Ball\(1955:351) stated that "the
deterrent effect of the law obvionslyfdepends upon the
individuals ﬁnOWIedge of 'the law and:the punishment
prescribed...the same is the case with respect to,barticular

' penalties". His observation, in this regard, may be interpreted
as emphasizing the extent to which.deterrence theories are

" theories of a communication process. )

By considering deterrence as a communication mechanism, one

can highlight the informaticnal processes which nurture:

perception of crime. It is in this sense that one can begin to

determine those distinctive characteristics which govern the

+
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,effecfiveness of a deterrent message. . «

"

: Con51der f;rst the baSic comp051tion of a- system of
deterrence. A successful deterrent. message must inform the
v .
potential offender of a high probability of detection, as well as
convrction for committing a criminal act. It must also convey
the severity of the penalty if it is to deter criminal action.
The message mnst be conveyed in a way that is'cleariand
,understandable to its audience. Consequently; “the'success or
~any deterrence process will be determined by the degree to which
'Y’ this message is suqcessfully‘transmitted to the population of,‘
potential offenders” (Geerkin and Gove, 1975:?99). In other - ;
words,.the individual must perceive the message in the contemt
that the origrnal communicator meant it to be conveyed
Deterrent messages can be divided into two categories.
messages communicated at a formal level of interaction and

2

messages communicated at an informal level of interaction. At
the formal 1eve1;nofficial agencies disseminate information
about the existing legal risks and predefined legal sanctions
that will be encountered if the codified rules or laws are
broken. At the informal level,‘messages are transmitted through
interpersonal communication, Information received at this level
underlies attitudes and values that develop through dailymlivingl
eeiperiences. This is not to say that formal and informal levels
of commnnication work independently of one another, but ratner'

that they are 1nterconnected and thus 1nterdependent. Ratz

(1957) describes this combination of messages as a "two-step"



flow of communication, ‘Messages about»crime,‘in this sense, may

b€ communicated by the media to informal and influentiaIzgsoup

Y

leaders, and then from those leaders’to other people with whom
they have contact. Med1a conceptions and presentatkons about

crime may be medlated by family and friends before they have any
L1

'typetofvlnfluence on the individual.

' : & . . O ‘

'This means that, legal threats.may be issuedﬁand received in’

communication‘environments chatactefized by bigh levels of
'contrad1ctory 1nformatlon. ‘The communlcatlon of legal threats is
analogous to the advert151ng functlon in that it must compete
for_attentlon,;must convey 1nformatlon, and must, 1f it is to
@Serve‘ite:purpose, persuade" (zimring and Hawkins, 1973-156)
Accoraing to Andenaes (1975:355); people develop
perceptiona'of the certainty and severity of punlshme%J:from;
"knowledge about crimes which have and have nothbeenléolved..."
"and that "most»people probabiy’get their knowledge th:ouéh'the
reporting of~criminal cases in the newé‘ﬁedia"._hoﬁever tbefe'is -
" an impiied assumption that people unconsciously determine the
percentage of reported unsolved crimes to those crimes whtch
have ended in arrest and/or conviction. Yet Andenaes ptovides no
- evidence to indicate‘that crime news is even pottrayed in‘this‘
fashion., What he does indicate through an examination of Uniform
Crime Reoorts, is that of the.one in'thcee burglaries reported
to the police, only "about twenty percent of’the reported

burglaries are cleared by arrest, and that fér adult offenders

about half of the arrest’s lead to conviction™ (Andenaes,

-
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" 1975 355). , S

However, except for the few times aryear that un1form crime
reports are summarlzed/and reported in the newspapers,;the .

average person does not have uniform cr1me 1nformation readlly

’ :at his or her.dlsposal (Jones, 1976) Furthermore, most people

would not likely be concerned wlth average rlsks over and above

the-risk he or she faces: In other words, people generally tend

- . Jf[ . ‘
‘to set themselves outside the hormal" or "average” risk of -

FgxL

'apprehen51on when confronted w1th an: 1llegal 51tuat10n. Be51des,

what may be perceived to be ‘a rlsk of punlshment for one person,

‘ will’ not necessarlly be. considered appllcable to the person

£

commlttlng the crime.? o ' S & N o
The fact still remalns, however, that people may der1ve -
their knowledge about crime and justice from the ‘media.’ Now we -
recognlae that prior experlences, values,‘attltudes, goals, and
expectations will influence our perception of a particular
deviant behavior. However, we cannot begin‘to understand the
'pqtential effect that deterrent messages-mav have on peopie}

until we analyze the type of crime news information that isy

Y

”currently being made available for public consumption. It is

precisely this form of information that this thesis will Y. f,

empirically investigate. By examining information of this_

"nature, it is possible to determine those discrepancies which,
31t would seem plau51ble to assume that the way’in which one
perceives a particular deviant behavior, may be indicative of
whether or not he himself will be persuaded by a deterrent
message which is contrary to the ratification of anothers:

behayior.

N o
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may .lead to ‘distorted conceptions of the criminal justice
system, and in turn, the possible deterribilty of crimipal

behavior.* | L

. 3

Although thereris no necessary relation between publicity
about prosecution.of criminals and the actual probabilty of
apprehension, there are four general "stimuli” whic¢h may

~condition an,bddiénce's perception of legal threats. First, the

publicity about the apprehension and conviction of criminals:

Y

allows the public to indirectly observeAlegal punishment

admin}stered to those in iyiduals who:allegedly break the law.
Press reports.on speciiic crimes, such as drug distribution or
prostitution 1nd1rectly>prov1de the pUbllC with 1n51ght as to
the- ab111ty of the cr1m1nal justlce system to prosecute

offenders. Second, publycrty about new enforcement methods
inform the public regarding the determination of -criminal
,justice system officials to develop new methods of detecting

‘~crime,jend in essence, maintain law and order. An‘example of
thls would be the 1nst1gatlon of computer technology to provide

a more eff1c1ent method of deallng with crime. A third stimuli

is the v151b111ty of pollce enforcement W1tness1ng or hearing

(by word of mouth) accounts of police methoas of dealing with

*The reason for analyzing the printed media, complies with the
fact that the press publish a high percentage of existing crime
news available for public consumption (Graber, 1980). Therefore
as a prominent source of crime information, con51deratlon must -
be given to those newspaper reports which cont1nually exemplify
the strengths or weaknesses of the criminal 3usthe system.
Reports which may concelvably form the basis of one's
conceptions of crime and justlce.'

2



crime may enhance the credlblllty of legal threats. Flnally, :
d1rect personal encounters. w1th the cr1m1nal ]ustlce system can*e
contribute to the development of perceptlons con51stent w1th the -
goals of\those charged w1th the respon51b111ty of crime control

Most citizens, however, have had little personal’ experlence
with the criminal justice system, and rely heevily on'second%ry
sources of information for their 1mpre351ogs¢3f criminal law
enforcement (Andenaes, 1966; Parker and Grasmlck 1979; Zlmrlng
and Hawkins, 1973). Hence, "in ;h area where'the crime rate is
1ow.and examﬁles of unldetected crime are hot widely known, the
facade of enforcement may be ablertO“establish permanent )
impressions of threat crediblility in egeess}of actual clearance
rates " (Zimring and Hawkins, 1973:166).

—

The media as a source of deterrence-infdrmation
) .

i .
Although the nature and magnitude of media’effects upon

perception and behavior remain unresolved issues, it has been
persuasively argued that media reports of crime plays a
significant role in facilitating the construction of criminai
conceptions (Hovland, Janis and Kelly, 1964; Quinney, 15970).
Given this understanding, and the central role that perception
plays in human decisioh making, it becomes necessary to examine
the style and.substance of erime imagery in mass media.

Yet it is not fuliy understood as tog how this .information

portrays the routine nature of the criminal justice system.

13




Consequently, those conceptions that are constructed om the-

. . B a .-. -
“~basis of media reports, may not‘necessarlly reflect the.

"reality of crime or social control They may reflect 1nstead

’

the media” s varylng andadlvergent representatlon of events whlch
have been defined ‘as newsworthy. | :

" Thus the frequently heard charge that the media are
"preoccupled" with sensatlonal types of crime, encourages the

conclusion ‘that the coverage of crime in the media is largely a

distortion of the g@ﬁeral performance of the criminal justice
E, Yy B

=]

system. In this sense, facts about ari found in the media

limit rather than educate the publlc (Sherlzan “1978)

*Summary

This chapte% has}étteﬁpteq%to develop;a perspective from
which to analyze’press images éf crime and: justice. A discnssion
of the role of perceptfon in deterrence'theory ser;es to
exemplify this per;pective. Mogewspecificelly, an in-depth
discussion of'deterrence; its‘commnnication function, and the
printed‘mediangportrayal of legal sanctions wereApresented.

Centfal to thgs examination was the important role that
info{mation processes such as the printed media have in relaying
threats of punishment to potential offenders. From this ‘
gxaminatfon, information was seen to be an important component
in the construction of criminal conceptidds, and in turn, an R

influential factor in decisions and actions.

-
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" The perspective d’evéloped ip this chapter/, is% intended to
demonstrate the interrelationship between deteﬁ‘fgnt»messagés and
the printed media. |

In the next chapter the body of research litera}ture -
focusing on crime and the media is examined.

/,
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111, LITERATURE REVIEW

1In chapter II, it was argued that there is value in the
conceptualization of deterrence processes as communication
processes. Thefgresent chapter pursues this theme through an
examination of the empirical research relating to the portrayal
of crime information in the press.' These studies can be divided
into two distinct catagorles. One category incorporates those
attempts to @eterm1ne the extent to whlch crime news is reported
in the newspaper. Such investigations have been concerned with
;indéxing the tqtalrvolume of crime news that is reported daily.
Generally, these types of .studies have either measured the ‘
-proportiqn of tbtal‘ngws spaceidevotedito‘crime articles, or the
proportion of total news items concernéd with crime. The second
'body of fesearch in a very general sense, compares reported
crime news to the actual amount of crime off1c1ally reported by
the pollce. Studles in this category attempt to document the
ilack of association between the amount of crime news reported
and the actual.amount of\érime occurring. More specifically,
thgy examine fhe image that crime news portrays, by guestioning
o the ngwspaper's accuracy in depicting crime. ‘ '

'That body of literature which concerns 1tself with the
portrayal of violence and aggression on telévision and its
popular hypothe51zed effects will not be examined in this

" review., There is a lengthy body of literature which deals with

- guestions of this nature and is thoroughly dealt with by Kitross

and Harwood (1970) and Gillmor (1966). I S

-
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The research technique employed by the following studies is
that of content analysis. This -form of analysis allows the
researcher to study and analyze crime news in a systematic,
objective, and quantitative manner for the purpose of measuring
certain message variables. The strengths and weaknesses
associated with this type of methodology will - be discussed in
the next chapter. At this stage it is sufficient to recognize
content analysis as the means by which data for the following
stﬁdies were collected.

Three principle cFiticisms characteristic to this form of
research will be discﬁss@d=subsequegt to.the reviey of
literature. The criticisms raised will reflect those problems
related to the seleétion of crime news, the limitations of n

police generated information, and the use of official crime

statistics. \
Amount of crime news

An éarly study by Harris (1932) content analyzed three
Minneapolis newspapers over three time periods (1890, 1904-5,
1921) with the intention of examining the amount of crime that
was reported du;ing each time period. By employing column inches
as a means of measurement, Harris found cri@p.to account for
approximately 4% of total news space. Local crime was found to
account for approximately half of the reported crime news. What

is interesting to note here is that local crime news space

17



compared to total reading material, was seen to decrease over
the same period of time.

The low percentage of news space allocated to crime was
shbsequently reportéd by several similar studies. Stempl (1962),
for instance, found almost identicaliresults to those of Harris
(19325. His sample of Michigan newspapers revealed approximately
5% of tﬁeir available news space wés devoted to criminai evénts.

In a similar~fashion, Otto's (1962) research of violent
nevws revealedrg% of the content of ten mqjor dailies sampled, to
focus on news involving crime incidents.

More recently, this form of "volume crime news indexing”
was elaborated by Rfan and Owen (1976). An examination of the
coéerage given to nine social issues énabled the researchers to

A determine the amount of spéce generally devoted fo‘crime. Eight
daily metropolitan newspapers were analyzed, and crime news was
revealed to be the most prominent social issue, accbunting for.
approximately 3% of the total newspace. |

However, not all crime news fesearch hasvfound such
consigfently low percentages of_réported crime. Deutschman
(1959), for example, coded crime stories under sgverai different
catagories, and found a thirty day sample of New York and Ohio™
daily hewépapers to devote 10 to 15% of their available .newspace

to crime. Moreover, he found the New York newspapers to show

considerable variability in their respective coverage of crime.
But such diversity in crime news reporting is not

l - .
surprising. Newspapers need to maintain® their readers intéxests,

18



and accogding to Rarick and Hartman\l1966), ;ompetition among
rival newspapers generally accounts for more space being
allocated to crimé ﬁews sfories, disasters, and human interest
stories. Geographical differences may aféd account for'news
variability. Cohen's (1975) content analysis of major newspapers
in Detroit and Atlant;, for instance, fevealed thé city of
Detroit (which has a much higher crime rate than Atlanta), to
devote considérably more newspaper space to crimei Therefore,
the consiaerably high percentage of crime reporting found by
Deutschman, and the lower percentages of crime news found by"
other stddies, is understaﬁdable.

What the findings of thése early studies provide, then, is
an indication as to the;approximate percentage (é to 15%) of
newspace that a typical metropolitan nedpaper will devote to the
phenomenon of crime. They do not, however, provide information
as to the types of offences reported, or the characteristics of
vicﬁims.or_offendefs or ﬁhe portrayal of.briminal justice
effectiveneés. |

R

Reported crime news versus actual crime

.Research providing more detailed accounts of newspaper
crime coverage-has attempted to determine the accuracy of crime
reports as weli as the extent to which the press can presumably
affect therdevelopment of social §roblems—-—as is popularly
believed (Garafalo, 1981; Hall et. al., 1978). The majérity of
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such studies suggests substantial discrepancies between official
céﬁnts of criminal activity and press réports of.crimg.

In an early study conducted by Davis (1952), the incidence’
of actual crime rates was compareé to the amount of crime 
feported by the pre§s; Davis (1952) content analyzed crime news
in four Cblo;ado hewépapers. A sample was taken from ;very'sixth
newspaper over a 31 month pefiod. Public opinion about crime i

trends was also Solicited, in‘an effor£ to determine whether

opinions about griﬁe reflected trends in the amount of newSpaper‘

coverage, oOr variation in the actual Colarado crime rétes. Davis

concluded that,thefe was ng rélationship between the amount of
,JWGFimg news reportea by the preés, andithe amount of crime
occurfin% in the state.:

The frequency and distribution of crime news were also
investigated by Antunes and Hurely (1977). They hypothgsized
that "the criteria of newsworthiness will result ih a
distribution:of news stories which is inversely related to the
distribution of crimes known to the policé" (Antuneé and Hurely,
1977:758). To test their hypothesis, two metropolitan newspapers
were content analyzed for crime news apd compared to official
crime reports éorresponding to the same time "period.

; Their analysis indicated negagive cqrrelations f@twgen
crimes known to the police and crimes reported by’ﬁie press.
Conseiuently) they concluded "that generalization; about crime
in Fhe community based .on press reports would be opposite of the
picture of local crime based on crimes reported to the police”
;w“%: ‘

. 20



(Antunes and Hurely, 1977:759). . -

In a comparable but more specific analysis, Humphries

' (1981) drew similar conclusions. This resesrch focused upon the
'Coverage of "serious crime" and changes41n the style and amount
of coverage during the post war period. A core sample of New
York crimejstories were content:analyzed for the years 1951 and
1968. The analysis confirmed that 45% of crime stories in both
Samplgs were devoted to serious crime. Furthermore, there was an
increase over time of those crime stories reporting lethal

j v1olence. "Thus, the news about serlous cr1me portrays it as
increasingly lethal in the postwar perlod",(Humphrles,
1981:196). According to Humphries,?howevef, police statdstics
for the'Same years, suggested.%hat the newspgper distorted the,
character and incidence of serious crime. "In both 1951 and
1968 serious crime represented only about.éo% of the offences
known to the police, and v1olent and lethal crlme a still )
smaller proportion" (Humphries, 1981:196). Humphries' findings
of the inaccuracy of crime reporting and the bias with which tpe

\ press report crime news, helps support the contentlon that the
media characterlstlcally overestimate crime (Gr{:%r, 1980;
Humphries, 19871),

In another study conducted by Roshier (1973), attempts were
made to link crime content in the press to public perceptions of
crime. Roshier content ahalyzed all of the crime news reported
in three daily newspapers durino one month periods in 1938,

18955, and 1967. A postalvquestiodaire was also distributed to a
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irandom sample of Newcastle c1tlzens. ThlS measure was used to
determlne the relatlon between public perceptlons of crime and
tﬁosg varlables measured in the content analysmg. Flnally, for
coméar;tive purposes,. offiéiai statistics were QSed to assess
the relation that both quest{onaire‘respdnses aﬁd content
analysis findings had ‘with official crime rates.

’ Roshler 's findings were supportlve of earlier studaes.'
Similar to Davis (1952), Roshier :not only foundﬂcfxme news to
account for a small proportion of available news space, bui he
also found reporting of Erime,to be~iﬁconsistent with'ofﬁigial
rétes of crime, / N : |

Further crime news research:was conducted by Hauge (1965)7

- Here again, an attempt wa§~made’tbvdescribe the way in which the

press sbecifiéally cover criminal activity. Four Scandanavian
‘newspapers were analyzed over a one month period. The ;esults
were thén cohpared to those crimes reported to the police and
dealt with by the courts over the same time perioé. ;

AnalySis of the data revealed a clear over representation
of serious crimes---particularly crimes of violence.
Furthermore, there was also an ipdication that both older and
higher sociél status individuals were over represented. as
offenders. Such findings.led Hauge to conclude that the
newspapers ignore minor crimes in spite of the fact that they
predominate at both the police stage and trial stage.

Ditton and Duffy (1983) found similar results. Their

analysis of six Scottish newspapefs over a one month period
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atfémpted to assess whether or not the newspéper coverage was
selective in reporting crime. Their findings were consistent
wwith previous research, Not only ;e;e crimes of violenée ‘ .
6ver-reprééented, but ‘riﬁe in genefal-w;s found to account fér
6.5% of aVailgble newspace, Moreover, they found that the papers
over reported crimes'involving sex. This finding is inconsistent
)witﬁ tﬁose of Nortthmerfcap~researchers {Cumberbatch and
Beardsworth, 1976). The in;é}tigators account for this unusual
finding by suggesting that it may reflect S;ottish cultural
factors. ‘ 7

In a study‘conductedfby Terrance Jones (1976), the research
guestion was asked agaih—as to the,eitent to which the press
monitor crime in a large metropoiitan area. Jones randomly
sampled dai}ies from two maﬁor St Loﬁis newspapers over a one
year period and contenf anélyzed those stories which dealt
strictly with crime occurrences. In;estigation or trial'storiesr
were excluded from the analysis. A coméﬁriSon wa; then made
between the amount of press coverage given to specific crimes,
and the "actual incidence” of those crimes according to Uniform
Crime Reports” |

The results indicated that serious but infreguent violent
crimes such as murder, robbery, and rape, yerevreported thirty
five times more often than less serious crimes. Yet, "readers
would be mistaken if they thought that the more attention given
to murders t(or any other major crime) in either St Louis
newspaper, the more freguently that crime must be occurring in
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“the St.Louis area” (Jones;.1976'243) Therefbre, the results of
this- study confirm those earlier findings showing newspapers
distortion of the occurrence of criminal events (Davis, 1952;
Roshier, 1973; Antunes and Hureiy;:1977).

Generally speaking; relatively few studies actually attehpt
to systematically analyze the specific make up.of crime news and
the image that such newsrportrays to the public. Most of the
foregoing studies have simply concerned themselbes with either
determining how much crime is presented in the press on‘a daily
basis, or assessing the association between reported crime and
- the actual occurrence of that crime in society. There are two
studies, however, which more conprehensively investigate the
composition of crime news,

The first of these two studies was conducted by Sanford
Sherizan in 1978, %hls research is based on a content analysis
of crime information reported in fTour Colorado newspapers in

1975, The final edition of each daily paper was chosen over a

-
£y

sampled four month period. . ‘
Similar to results of earlier research, Sheriééﬁ\foundi
crimes reported in the nenspaper'to clearly pver represent those
same crimes found in either officia; statistics, or
victimization surveys. Furthermore, the majority of the offences '
reported were serious crimes, Consequently, Sherizan adopted the
view of earlier researchers: the more prevalent the crime, the

less likely it would be reported by the press, It is not

surprising, then, that Sherizan's research revealed crime news
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as primarily "dangerous”, even th&ugh such incidents rarely .
occurred. "For an individual readerfwho'absorbs»th?s imagery,
crime appears to be yiolent;.pfobably rampant, out of cbnﬁrol
and likely to strike physically at any moment"4(Sherizaﬁ, |
1978:215). | o
According to Sherizan, press treat%en; 6f crime wasrlikely
to include reports of the crime ‘incident itself, the arrest,
capture, suspect folléw—up, and any charges placed against the
suspect. Suspects were seldom described in detail, ahd the
victims were rarely identified. Little, if any mention at all,
was made of thg number of crimes solved or the number of
offenders processea through the Criminal~Justice;System.
However, because of the high percentage of arrests
_reported, newspaper reports 'gave the impression that the police
were going a good job arresting criminals, "but nothing else was
happening in the Criminal Justice System to back the police up
and make the streets safe"” (Sherizan,;1978:217). '
Aside from analyzing the basic cgntent of a giveh crime
article, Sherizan also attempted to assess the "attentiveness”
of crime articles in terms of the degree to which each is
prominently featured. Both story length and location in the .
paper were used to index at£entivenéss. These measurements
reQealed that crime receives considerable attention by the
press. Over 50% of crime/articles in the sample appeared on the

first three pages, with the majority of crime news appearing in

the most important sections of the paper.
Ed
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Perhaps the most. detailed’and compreheneiue crime news
study conducted thus far was undertaken recently by Dorrs Graber
(1980). Here GrabeT analyzed’four metropolitan newspapers and
the'broadcasts from five telev151on news stations "over the
~eperiod of one year, on a dally ba51s, to determine the prec1se
"nature ofznews coverage"'(Graber,,1980.1) Furthermore, four
separate panels bf7196 rescondents were Utilized to assess tnev
relationship between media crine informeticnfand the public'e
'perceptions of this 1nformation.. ‘ :

4 Graber identified crlme and Justice news to 1nclude 1temsi
ebcut courts, crime statistics, terrorism, criminal justice ]
refprm}.and specific crimes. The three newscaperé_examined
showed uncharecteristically high percentéges of crime‘neVSi'ZZ
to 28% of available'neus space was found to be‘téken'uc by ’
repcrts of crime. However, when the crime newsﬁw&s analyzed 'in
detail, onlyk§7% of thewstcries were found toiaccount for ‘
specific crimes - a finding which could be considered’supportije,
of earlier research ' 7 *

Graber's analy51s revealed street crimes to exceed ell
other types of crime reported. Violent and serious crimes, such
as murder,qrape,fandﬁfobbery,were fcund to account ‘for ,;
abprokimately 46% of the specific crines-mentioned,guhile lesser
crimes such as property theft and‘larCenylaccounted for less
than 6% of specific crimes. - | ’

In a detailed account‘of_these reported crimes, Graber.

found sex and racial distribution of offénders_to_be closely -
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" status persons.

informed public perspective.

associated with official arrest statistics. Press feports of
offenderé<did,'however, tend tovove; represent older andihigher
L . ‘,

,Furthqr analyéis found the press to provide little
inﬁp;matién regarding pdstdispositional processésiof the

criminal justice system. Moreover, when such information was

_published, it was found to be an inaccurate depiction of

reality. Further, little emphasis was placed upon the causes or

remedies to crimé problems. Generally, the crime article would

simply mention the crime in brief accounts of the particular

event.:

-

Consequently, it was Graber's over-all contention that
crime,news.bdrtrays an image which threatens "a legitimate '
social/&ystem and its institutions”", while providing very little

evaluation or analytical information to help generate an

-~
a

Selection of crime news

: . + .._ : R .
A major factor which must be taken ihto consideration when

evaluating the aforementioned studies is the fact that crime

‘news is not a random selection of all available news. The press

is veryiselective in reporting news (Cumberbatch and

" Beardsworth, 1976). The selective filtering process that news

»

undergoes. before reaching print, "presents the public with a

small sampie,of crime events which are specifically selected for

'3
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publicé%?on on the 23555_°f criteria which make them unusual and
different from the preponderance of local street crime” (Antunes
and Hurely, 1977:760).

Crime storie;hwhich'are considered newsworthy generally
fgéture shocking behavior or violence, prominent individuals who
have committea crimes, or c}imes which provide the reader with
mystery and suspense (Browg, 1957). The editor of a newspaber,

therefore, tries to estimate what will interest his readers by

s

& v

looking "for the pr%sence in each event Of certain elementqéa .
which he believes to be interesting” (Bush, 1970:34). :
Consequently, crime stories presented to the community generally
make for interesting readingf but they also make "the community
seem much more danéerous thaﬁ it really is, which may induce a
number of deleterious citizen reaction” (Antunes and Hurely,
1977:760).

However, the effort made by the press to interest their
readers in unusual happenings and at the same time inform them
of the situation, is paradoxical. The d;iemma is best described
by Terrance Jones; "For to the extent that reporters are
encouraged to find the ﬁnique, it will be more difficult for the

reader to estimate the typical” (Jones, 1876:244).
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Limitations of police generated information .

Although crime repor;érS'have severéi pdtential_persons who
can provide them with informa}ion; fhey are somewhat limited as-"
to where crime information ca%sbe gatheréa,vandﬁéhe credibility
that this information will be given. Thus the police have
traditionally been thé crimerfeporters‘ primérylgourcé»of news
(Graber, 1980; Cumberbatéh and Beardsworth; 1976; Sherizan,
1978; Chibnall, 1977; FiShmaﬁ) 1981).'Un1ike othef ﬁact sources,
the police meet the rﬁporters' need to obtain considerably
objective, credible and cheap sources of information. "Facts™
suppfied by the police are, therefore, the basis upon which
crime newé is written., However, tHeré are limitatibns to police
‘generated inf&rmation whicﬁ should be identified.

"First, crime information is usually supplied to reporters
by lower rankiﬁg officers since they are'most'iikely to arrive
early at crime scenes (éhibnall, 1977). The information they
provide customarily consists of t@e-basic elements of the crime
-incident, the arrest, and any superficial preliminary
information about the victims and offenders (Sherizan, 5978;
Graber,'1980). Rarely does a crime story report on "the offender
in court or in prison, except in the case  of unique crémes,

' personages, or circumstances’which make the case of interest”™
(§herizan, 1978:213), To obéain post arrest in%ormation,'the
reporter must deal with the bureaucratic control of the pdlice
department. The procedure for releasing informatioﬁ at this
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stage of the{process makes it very difficult fqr the reporter to
obtain further facts on the incident in question (Fishman, 1981; .J
Sherizén, 1978). | . ' o |

Hence, the-police have what some call a "mbhopoly" on their

relationship with reporters (Fishman, 1981). They are the. ones

3 B
who make crime occurrences available to the press, and in.turn

“‘have the power to influence the creation and %imitétion of

published criminal events (Fishman, 1981; Chibnall, 1977).

+

Crime news should therefore not be considered merely a

reflection of some "objective reality", but rather a creation by

others such that ".,.what passes for crime news is.an |
ideological construct; that which is constructed out of the
power of .official versions of crime" (Sherizan, 1978:213)." o

>

Problems with official crime statistics

N .
- -
¥

As indicatéd, comparisons of méaia presentations of crime. o
with official poiiée and court récofds have fgfmed the basisrfopr
a number of s£udies. As Graber (1980) has argﬁed; éPolice data
are the major source for media crime stdriés and thus are the
stgndard by which the accurécy of’mediav;epo;tiﬁg must be
judged” (Graber, 1980:38). However, the accufaéy'of police crime
statistics is open to criticism and the resuits of{those studies

employing suck statistics should be regarded with caution

¥

(Sellin and Wolfgang, 1964: Skogan, 1974).: . -
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+be acted upon by the pelice, and thus receive official

!
7

/_4_’___,/

It {s well documented by social scientists that the volume
and distribution of crime as portrayed by official crime .
sgatistics is not representative of the "actual" crime situation
(Sgllin and Wolfgang, 1964; Quinney, 1970; Skogan, 1974).
anseqﬁently, it is not necessary to recite all of the problems
inherent to officiai crime statistics. However, in considéring
the feasibility of those media studies employing such measures,
it is important to briefly mention some of the principle‘
problems which chardcterize the use of such statistics.

For instance, the fact that many crimes are not reported to
the police for one reason or another, suggests that there is an
unknown'propor:?on of reported crimes to the total number of
‘crimes actuaiiy occurring (Jongs, 1976;*Quinn§y, 1970);
Different crimes have different likelihoods of-being reported to
public authorities. Crimes occurring within families or among.
acquaintances for instance, are a good exémple of those offences
p .

‘which are charac¢teristically under-reported (Skogan, 1974).

Other,offencés more conspicuous to the public are more likely to

attention: <f
Officially recorded criminal events are therefore not
necessarily the best instrument or device for measuring

-

cfiminality. "Police statistics are shaped by citizens, who must
classify and record them, and by bureaucracies which must store
and retrieve them and live with their political consequences”

(Skogan, 1974:29). Therefore, because some studies rely on

31



__‘Avr/
official crime data, while ignoring the "dark figure" of crime,

their results may reflect a bias inherant in the use of what may

be an inappropriate criterion of the actual amount of crime.

. Summary

After examining the literature on newspaper presentations
of crime, it beéomes evident that studies have generally
neglected to investigate the portrayal of the effectiveness of
the criminal justice system. The relatively low proportion of
total news space actually devotéd toic;ime, has been well/
documented by early research (Harris, 1932;;beht§chman, 15597,
Cohen, 1875; Stempl, 1962; Ryan and Owen, 1976; Hauge, 1965).
Furthermore, thé;e is no question ‘that newspaper coverage of
crime is in some way biased. Research has conclusively shown an
over-emphasis of crimes of violence, aqd a lack of association
between the amount of crime news repérﬁed and the actwual amount
of crime occurring (Davis, 1952; Roshier, i973; Jones, 1976;
Humphries, 1981; Antgnes and Hurely, 1977; Jaehnig et al.,
1981). However as we have seen, only Sherizan (1978) and Graber
(1980) make systematic attempts to specifically examine-the
extent to which the ﬁress depict the mechanics of the criminal
justice process and its relative effectiveness in exerting
social contrél.

According torGeerkin and Gove (1975); such a porfrayal of

effectiveness is essential to the fundamental function of a
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system of deterrence. Threats of punishment communicated throdgh
crimes stories in the press may be one of a number of
alternative\éourcés of information wh%ch may or may not help
facilitate the delivery of deterrence messages to fhé ;ublic.'
Howeve€r, it is not fully understood whether the media actually
communicate sevqré threats of punishment (which would begin to
satisfy the basis of a deterrent concept), or whether the ri§k
of punishment is being conveyed at allf Consequently, the manner
in which,the press portray the effectiveneéé of the criminal
5ustice system may or may not detract from any deterrent message
informing potential offenders of -negative sanctions for
violating the law. Yet, social scientists must have a
rudimentaryiunderséandihg of the’way in which punishment and
justice is‘communictatedrtb thenbublic iﬁ order to render such
distinction comprehensible.

The following chapter will provide a)detailed description -

of the research design and methodology utilized for ‘collecting

data in this study.
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IV. METHODOLOGY AND REéEARCH DESIGN
Anaiyzing the dontént of a éiven communicatioﬁ pfbvidés
researchgrs with knowiedge-éf the most "basic form of human
:, iéteractiéﬁ“7(Hbls€i,_j969); It is with this understanding, that
tﬁé‘research ;écgnique\of éontent analysis was adopted to \‘“§\v
cblléct data for this study. By virtue of thié technique, it was
1pos§iblg)to sYstéméfically4analyée those images of c?ime that
are puﬁlicly‘expfesgzd‘thropgh‘the printed media. The systematic
ahd objéctive‘identification of informational characteristics
readily lends itself to strengthening those inferences made in
regards to public aware%ess of criminal justice effectiveness.
Ait is the purpose of the present chapter, therefore, to examine
the technique ;f content anaI;sis (its strengths and weaknesses)
and to demonstrate how it was utilized as the major tool of
inquiry in this thesis.

What should be made evident at this point, is that content
analysis is an "unobtrusive" or "nonreactive" research technique
which "was developed specifically for investigating any problem
in which the content of communicatién seryeé*a basis of
inferences" (Holsti, 1969:2). Content analysis enables a
researcher to sort through massive amounts “of materials, while
objectively and systematically selecting data for analysis
{Berelson, 1954; Carney, 1972). Attention is focused on a fixed

Ed

set of questions which produce countab{g results. Therefore,
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because newspapers were chosen as the principle source of data
information, content apalysis was considered the most plausible
technique for studying iﬁe press's portrayal of crime and
justice.

Through time, the definition of content analysis has been
both modified and elaborated in order to comply with the
particular problem being analyzed (Bere}son, 1954; Hoisti,
1969). An examination of several varied definitions do, however,
serve to identify a number of key characteristics most commonly
used in defining content analysis. Consider thelfollowing
definitions:

" Content analysis is a research technique for the .
objective, systematic, and quantitative description of
the manifest content of communication ‘(Berelson,
1952:18).

We propose to use the terms content analysis and coding
interchangeably to refer to the objective, systematic,®
and guantitative description of any symbolic behavior
(Cartwright, 1953:424).

The term content analysis is used to mean the scientific
analysis of communications messages....The method is
broadly speaking the scientific method, and while being
catholic in nature, it requires that the analysis be
rigorous and systematic (Barcus, 1959:8).

Content analysis may be defined as referring to any
technigue a)for the classification of the sign-vehicles,
b)which relies solely upon the judgements (which '
theoretically, may range from perceptual discriminations
to sheer guesses) of an analyst or group of analysts as
to which sign-vehicles fall into which categories, c)on
the basis of explicitly formulated rules, d)provided
that the analyst's judgements are regarded as the
reports of a scientfic observer (Janis, 1943:429).

4

The above definitions all reflect distinguishable S,

2 characteristics which depict a basic definition of content
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analysié. However, because the dréwind of inferences is a masor -
concérn té the preéent research, we héve.decided to adopt the
definition put forth by Carney (1972). His supposition stems
from the logic that one must draw‘infereneeé from a
communication in order to argue about its effects. Hence ﬁhe.:'
def1n1t10n- N \ . . _ T

Content analysis is any technlque for maklng inferences
by objectively and systematically identifying spec1f1ed
characteristics of messages (Carney, 1972:5).

Central to amry givén definition of content analy51s are the
requirements of objectivity, system, and generallty. A1l three
of 'these requirements sérve to enhance the precise'measurement
of any given content. For instancé, the requisite df objéctivity
demands that each step in the research process must conform to
explicit rules and procedures (Berelson, 1954; Carney, 1972;
Hoisti, 1969). The rat?onale for this is to minimize the coder;s
subjective predispositions, and brovide a true indication of the
content of the material under analysis. Moreover, if the
researchers procedure and criteria for selecting data cannot be
clearly followed by other analysts to find similar conclusions,
the researcher will fail to fulfill the requirement of
reliability,

In the same respect, it is also necessary to be systematic
when collecting data. Inclusion and exclusion of content is done
according to consistently applied’rules in order to eliminate

the chances of collecting data which will only support the

, .
researcher's hypotheses., Tatagories must therefore be defined in
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such a wa§ that theyycan be ;onsisteﬂfly appliéd to data
(Holsti, 1969).

Finally, the reguirement of generality~aem5hds that
fihdidgs have theoretical relevance. Results muét take on

meaning when compared to other documents or it is of little

oF
£

value (Bérelson, 1954; Holsti, 1969). According to Holsti
(1969), "a datum about communication content is meaningless
until it is related to at least one other datum. The link
between these is represented by soﬁe fbrm gf theory. Thus ail
content analysis is concerned with comparison, the type of
comparison being dictated by the investigator’'s theory" (Holsti,
1969:5) . '

The nature of the present rgsearch required a
quahtification proéedure of content analysis which would measure
the frequency of crime factors appearing in predefined
categories.' Unlike qualitative analysis, which has a less
formulized categorization than the relative frequency format of
guantitative analysis, quantification facilitates the ﬁ
achievement of greater precision. (Berelson, 1954; Hbisti, 1969
Carney, 1972). .

Implicit in %ne procedgré of content analysis, is an
attempt to alleviate the discriminatory ca ities of the
analyst. The systematic recording of detaifj?*:Tlows the analyst
to détermine what is emphasized anz/ﬂkat is not only after all

'This mode of assessment permits ffeqguency counts to form the
basis from which’conclusions can be made, and inferences drawn.

See Appendix
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of the data have been coded. This serves"to decrease any;ia’s‘
e

* the coder may have wheh collectiqg data,'and thus help t nsure =

some degree of validity. Moreover, because content analyeis ’
demands explioit systematic structure, anyone can verify the

facts that, were obtained, as well as.the manner in ﬁhich the
analysis was conducted. This then serves to statisfy the
risgiremeots of.a~re}iable7procedﬁre of‘enaiysis: "repeated
measures with the same instrument on a given sample of data

should yield similar results"'(Holsti, 1969:135).

In order to utilize this form of analysis to its fullest
capacit&, however, it is important to appreciete some of its |
limitations end weakhesses.'For instance) although the content
analyst claims that the procedure is capable of ach1ev1ng a high
degree of object1v1ty, crltfos argue that complete object1V1ty
is not posslble, and, therefore va11d1ty 1s€hot anymore
attaiheble by content analysis than by any other form of content
inspectionl

This of necessity raises the problem of reliability. In
that "if research is to sét;sfy the.requirement of objeotivi%yz
measures ang procedures must be reliable; i.e., repeated 5‘
measures with the same instrument on a given samplerof data
" should yield similar results” (Holsti, 1969:135). To addrese';'
this problem sufficiently, content analysié is.-dependent upon
two kinds of. consistency- "(1)coﬁsistency among enalysts-that
is, dlfferent coders should produce the same results when they

apply the same set of catagorles to the;same content; and

¢
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‘(2)consistency through time-that is, a single coder or group of

4,¢oders should produce 'the same Fesults when they apply the same

set -of categories to the same content but at different times" -
kBereiéon,‘1954:514).

Yet‘the-qUestion still remains as to whether someone else
doing the‘counting.would assign the same things to the same’
catagories or units. This becomes most evideﬁt when one
considers tﬂe inherent bias of the original researcher who had
developed the procedure of content anal&sis in order to answer a
subjectively formulated guestion. People do iptérpret or
perceive information differently'acco(ding to their'given
disﬁosition (Quinney, 1970).vConsequently, many critics argue
that subjectivity is inevitable no matter what kind of
precautions the, researcher takes to reduceidisérimanatory or

»

In this sense thqu/Janalysis can be only as 'objective' as

biased inclinations.

the subject matter and. the guestions to be posed will permit. In
practice, the best analysis of a given document is that analysis

which is as rigorous as circumstances allow. The trick is to

kﬁg:ﬂjust how much objectivity circumstances allow"” (Carney, e A

1872:14).
The most common criticism directed towards content
V'l
analysis, relates to validity. In this regard, it has been ‘8

critically argued that there is in content analysis an inherent

uncertainty relative to the coding procedures which are employed

to categorize the content data.
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At this p01nt ‘it should be noted, that inferences drawh

from the techn1que of content analy51s require corroboration by

1ndependent evidence (Holsti, 13969). MQreover, one must‘;emember'

that the goal ot content analysis is not so much to analyze the
latent meanings of a document, as it'is to "present a systematie
and objective description of the attributee of communication"”
(Holsti, 1969:127).. This is not to dispute the well ‘debated \ )
contention that content analysis 1is limitedrto analyzing T
manifest'content (surface meaning of the information). But
rather, indicateS'thet the nature of this technigue i's ore of»
recordlng those deta1ls appearlng in the data. content Anything
beyond this, can be argued to be part of the 1nterpretat10n and

1nference stage of the methodolqu.

"Data and methodology of the study

The research instrument adopted- by this study, was formerly
’\.
developed by Dor1s\Graber (1980) in her study of c:1me 1n the

press. Graber s 1ntent to dete?arne‘the precise nature of crime
news coverage through content analysis produced a variety of -

complex coding designg, one of which was utilized to collect
2The qQuestion qf’/hether or not content analy is is 11m1ted to
analyzlng manifest content rather than latent content is a
contentious igsue and is well debated. See Holsti (1969).
However, for the purposes adopted in this thesis content
analysis has been employed as a means to systematlcally and
objectively describe those manifest attributes found in
newspaper crime stories. Hence, it is only through -
1nterpretat10n and inference that we will analyze the latent
meaning of the data collected.

"
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data for the present investigation. Although there were a

variety of changes and amendments made to meet the objectives of -

the. present study, the basic coding format stayed the same.
To adequately assess the extent to which the pr1nted media -

.portray an effective criminal justlce system, a one year content

analysis of crime articles reported in the early edition of the

Vancouver.sun*yas undertaken. During-the one year period between

January’ﬁ, 1880 tofDecember 31, 1980, 2,027 crime stories were
coded and .analyzed aCCording to Graber's (1980) coding scheme.
Through content analy51s an effort was made to determ1ne the
prec15e nature of press reported crime news supplied to the
public. More spec1f1cally, this technigue was used to
investigate the. extent to which legal sanctions and apprehension
successes were reportedihy'theuprinted media. Inferences could
thenibe made as to the impiications and consequences that the
printed mediafhayektor'public peroeptions of crime and justice.
It is fully!understood that any inferences made here, should not

be considered self-validating solely on the basis of messages

drawn from the content.data.:Ultimately, methods would have to

be developed which would directly test the inference, itself, and--

subsequently provide corroborating evidence from independent

non-content data. .

3

For the purpose of the present study, "orime“ was defined
asrany reported legal 1nfraction, regardless of the stage of

criminal law procedure. In this sense then it was not necesSary

[

for a crime story to mention that legal probes resulted in
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indictment%. All crime stories reported to have beén committed
‘ iﬁ North America:were coded.

A clear distinction was made between routine crime stories
(hard crime news) reporting é‘particular crime, and those
editqfials; letters to the editor and features which simply
report on the crime phenomenon (non-hard crime news). Such a
distinctipﬁ was necessary to determine the precise nature of
press feported crime. | ~ .

The basic countiﬁg unit employed in this analysis was that
of the single crime story. To permit an indepth analysis for
each story, all hard crime news stories were coded on the basis
.of fifty five variables.® Every itemized pieée of information
collected from these stories was-systematically cateloéued on
coding sheets and then key punched. To ensure comprehenéiveness,
triple coding was permitted with réspect to the following
variables: 7- .

a. the nature of the alleged crime -

b. the causes of crime
c. mot;ves triggering crime incidents

d. crimlnals and victims occupation

Although all the crimes reported #ere éoded, only twelve
wé;e selected to be presented in the findings. These twelve
crimes were selected to conform with the catagorization
procedures contained in those crimes utilized in the 1980 Canada
Crime and Traffic Enforceﬁent Statiétics. The crimes chosen were

3See Appendix
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thus represeqtatiée of three levels of seriousness:’ ~
.. Serious. , '
=

a. Murder - ) - .

b. Manslaughter ) o ﬁ.;

c. Rape 7

d. Othér sex offences

e. Aggravated assault | | . _, ;

f. Other assault‘ | \\
2. Less»serious‘

a. Robbery .

. b. Larceny

c. Breaking anqpentering

d. Motor vehicle theft
3."Least,serious

a. Df@g of fences

b. Gaébling‘ SRR : Y

~The dimensions of the itemized coding scheme permitted all
items of crime news to be specifically éategorized according to
three identifiable areas. First, those'general characteristics -
surrounding crime incidents and the criminals reported sex, age,i
raée, and bccupation, were coded to illustrate the extént to
;bich general characteristics made up crime stories. Second,

1

. those characteristics which specifically indicatébzhe iﬁplied

effectiveness or ineffectiveness of the criminal justiceﬁsystemf}gf, B

,,,W_74;;73F543§EE§“35- Th???,ChafaCF§Fi§Fi95,"?ge i“Yé%ﬁiS?FEd thiéﬁéhi;?r
an analysis of the following areas: “
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1. the location of the crime reported by the press
2, the type of crimes most often reported
3. a comparative frequehcy of mention of index crimes by Canada

crime statistics and the Vancouver Sun

4, a G%mparative_frequehcy of apprehension success of index

crﬁhes by Canada crime statistics and the Vancouver Sun
5. reported prlson sentences
6. performance ratings for crime fighting
7. discussions of prison sentences

The characteristics coded for each of these areas, were -

—

considered to be reflectlve of the extent to which the press
portray\&mages of deterrence.

Finally, the preferentlal coverage glven to those crime
stories conveying apprehen51on success or legal sanctloqf was

considered. In so doing, an attempt was made to detérmigeéthe

emphasis that the pressigivesito those crime stories portraying

v » -

an effective criminal justlce system. =~ - - S
Frequency dlstrlbutlons were run onuthe fifty five coded
~variables, which in turn provided expllct quantltatlve

information as to the newspapers portrayal of crlme. By ’ !h

~constructing frequency distributions, percentage computations

were calculated for those crime variables belonging to thée three

areas of investigation. These variables were then presented in

the form of percentages indicating the extent to which the .
- ) 'f_ o v - PR «'k' I
'Vancouver $un portrays crime and-the criminal justice system.’ S

N - .

44 -



The fact that the Sun used six columns gf news space on its
newspaper pages, allowed for headline size ﬁé story length to
be'ﬁeasured by multiplying column width and 1 ngth in inches.
Picture size on the other hand, wés simply calculated by
multiplying width in inches by length -in inéhes. This form of
measurement analysis pfovided thé s;udy with an illustration of -
‘the preferential news display given to various crime stories.

- Canada official crime statistics were utilized to
facilitate éomparisions betweenlgress illustrations of crime and
official rébofts of crime. Attention was focused'on those
.stories highlighting attributes about ériminals; the €rime, ana
any subsequent police and court action. The comparison between
‘the t?o data basesiprgvidea the opportunity io‘make explicit
quantitative_assesgments as to the deéree in which the préss
portray;the éfiminii jﬁétice system as effectively dealing with

‘crime at the preftrial level.

- L.

Summary

-This chapter provides anh overview of the methodolﬁgy and
research design utilized in this study. An examination'of
several defig%tions of contént analysis revealed soﬁe ﬁmportané,
characteristics which are viewed as centrally relevant to this;
procedure. Specifically, the precise measurement of content data

may be -said to derive from the objective systematic and

generalizable approach of content analysis. Vs
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A review of the strengths and weaknesses of thie form of
analysis reveals the degree to which the,findings of this stody
may be considered a valid measure of press images of crime and
justice. Moreover, it becomes apparent that the systematic and
objective identification of informational characteristics, lends
itself to strenérhening the inferences made in regards to public
awareness of criminal justice effectiveness.

The reliability for the coding methods adopted hopefully
satlsfy the reguirements of consistent objective measures and
procedures. Although the data here was principally colleoted/by
ohe individual coder, it is believed that the rlgld categories
designed by Graber (1980) would reduce judgemental biases, and
thus maintain consistent clarlty of catagories.

It was noted here, that the itemized coding scheme of fifty
five variables permitted crime news to be catagorized intgo three
identifiable areas: (1)Those general characteristics surrounding
crime incidents and the offenders reported sex, age,\;ZZZf end
occupation. (2)?hose crime news charateristics which portray the
effectiveness of the criminal justice system. (3)The
' preferential coverage given to those crime srories conveying
apprehension success or legal sanctions.

As noted,dghe analysis will focus upon press presentations
of twelve specifié offences which are intended to be

representative of differing levels of crime seriousness.

16
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V. PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS

Considering that the press is a substantially pervasive ,'{
means of communicating messages to a particularly vast audience, 1,

it is not surprising that the print media have been the focus of

many extensive investigations. While there are ményﬂpeople who
would argue'boﬁh for and against printed media's contributioﬁ to
public perception of crime, it_h;s already been noted that
researchers have ignorea the more. specific role which the pres
plafs in the portraxalﬂpf criminal justiée effé;tiveﬁ?ggfy |
(éarafalo, 1981; Geerkin and Gove, 1975). With this specific ','

issue as a focus, the present chaptgr offers an examination of
= .

the substantive content of crime news as portrayed in the .

Vancouver Sun. The~fi5dings are presentea in three sgctidns.
Firstly, ggpé?él characteristics which report facts .
surrounding thé offe;Bers sex, age, race, occupation._and crime
incident, were examined to'provide a general overview of the
nature and scope of presé reported crime hews.iWhat general
characteristics make up the basis of a crime story? Attention
was then‘focused on those areas which specifically indicate the
implied effectiveness o} the criminal justice system.xTo what
extent are specific characteristics of crime and justiée
effectiveness reported by the press? Finally’consideration‘was

given to the preferential coverage given to those crime stories

éonveying the relative effectiveness of the legal process. What -
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emphagis, if any does the press give to those crime stories
reporting:an effective or ineffective criminal justice system?
~

i 4 e 13 . v r\.
General characteristics of crime stories

As indicg;ed earlier, a diétipction was made for analytica;
purposes between crime aft%cles which reported actual crime’
incidents and‘those articles such asheditorialg, Jetters . to the
edi;or, and any other story expreséing pérticular views on
related criminal matter.'

As indicaéed by'table~1, 77.9% of all crime articles w;re
goded aé.haéd crfﬁe news, while o{ly 22.1% were classified as
g;n—hardrcrime news. This 1arge difference may reflect a
tendency to emphasize the the reporting of part&cular events
rather than analytical or interpfetive items_ (Graber, 1980;

Sherizan, 1978; Roshier, 1973). Possible support for this

explanation can be seen in table 2, in which 96.8% of hard crime

. news reported specific crimes. The articles tend to be more

descriptive of current events reporting on specific individual
crime incidents rather than providing detailed perspectives on

the crime and its conseguences. Basic facts surrounding the

crime'incideht are generally reported, much the same as what one
/ ‘

might encounter in a police file (Fishman, 1981). These facts

inclhdg the victims and offenders name, age, occupation, facts

‘Given the nature of this thesis, hard crime news articles were
considered solely as the principle data base.

—
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Table £
Type of crime story publlshed
by the press
(N=2207;in percentages)

PN
Tﬁpe of story

Hard crime news 77.9
Non-hard crime news ) 22,1

" Table 2

Nature of crime story published
by the press
(N=1580;in percentages)

<

Nature of story — (¥<3
‘ :

General discussion of crime 0
Specific crime 96
General and specific discussion 0
Mafia 0
Juvenile delinguency 7 0
Biography of criminals-unsuccessful 0.
0
0
0
1
0
0

Police activities-favorable

Police activities-unfavorable-
Criminal Justice Process

Prison escape or attempt to escape
Prison riot

Criminal law changes-proposed/actual

il
o

.
D = (W= 2 a ea (D —

about the crime and any work done by the police.? As indicated

2The exception would be highly publicized,caéés such as Clifford
Olson, The exceptional unusualness of such a criminal, ‘drew
overwhelming media attention which resulted in considerable
lengthy stories on the henious crimes committed.

<
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" by table 3 and 4, the majority of crime articles provide little

in the way of detailed information.

Table 3

Percentage of Vancouver Sun crime articles
mentioning detaills about various aspects of crime
(N=1580;in percentages)

News topic

Extent of injuries 39.3 .

Crime execution . 83.0"

Criminal(s) apprehensjion , 32.4

Pretrial legal procedures 9.2

Courtroom procedures S 35.7
Table 4

" Percentage of Vancouver Sun crime stories
containing three or more sentences about
various aspects of crime

News topic _ : N
Extent of .injuries 26.2% 621
Crime execution.details 40.1 1311
" Criminal(s) apprehension 32.2 701
Pretrial legal procedures 7.6 145
Coutroom procedures 48,6 564

- d

For example, in table 3,‘83% of all the hard crime news articles
discussed the execution of the crime. Yet as is shown in table
4, only 40.1% of those a;ticles discussed the crime execution in
more than three sentences., Moreover, table 5 demonstatesAthat

the majority of stories reported are new and, therefore, cannot
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be considered to haveromitgkd details because of earlier

reporting. [
$

Ta‘le 5

~

Degree of novelty of cfime storiesQf\\M o
(N§1539;in percentages) .

- Novelty of stories

New story 71.4
Update of : ' ‘
existing story-no maj developments 21.3
Update of existing |

story-major or new developments 7.3

The type of information reported on 6ffenders, is generally
brief demographic depictions? In each descriptive category,
offenders were described more often than victims. The fost
frequently reported ;escriptive chafacteristic found was sex.
Table 6 illustrates that the sex of the offender was mentioned
in well over two thirds of the cases reported, followed by age, -
occupation, and race., Cases mentioning sex, portrayed men as
offenders almost 87% of - the time, while women were reporﬁedly
offenders only 10.9% of the time. However, this image is =~ .
congruent with official crime data which show males cémmitting
an overwhelming proportion of crime in sociéfy'(Crime and
Traffic Enforcement Statistics,ﬁ1980). \

Ages for offendefs werg féund to be indicated;in

approximately 50% of all crime stories. Of these stories, the

majority of offenders were found to be older adults over the age
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‘Table 6

‘Criminals' racial,’ ge, se
desxgnat1ons

(N-1580 for race, N 149 for relatlve frequency
of race, N=1580 for age, N=7A77 for relative '
frequency of -age, N=1580 for ‘sex, N=1383 for
relative frequency of sex, N=]1580 for occupation,
N=616- for relative frequency of occupatlon, in
percentages) ‘

r. and occupational

Race ~

9.4
!
White 38.2
Black ) 9.4
Oriental 10.1
Canadian Indian 4.0
East Indian 9.4
Jewish 0.7
" Southern European 15.4
Other 10.7
Mixed 2.0
Age 49,2
Under 25 : . 38.4
25-35 30.0
Over 35 . ' ‘ 31.6
Sex ‘87.5
Male ) 86.7
Female . 8.9
Both 4.3
Octupation ©39.0
. J—
Professional/technical 19.5
" Business managers/union officials 1.5
Politicians/police/clergy/career army 22,5
Clerical/sales 2.4
Skilled workers/tnades/farmers 6.6
Non-skilled worke ¢ 7.0
Students 4,7
Convict ¢ 19.7
Homemaker _ _ - 1.4
Unemployed 4.2
) A
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of tyenty'five. Tthe offenders under the age of 25, only
accounted for 37.5% of the reported age population.
Cénsequently, the depiction of older adult offenders is
inconsistent with thé popularly believed conception that crime
is predominately committed by young people. However, one must
take into consideration that Canadian law prggigits/fig/media
from publishing particulars on juvenile offeaders, and that in
50% of crime stories no age is reported at all.?

A‘third characterization which is found in_press
descrlptlons of offenders is occupation. 39% of all crlme
stories -included 1nformat10n ‘regarding an offenders occupat1onal
designation. The imagery portrayed here, deliniates pr{mg;ily
middle to upper class persons commiftihg the majori;y of crimes
in societ?.“ Almost two thirds of the stories reporfihg ‘
occupat1on, showed persons holdlng what could be con51dered
middle or upper class profe551ons to have committed crlmes. Such
findings are not con51stent with the public's wlde held belief
that most/cglme is committed by the lower class (Graber, 19807 .

However, this may be explained in terms of either hews
- selection, or the fact that in-over-60% of the‘étorie coded’

- ;;;;;_;;;~;;-;;;—;o 5 number‘of reasons, . one of whi5;§§s tﬁaf a
- good portion of crimes committed do not result in arrest, '

leaving one with nothing more than to speculate on the age of *
the offender. p

*2 strict defirition of social class was not used here, but
rather a broad category of lower class consisting of non-skilled
workers, students, homemakers and unemployed. Anyone not falling
into these-categories would be considered middle or upper class.

. . j’%
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occupation was never mentioned, it might, therefore, be 5/
“sufficient to say that uniess the offender had a well recognized
job, the occupation status may not be deemed to be iﬁportant and
therefore not be hentioned. Thus indicating a class bias on the
part of the newspaper not to clearly define offenders’
occupations, unless they occupy middle or upperclass
: préfessions. |
'As far as the descriptive'characteristiﬁ of ethnicity is

concerned, ethnic composition was only mentiéned,in 11.3% of qllt'
crime étories. Offenders were charactéristigally described as
white almost three fimes more often tﬁan any other éthnic group.
However, simply because white an io saxons tend to be
represented more often than'otggz ethnic groups is'hot
necessarily as representatibe a/find{ng as might first be
/////;xéected, since race is only mentioned in 11% of crime stqries.
/Ehis may indicate that journalists feel.race is not an important
descriptive characterization of offenders, or that it does not
provide the same kinds of descriptive information which one
might expect in another country.S® ’

Nevertheless, a general overview of table 6 indicates fhat

-the Vancouver Sun tends to identify offenders as predbgipately

white male older adults,® Conseguently, contrary to many widely
5]t is suspected that race may be more of a key inferential
indicator in the United States, where ethnic minorities are much
more prevelant and racial tensions are freguently a major.public
issue, - - - .

fThese percentages are based on the relative ffeduencies of~ each
catagory within themselves. .

~ - -
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held bglfefé'thaﬁ‘éffende:s ste;eotypically a:é{made up of
young, lower class minorities,_these findihgs~do not suggést
'tﬁap the préss exaggerate the exfent of yéuthful crime nor
suggesf that lower class_minorifies doﬁinate criminél aétivi£y. i
- One fidal géneral cﬁaractegzg?ﬁc found‘bresent in mosﬁ
‘crime ar£ic1es, is the site in thch the crime is reported to
have taken place. As illustrated'by table 7, close to 80% of all-
crime stories mention the site of the crime. Although no
particular crimé:site was found to be domiﬁant, privafé homes
were reportéd most frequenfly,:follo;ed closely by the street, .
outdoors. and prison. These four area's accounted for more than '
50% of the crime sites reported by’the press.

1

!

Criminal Justice Effectiveness

The findings preseﬁted tﬂus far, have merely.overviewedithe
general nature and scope of press reported crime news. The
substantive content of crime news which spec1f1cally portrays
the effectiveness QE/;he criminal ]ustlce system, will be
examlned in the following manner. First, an examination of the
various distortions em1nent in crime news coveraggtball prov1de
an appreciation of the extent to which the press represents
reported crime. Second, an ahalyéis of reborted appréhension
success, prison sentences, and performance ratihgs for crime
fighting, will provide an indication of the press's image of the

effectiveness of the criminal justice system. Finally, a look at
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Table 7
Sltes of crime and v1ct1mlzatlon
(N=1580 for total sites of crime,
N=1123 for relative frequency of
site of crime; in percentages)

- Site of crime

<
O
©

School and sqhoolyard
- Church A :
Home et
Street or alley .
Outdoors-parks
Factory
Store-restaraunt .
Government building.-
Transport facility/car/truck

. Mixed f

Prison
Tavern
Shopping center {
_Public housing
‘High rise- >7 stories
Apartment- flats to 6 stories
Office building
Warehouse and storage
Sports facility
Banks/brinks -
~Hotel/transient fac111ty o
Retirement home
Gas station
Huseum/theatre
Hospital
Parking lot
Lake/ocean

: Vacant building

— - e
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discussions of prison sancg;QQS»will indicate the type of
penalty information beingfbublished by the printed media.

h The first and most obvious distortion of crime presented by
thé press, is found in a cbmpariéon of those ioé&fioﬁs’in which

crime is reported to have occurred. For example, roughly 60% of
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all crime reported by the Vancouver Sun, occurred in the -

Province of British Columbia (see table 8). : ’ ”
Table '8

Location of crime reported by the press
(N=1580;in percentages)

Towermainland - ‘ 39.9

British Columbia , o , 21.2
Western Canada R e 2.3
Eastern Canada 10.4
United States A : . 26.2

' Tﬁo thirds of this total was reported to be logal lower mainland
crime, At first glance, this resulthportrafs the image that
crime occurs three times more freguently in B.C. than in any
other part ofAthe country. To maintain such a perception may
;egd onéféo spéculate on the ineffectivehess of the criminal
jusfice system in British Columbia to control or eliminate
crime. quever, one must consider éhe gact that Vancouver has a
crime problem not unlike any other large Canadian metropolis,
and,it is one oflthe principle'objéctives of a larée
metropolitan newspaper iike the Sun to inform the public of
local crﬁme éto;ies.’

The.type of crimeS hqst often feported bf the press afe

illuStrqted‘in table S, Twelve offénées ranging from murder to

"The selectiqﬁ af crime news process may play an integral role
;ngg;plainlngf;h;sAphgnomgnonA See Roshier's (1973) study of the . =
selection of crime news for a more complete explanation of this

process. s
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gambling ;ere utilized to indicate the frequency of mention bf

rﬁe eres?.P'The_coverage given to murder far exceeds that of any
.otber criminal offence. Murder was reported in approximately 26%
of all crime news articles. However, this high percentage is by
no meane reflective of its actual occurrence in society. In fact g
none o; the twelve specified crimes were found to be indicative
of theif actue} occurrence.,Table 10, for exa@pie, illustrates a

comparative freguency of index crimes .in Canada crime statistics

and the Vancouver Sun. Herey serious crimes such as murder,

manslaughter, robbery, and rape can be seen to constitute 1.8%
of the offibially recorded crimes listed in the table.® The
newspaeer on the other hand, present these same four crimes in
57% of the crimes listed in the table.‘Thus, murder, |
mahslaughter, robbery, and rape are portrayed as occurring more
_freguently than any of the otherjcrimes. An offence such as

- larceny is officially 1,541 times more likely to‘occur than
muraer. Yet the latter offence fs:reported By the press four
times more often. The same can be s;ﬁd about breaking and
entering, and motor vehicle theft. Such official high rankings
are, therefore,‘clearlyruncharacteristic of the manner in which
these crimes are portrayed by the press.

!These twelve coffences are representative of offences published
annually by Canada crime statisitics.

?Canada Crime and Traffic Enforcement Statistics (1980) were
compared to crimes reported to. have occurred strictly in Canada.
The fact that these crimes may have been reported more than _.
once, is not cons¢deredrtcrbe~as -significant as the particular
image of crime that -is being portrayed through a multltude of
specific crime stories.

>
1
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Table 9

" Nature of alleged crlmes reported in the
Vancouver Sun | ¢ :
(N=1580; in percentages

Murder -
Robbery - -
Drug offences \ - ’
Aggravated assault
Larceny

Breaking and enterlng {
Manslaughter Y
Other assaults
Rape S
Gambling

Other sex offences - -

Motor vehicle theft - e

- > - B
OG\ONNI\)NWDWDWOO’\
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Thlf trend may be accounted/?or in a number of ways. First,

‘r

the selegtion of crlme news’ naturally dictates that not- all
crime events found 1pzbff1q1a1 statlstlcs, (or for that matter
simply rqpognized by’the police) will be published in the news

fRoshier, 1973). In this respect, there is a distinct reduction

of brimg\incidents that ultimately get reported by the:.press.

Illustraiive'of thig reduction, is the striking number' of
offiéially reported crimes ;hét do not appear in the paper (see
table 10). Here, there is some indication to suggest the most
freguently committed crimes aré the leagt likely to be reported
by thé p;ess: Erequent-offences whichrwere presehted more-often
than expected, may have simply be considered by the editor as
ﬁumbrous or‘unusuél enough to attract public interest. Again,
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Table 10

Comparative fregquency of mention of index crimes
in Canada Crime and Traffic Enforcement Statistics
and the Vancouver Sun, 1980 for Canada )
(N=1,520,566 for Statistics Index. Crimes; N=764
for Vancouver Sun Index'Crimes)

Statistics ' Sun Index
index crimes crimes
"N % N % .

Murder n 496 0.03 263 34.40
Manslaughter 97 0.01 35 4,60
Robbery 24,581 1,62 106 13.90 .
Rape ; 2,315 0.15 - 31 4,10
Drug offences - 74,196 4.88 " 76 7.90
Aggravated assault 117,111 7.70 68 8.90
Larceny 764,085 50.25 65 8.50
Breaking and 349,694 22.99 41 5.40
entering v - :
Other assaults A 80,896 5.32 39 5.10
Gambling 2,695 0.18 - y 11 1.40
Other sex offences 10,472 0.69 1.8 2.40
Motor Vehicle Theft .93,928 6.18 1+~ 1.40

this may possibly explain‘why one particularly common offence .
like breaking and enfering ends up Eeing publicized by . the
press.

Crime news presented by the Sun, therefore, distorts the
realities of crime occurrence by disproportionately emphasizing
relatively séldom committed violent crimes, and | v
underrepresenting freguently committed‘leSS,serious cfimes.

However, the crime itself is not the only detail to be
consistentl; misrépreseﬁted by the press. The reported

apprehension success of offenders, is another information detail
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which is misrepresented. For instance, over 76% of crime stories

reported that the police had apprehended the offendef'of a
particular crime. Moreo&er, as illusfrated’by table 11,
victimless crimes were seen to have the highest'peréentage of
apprehension success reported in their stories. This ié not
surprising considering that the only timevan offence of this
nature is offi 1ly recorded by the police, is when an arrest
is made, Nevertheless, almost all of the other selec£ed crimes
reported very high apprehension successes. Thus presenting the
image that most offenders are caught by the ﬁolicé.

L

Table 11

Reported apprehension successes .
in e gincouyer Sun, 1980.
71

N %
Murder 263 , 71.9
Robbery . 106 . 56.6
Drug offences 76 98.7
Aggravated assault 7 68 79.4
Larceny 65 64.6
Breaking and.entering 41 - - 56.1
Manslaughter - 35 91.4
Other assault - 39 87.2
Rape o 31 64.5
Gambling 11 100.0
Other sex offences 18 72.2

Motor Vehicle Theft i1 90.9

More imortant, however, is the extent to which crime
stories distort official apprehension successes. In table 12 a
comparison is made between apprehension successes reported in

the 1980 Canada Crime and Traffic Enforcement Statiéti&s, and

£1
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“the apprehension successes repbfted{ n the Vancouver Sun, 1980.

10

In the case of homicidg, the présslclearly under-represents
the chances of an offender being abprehended. Yet, in all.of the
other crime categories, except for aggravated assault (which
shovwed the same‘appreh;nsiqn percentage in either index), the
‘paber portrayed offenders as having relatively high chances of

being caught by the po}ice. Hence, contrary to those figures

presented by official statistics, the press portrayed less

J .

serious of fenders as being more likely to. be apprehended than
the more serious offenders.4For example, police made official
l arrests in 20.9% of all répérted larceny offences.‘Out of those
‘larcenies reported by the press,'apprehension of offenders js
mentioned in almost 65% of the cases. Similar distortions can be
found in reported motor vehicle thefté, and gambling offences.

A plausiblewexplanation for this may be found in terms of
news selection. The freguency that gambllng, motor vehlcle theft
and larceny is commltted is illustrative of the fact that on??
those cases reporting something unusual or of public interest
will be printed by the press.

Regardiess of this explanation; however, is the fapt that

the press portray the police to be highly successful at

*°0Only crimes reported to have been committed in Canada were
used so that comparisons could be made to official Canada crime
statistics. Percentages were determined within each respectlve
crime catagory. Conseguently, the percentage of either index is
reflective of the freguency of apprehen51on regardless of the
actual number of crlmes.
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> -Table 12

Comparative frequency of apprehension success of
indef crimes in Canada Crime and Traffic Enforcement
Statlstics, and the Vancouver Sun, 1980

-]

Official Index Sun Index
“Crimes Crimes
- N % N % -
Murder 496 84.3 - 263 71.9
Robbery : 24,581 ,31.3 106 56.6
Drug offences 74,196 91.9 .76 98.7
Aggravated assault 17,111+ 79.4 - 68 79.4
Larceny 764,085 20.9 65 64.6
Breaking and entering 349,694 23,6 41 56.1 \
Manslaughter 97 100.0 35 91.4
Other assaults 80,896 79.0 39 87.2 ?A\\;
Rape 2,315 59.9 31 64.5
Gambling 2,695 94.6 11 100.0
Other sex offences 10,472 57.8 18 72.2
Motor vehicle theft 93,928 25,1 11 90.9
! il

-

apprehending offenders. Thus the arrést stage of the criminal
jugtice system ig portrayéa by the press as very effective. In
the context of deterrence theory, this image can be seen to
communicate a message that offenders are consistently and
assuredly apprehended b} the police, N

However, the assurance of the application of legal
penalties is not portrayed by the press as successful. Here,
B3nlike that “dmage of tLe police, table 13 shows that little, if
anything, was usually mentioned by the press about the final
sentence dispesition of the offender. Only 23% of all cfime

articles mentioned some type of sentence disposition, and of
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Sentences in crime cases reported by the press

Table 13

+*

(N=1580 for total sentence disposition, N=360 for
relative frequency of sentence disposition; in
percentages)

Sentence Disposition

2

3.0

/////

Dismissal-innocent

Dismissal-insufficient ev1dence

Dismissal-technicalities
Gu1lty no penalties

vPrison-less than one year

Prison-one to ten years
Prison-eleven or more years
Prison-indeterminate
Fine-less than $100
Fine-$100 to $10,000
Fine-over .310,00
Low prison and medium fine
Low prison and high ‘fine
Medium prison and medium fine
Medium prison and high fine
High.prison and high fine
Other penalties "
Mistrial —
Death penalty -
Innocent on eal
Guilty on-appeal
Deat enalty considered
ocent by insanity
Life-twenty five years
Suspended sentence
Stay of proceedings

e
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that approximatély 68% mentioned some Eype of penalty.
‘yordgf the press was portraying the state as taking punitive

measures against offenders in a mere 15.2% of .all press reported

crimes.
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Table 14 illustrates the extent/to which specific/cfimes

s

reported by the press receive mention of punItlve legal
sanctlons. Each of the spec1f1ed cr1mes received very llttlerrf
mention of the final sentence that the offender would receive.
iThe majority of - stor1es simply mentloned fhat the case was still
pending a final outcome. ' '
Of’the selected crimes, rape was found to have the hlghest
percentage of offenders be1ng placed behlnd bars, with the least
number of cases still pend1ng an outcome_/;hls was followed by
manslaughter, other sex offences, drug offences, breaking and
entering[ larceny, robbery, murder, motor vehicle theft, otherﬁ

assault, and aggravated assault.
o .

One explanation for this may be the fact that there is very

little follow up done on most crime stories. AS‘indicated
earlier in table 5, most crime stories‘are reported once, and
generally do not warrant the type of coverage necessary to |
report on the post arrest outcome for a particular crime,

Consequently, newspaper crime stor1es do not con51stently
portrag the criminal justice system as punishing offenders for
their:crlmes. Such a factor is essential for a system of
deterrence to be functional. | |

In addition to the infrequent reporting of sentence
dispositidns, the press was also seen~to be reluctant to specify
the maximum or minimum penalties assoc1ated w1th specific |

-

''Those stories mentioning an offenders apprehen51on but not
mentioning any type of sentence disposition, were con51dered to
be pending a trial outcome.

€5
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Table 14

Relative frequency of sentence dlsp051t10ns for
selected crimes in percentages - .

N Fine Prison Pen&ing

Muraer 410 -

10.2 54.8

Robbery 158 - 0.6 1.9 37.1
Drug offences 99 -—- 17.2 63.6
Aggravated assault 100 1.0 5.0 57.0
Larceny - 94 4.3 13.8 41.5
Breaking and entering 54 3.7 14.8 42.6
Manslaughter 47 -—- 23.4 40.4
Other assault 48 2.1 6.3 68.8
41 - 26.8 34.1

Gambling 14 21.4 -———- 64.3
Other sex offences = 23 . --- 21.7 39.1

Motor vehicle theft 13 -—- 7.7 69.2

offences. As indicated by table 15, less than 4% of crime
aFticles made any,ﬁention of maximum og‘minimum penalties.'? th
unlike the information reported fcr sentence dispositions, crime
stories were found to report little detailed information of the
entent to which the "State" is capable of punishing offenders.
Further assessments of <§e\pirformance,of the criminal
justice system, were soughE#}nTth se stories which contain
explicit evaluations of the police, courts, and correctional

system. It was found, however, that only a very small percentage

of crime stories actually made explicit evaluations on any of

—— e - —— ————

'20nly those penalties that were not mentioned in articles

.discussing sentence disposition, were accounted for in this

table.
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Table 15

Discussion of legal penalties in Vancouver

Sun crime stories } - A
(N=1580 for total discussion of penalties,
N=57 for relative freguency of penalties
discussed; in percentages)

Discussion of penalties ' 3.7 -
Maximum sentence 38.6 '
Minimum sentence 1.8
Maximum fine 1.7
- Minimum fine and maximum sentence 28.1
Any penalty 29.8

[4 . ‘

the given systems (police=3.6 percent, courts=1.3 percent,
corrections=1.1 percent).'? Table 16 provides a detailed
percentage breakdown of thé‘relative evaluations found for each
agency. Although the police Qere found to receive slightly moré
gonéiderétion than the other'agencies, the evaluations generally
showed no significant trend or bias. /}f
Henc®, evaluative assessments made of the criminal justice
system are more often than not going to be made implicitly
rather than explicitly through brief mentions of the systems

ability to apprehend, convict and punish offenders.

'3The small percentage of explicit evaluations is not surprising
considering that only hard crime news articles were analyzed.It
would be expected that non-haré crime news articles would be
more likely to contain explicit evaluations of the criminal
justice system. . :
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Table 16 B T

Evaluation of the police, courts, and
correctional system ,
(N=56 for police, 19 for courts, and 21
for correctional system; in percentages)

Improving Stable Declining Mixed /

Police 12.5 . 66.0 5.8 16.1 : .
Courts 5.3 - 52,6 26.3 15.8 ’
Correctional 4.8 38.1 28.6 23.7

system : ’

Preferential coverage of crime stories
“— v

Tﬁe preferential coverage that some c;ime stories are given
over others, may be indicative of the attention théy rece@ve
from the newspaper audience. An assessment of the coverage that
each particular crime story received,;provides a clear
1nd1cat10n as to which crimes were 'considered to be most
1mportant by the press and p0551bly the most- llkely to influence
public perceptlons. In con51derat10n of thls, it was 1mportant -
‘ to determine whether any preferential coverage ‘was é:ven to
those crime stories mentlonlng apprehension or legal sanctlons,

/and those storles that did not. For example, 1t ‘was mentioned

earller that the majorlty ‘of cri storles portray pollce aSJ

be1ng very. successful in appre ending offenders. But does such . \
- an 1mage ‘of an effective prettrial justlce system also receive

preferential news coverage? To ‘gnswer this question, the
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relative placement, along with story length, headline size, and

presence of pigtures of the twelve previously selected crimes

w
were analyzed. ’ .
. P . . a
) Table 17
Prominence of selected crime stories ~

appearing on the front page of the Sun
-(N= 57° in percentages)

Murder

Robbery

Drug offences

Aggravated assault

Gambling

Other assault

Larceny

Breaking and enter1ng :
Manslaughter Y
Motor vehque theft

Rape . R

Other -sex offences

. — e

N w o / ~ OO~
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The findings ef this measurement analysis are examined in
the foliowing‘manner. First, as indicated by table 17,
preference of front page news display was found to be clearly
deminatedtby murder stories, ‘

This is ‘not suprising given what we know about crine news
selection and_theigeneral Erequencjvof mention thet serious
crimes generally-receive. But yhat’is of interest here, is the
preférenf{al treatmentTgiven to those crimes mentioning
apprehens1on success or prlson sentences. 1

"As 1llustrated by table 18 there vas an. overall tendency

g for .stories mentionming apprehension to receive preferentlal news
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display.'*

Table 18

Prominence of selected crimes mentioning
apprehension status :

Apprehension No apprehension

Plagemeht'Measufes -
(in percentages) : N

Stories appearing as , “64.3 , 35.7 143

the first crime item '

on any given page

Stories appearing on 67.2 32.8 329
the first three pages
of the newspaper

Stories appearing in 73.0 27.0 810
section A of the news-

paper

Stories appearing with © 51,7 ‘ 1 48.2 29

a picture

Headline and story
measurements {(in inches)

- - —— - —— - —— -

Average headline s@zé 0.7" 0.6" - 986
Average story length 10.2" 9.1" 986
’/__.,,—~~

Those stories mentioning apprehension were consistently longer
~ and appeared more frequentl§ on the most preferential reading
sections of the paper than those that made no mention of .
—apprghénsion: However, the sane type'of'pfominenCE’iaS’not”found’”

'*Average headline size and story length measured in inches.
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fact, in this 1nstance the results vere the opposite. Stor1es

not ment10n1ng pr1som Sentences Were found to be given

preferept;ai newsfpos1t1on1ng over those mentioning pr1son

-~
B o

sentences.'® (See }leé 19) o .

Table 18-

T Z\Aj B : - _
= -Prominence of ‘selected crimes mentioning
y ‘l pr1son sentence status
[ . _* (‘ .
e S o ) - Prison sentence No prison sentence
- _" Cd =,
" . Placement Measures o , )
(in.perceritages) : L . ) N
. Stories appearing as 15,4 © 84.6 ,143

the first crime item
on any g1ven page

. Storles appearing on ) 41.6 , . 58.4 329
" the first three -pages e
of the newspaper

Stories appearing in 14,2 85.8 810
.section A of the- news—' ) 4 : :
paper o , . - ,

Stories appearlng with -—— ) ©100.0 29
a pidture. . ‘ : :

‘'Headline and story
measurements (in inches)

Average headline’size 0.7" - .. 0.8" 986

;Average:sfory length 10,17 o 9.8" ~ 986

<

*SSpecuiat1on*1eads one to suspect that most crime stories
‘1nd1catxng apprehension, are probably "breaking” news items

over those older stories which have been around long enough to
benxf1t dzscuss1on of prison sentences.



In practicpl terms, these findihgs shedrlight on the

phenomenon that the press qutray the police as being relatively

successful at appréhgndingfbffenders. But illustrative bf the
findings, little else is being done by the rest of the criminal
justice system to maintain-law ind order (Sherizan, 1978).

The type of crime being gf&en this preferential -news

Jdisplay, were generally found to be the mést serious offences.

Table 20rthrough table 24.reveal the extent to which serious -,
J, ’

¢rimes, less serious crimes, and least serious crimes were

considered worthy‘bf varying degrees of - prominence.
‘ S

\.‘ V B . o /:-a L E .



*Table 20

Prominence of selected serious crimes mentioning
prison sentefice statlus

Prison sentence

Ty

Ng prison sentence

Placement Measures

{in percentages)
Sfories appearing as
the first crime item
on .any given page

Stories appearing on
the first three pages
of the newspaper

Stories appearing in

section A of the news-

paper , -

Stories appearing with
~a picture

Headline and story

measurements (in inches)

Average headline size

Average story length

L 2—':~. 2 P
12.3

0.6"

7.9"

N

88.4 86
87.8 197
87.7 480

7,

100.0 23
0.7" 581
11.2" 581
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,-
Table g}

Prominence: of selected less serious cr1mes mentioning

prison sentence status (/// . v

. o Prison“sentence No prison sentence

N

Placement Measures

(in percentages) ‘ ' N
Storiesfabﬁearing as\\ ’ /21}7 - 78.3 46
the first crjme item P o

on any™giv page S

Stories appearing on “s: 15,4 ; 84.6 104
the first three pages
~of the newspaper

Stories appearing in 16.5 ' 83.5 242

section A of the news-

paper -

Stories appearing with Coe——- 00N D 4
a picture .

Headl1ne and story
measurements (in inches)

Average headline size 0.7" 0.6" = 292
Average story length 13.1" . ) G.Bnl 292
-
™



N

Table 22

Prominence of selected least serious crimes mentioning
prison sentence status

Pl

Prison sentence

T T T

1

No prison sentence

Placement¥Measures
(in percentages)

Stories appearing as
the first crime item
on any given page

Stories appearing on
the first three pages
. 0f the newspaper

Stories appearing in
section A of the news-

paper

Stories appearing with
a picture

Headline and story
measurements (in inches)

Average headline size

‘Average story length-

18.2

10.7

18.2

0.7"

10.4"

° N

81.8 11
89.3 28
81.8 88
100.0 2
o.7" 113
9.9" 113
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Prominence of selected serious crimes
apprehension status

“

Table 23

mentioning

Apprehension No apprehension

Placement Measures

(in Qgrcentages) N
Stories appearing as. 69.8 30.2 86
the first crime item
on any given page
Stories appearing on 70.6 29.4 197
the first three pages
cf the newspaper
Stories appearing in 75.6 24.4 480
section A of the news- ! '
paper
Stories appearing with 52.2 91.7 23
a picture .
Headline and story
measufements (in 1inches)
Average headline size 0.7" 0.7 581
Average ‘'story length 10.5" - 11.9" 581
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Table 24

Prominence of selected less serious crimes mentioning
apprehension status '

- Apprehension No apprehensicn

Placement Measures .

{in percentages) N
Stories appearing as. 47.8 . 52.2 46
the first crime item
on any g¥ven page

Stories appearing on ' 53.8 46.2 104
the first three pages ’
of the newspaper

Stories appearing in 59.9 . 40.1 242
section A of the news- . ,

paper

Stories appearing with 25.0 75.0 . 4
a picture ' -

Headline and story
measurements (in inches)

Average headline size c.7" 0.5" 292

Average story length- - 9.3" 5.8" 292
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Table 25 7

£;0m1nence of selected least serious crimes ment1on1ng
apprehens1on status

Apprehension No apprehension

Placement Measures

(in percentages) : ' . N
Stéries appearing as 90.9 9.1 11
the first .crime item
on any given page

Stories appearing on 82.9 7.1 28
the first three pages '
of the newspaper

Stories appearing in 94.3 5,7 88
section A of the news- :
paper

R

" Stories appearing with 100.0 ---
a picture ' '

Headline and story
measurements (in inches)

—— - —— o ———

Average headline size : 0.7" 0.6" 113

Average story length 101" _ 12.2"° 113

In each of the three seriousnés% categories, serious crime
stories wh1ch reported egggessful apprehen51on, and did not
report prison: sanctlons, were d1st1nct1ggly shown to be gfven

S

preferent1al treatment over those crime stories uh1ch were of a

— 443— T -
less ser1ous nature., Thus, the press was found to emphas1ze the

. “LA

-



image of an effective pre-trial justice system, in which. the
most serious criminals were generally caught by the police, but

were rarely seen to be punished for their crime.

/
-

Discussion

The general observatlons and conclusions that can be drawn
from the foregoing findings, are reflective of results fgund in
earlier studies (Davis, 1952; Antunes and Hurely, 1977; Jones,
1976; Humphrieé, 1581; Graber, 1980). Crimes reported by the
press were found to clearly overemphas{ze crimes of violence,
and to. be unrepresentatlve of ‘less serious crime. Unlike
Roshier's (1973) flndings, however, the present study d1d ‘not
find a bias towards over reporting of prison sentences. Instead,
the high percentages of arrests and'generaf'neglect to report
other forms of legal proceésing, support the findings of
Sherlzan (1878) and Graber (1980). Consequently, the data
sustain the premise that the press provide the pd%lic with
little infq&mation regarding the legal consequences of criminal
behavior.

B An examination of the various distortions in crime news

coverage reveals the extent to which the press portray the

criminal-justice system to be effective in arresting offenders,

—

while at the same time ineffective at punishing them. By

implication, therefore, the printed media are somewhat

-, f . -

successful g;h;tgﬁsmitting a deterrence message to'the}public.

[
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They not oniy portray offenders aé being eoﬁtinuaily ' »! T
apprehenéed, but also accentuate capture'with preferential news '
display. However, by not consistently and assuredly 1nform1ng
the publ1c (through implied legal sanct1ons) that the cr1m1nal
act is not worth theccost, the press unsuccessfully contribute .
to a completesdeterreat meSéage. In other wegds,’by not
pdrtrayiﬁg‘a cbmpletely effective,cfiminal justice system, the
press_fail to comﬁunicate deterrent'ﬂeseages. As noted by
Geerkin and Geve; "A system‘of'deterfence will fail to the
degree there is any condition in the society/whicﬂ underminee
the.successful transmission of the deterrence message" (Geerkin |
“-and Gove, 1975:500). | - ~ .

The results of this study dre indicative of the fact that
moet crime stories report specific individual erime ineidents,
providing little iﬁ the way of detailed pe;speqtdves on crime’

and its conseguences.
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V1. CONCLUSION

The scope of this thesis has been structured on thé premise
that our criminal justiée system assumes the deterribility of
criminal behavior. It illusérates through an examination of
press images of crime, the relevance that portrayed légal
ramifications have to deterrence theory. Moreover, by
conceptualiziné deterrence as a subjective phenomené‘it deveiops
a perspective from which;to consider the interrelationship
between deterrent messages and the printed media. _

This study began with a conceptual analysis of the role of

of perception in deterrence theory. Here, it was argued that the

decision to engage in criminal behavior rests in large part, on

perceptions of the conseguences for that behavior. For
deterrence té be effective, punitzve consehuences mﬁst be
perceived to be certain, swift and severe enough to outﬁeighrany
gain that might be achieved illegally (Geerkin and Gove, 1975).
Within this context, information wasAconsidered to be an
important ¢omponent'in the construction of criminal conceptions
and in turn, an influéntiai factor in decisions and actions.
From this perspective, we were able to comprehend the importance
that inforﬁatidn processes have in relq@ing threats of
punishment to potential offenderé; The printed media and its

) - I - _
portrayal of crime and justice served to illustrate this role.



'\ ¢

Having introduced a perspecbfve from which to approéch the
meaié's portrayal of crime, a review of the literature aAalyzing
crime news in the printed media was undertaken. Research of this
nature, was found to be made ‘up of two distirct bodies of
literature. Here, studies were claséified as either |

investigating the total volume of crime news reported, or

. comparing crime news to officially reported crime.

4

The results of these studies revealed a relatively low

proportion of total newspace to e devoted to crime. Moreover,

-

research had conclusively shown an overemphasis on crimes of
violence, and a lack of association between the amount of crime

news reported and the "actual" amount of crime occuring. Only

e

‘two studies were found to make any attempt to specifically

examine the extent to which the press depict the mechanics of

1

the criminal justice system. For the most part, their findings

revealed crime news to consist of the crime incident .itself, the
arrest, capture, suspect follow-up, and or any charges placed

against the suspect. Very little information was provided in the

v L]

way of postdispositional processes of the criminal justice

\System.

From this revlew of literature came an appreciation for the
- F . - M
research method of content analysis. It was by virtue of this

. technigue, that crime and justice newsgwés systematically

2

analyzed in the Vancouv#r Sun for a period of one year. The
- - ) ¥ -
* ‘ ) Vl N . -
explicit systematic structure i1nherent in this form of
methodology, aided in the alleviation the discriminatory

~ % 3
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capacities of che anafyst (Holsti, 1369). Such systepétic and:.
objective identification tactics it may be acguedbrmiéimized tﬁe,
coders subjective disposition and provided a true indicétionhof
the content under analysis (Bereleon; 1954; Babbie, 1983).
Hence, the reliability of this research-design may be seen fo be.
reflective of the coding scheme's capability to sufficiently
measure crime andadﬁstice in the printed media.

The research design edopted by this study} was one which
was formerly developed and tested by Docis Graber (f980). Here, .
a number of changes and amendments were made to meet tﬁe'

-

original objectives set in this thesis. At this point, it was

[

also noted that the itemized coding scheme of fifty five
variables permitted all items of crime'news to be specifically
categorized according to three identifiable areas: (t)Those
genetral characteris;ics surrounding crime incidentsland the
criminals reported sex, age,.race, and occupation.(2)The
substantive content of crime news which conceivably depidts-the
portrayed effectiveness of the criminel justice system.(3)The
preferential coverage given to those crime stories conveying
eppcehension success or -legal sanctions. Despite the fact that
all crimes reported in North America ‘were coded, only twelve; |
i were selected and presented in the final findings. Here, thee ‘
twelve crimes were categorized to conform with those crimes ‘

published in Canadian official crime statistics.

By using these three categories and twelve specified crimes

as a framework from whi¢h to analyze the ‘printed media, it was
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possible to identify the nature of the newspapers portrayal of
'crjme and justice. Not unlike the findings:of‘thef studies, the
data revéaied the press to portray an image of crime which was '
not';eéresentapide of the "official" crimespiéiure (Davis, 1952;
\Roshier,'1973;-JaehnigL et.al., .1981): ﬁ

,Furthef sxamination of the general characteristics making
,uﬁ the bésis.of a crime stbry, was also seen to support the
findinésiéarlier reséarch. Here , siﬁilar to Roshier (1973),
Shstizan'(5978), and Graber (1980), the analysis revealed most -
" stories to be specific in nature, reporting particular events
‘rather than analytical'or interpretive sorts ofvinformation.
Althéugh msst of these specified criﬁejaccounts vere found to
;;epoft the crime execution, less than half of them reported it
ib more fhan phreé séntenCes.‘Of,these same articles,voffsnders
were found-to be reported more often‘than victims and they were-

-

.generally reported as whlte, male, older adults holdlng what
could be cons1déred mxddle or upper class occupat1ons. It is
1nterest1ng to note here, that this finding 1is supported by the&
results of those earlier stud§es condusted by Roshier (1973),

' Sherizan (15&8) aanGraber (1§§O).‘Consequently, cont;éry to

many wide held beliefs é%at’offendersxare stereotypically young,
lower class miﬁorities, wéAcan cothude that the press does not
supporB this contention by exaggeratlng the extent of youthful

crime or suggestlng that lower “class or rac1al or- cultural

minorities dominate criminal act1v1ty.
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Having examined the general chafécfe:isitics making up the
basis of a crime story, fLe analysis then turned to a more
specific examinatioq’of press ‘images of crime éﬁd justice
effectiveness. Analysis of the various distortions eminent in
crime news coverage served to'provide an appreciation of the
extent to which the press represents official crime,repofts.

Here, the type of crimes most often ‘reported by the press

were compared to those .index crimes reported by Statistics

Canada. Of the twelve specified crimes utilized, none were fdund

to be representative of their officially recorded counterpérts.
qufequently} not unlike the findings of Humphries (1981),s
Roshier (1973) and Jones (1976); crime news was seen to’distort
fhe realities of officially recorded‘criﬁe by dfsproportionafély

emphasizing seldomly committed serious crimes, and under

representing frequently committed less serious crimes.

It was at this pointfthat an attempt was made to determine =

the extent t hich the press portray an effective criminal
justice sys em. |More specifically, an attemptAwas made to

investigate the jextent to which deterrent messages are presented

by the press. Here, threats of punishment were considered to be

relayed to potential offendérs through }eporteé appféheﬁsion
successes, prison sentences, and criminal justice perfotmance
réﬁings. '

With specific reference to twelve sglected crimes, itryas
noted that over 76% of crime sfories reported that tﬁe police

had apprehended the offender. Similar to the findings of
o g
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Sherizan (1978) and Graber (1980), this image that most

'offehders are caught by the police was found to be a distortion

- *

of official apprehension suécesses. Contrary to those figures
presentedv\y officiarvétatistics, tbevbress.portrayed most .
'offeqderq, with the exception of those committing homi;ide an@
aggravated assault, as having relatively high chances of being
caught by‘the‘éolice. The "actual"” chances of beiﬂg caught/
therefore, were considerably léss th%n that whiqh was being
portrayed by the néwspapgp. N

~Such a delineation.of consistent and&assured:appééhenSion,
satisfies the initial requisite for commuiipating a imessage of _7
deterrence: certainty‘of apprehension., Acco%diné‘go deterrence |
theory, it is this affirmation of»oné‘é chances oé getting .
caught that will, in part, serve to stop an indiviualrfroﬁ'

committing a particular crime (Gibbs, 1975).

~  Aside from the certainty of apprehension, however, - -

7 .

deterieng; theory demands that the ceftaintyléf pyni%ﬁmgnt,aléo.
be realized by.poté;tial offenders.chfeo;er,'the sevérity of
punishment and speed with which it is{administered{jﬁuép bé
perceived to be great enough to offset ahy gain Ehgt miéhp be
achieved illegally (Andenaes, 1874; Geérkin,and_vae,;197§;_

Gibbs, 1975). Hence, in conjunction with reported apprehension_i'

successes, press reporting of legal penalties was considered to -
. . -5 ~

be é further indicator of the press's communication 6f,de£erfent

messages. e
' 5
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It was at this point that the analysis examined the extent
to which legal sanctions were portrayed by the presé.'Again,-’
similar to the fi}xdings of Sherizan (1978) ap® Graber (1980),
little if anything_was found to be mentioned abouﬁ }he final

sentence dispog}tion of e offender. It was notedvhere, that

only -23% of all crime articles mentioned some type of sentence

>

'dispositioﬁ. of ihesefarﬁicles, only.68% mentioned some type of
penalty. The majority of stofies simply mentioned that the case
was-still pending a final outcome. Con;equently, the press was
~ N~
found to portray the state as taking punitive measures against
offenders in a mere 15.2% of all press reported crime news.
Further to this finding, and comparable to the’results;éf
Graber's (1980) study, only a very small percenfage of crime
stories were found to makelgny kind of explicit evalﬁation of
the criminal justice system. Those evaluations that were made,

were fodhd»tp show no significant trend or bias.
It was further noted; that only 4% of crime stories made
any'kind of effort to explicitly’discuss the maximum or minimum
penalties for crimes. Such a finding cddld be considered
indicative of the little penalty information thét the bress
provide‘to the public. | ;

Further to discussing the press's portrayal of deterrent

messages, was an examination of the preferential news display

::Ehat the press would give to particular crime articles. What was-

of interest here, was the type of crime article that the press

considered most important, and for our pdtpbsés possibly the

-
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most likely to influence public perceptions, It was, theréfore,
important to determine whethei any preferential covgragé was
given to those crime stories mentioning apprehension or legal
sanctions, ;nd\those stories that did not.
From this analysis, the press were seen to ¢clearly
. emphasize the image of an effeétive pre-trial justice éystem, in e
,ryhich the most serious criminals were generally'caugﬁ: by the :
police, bqt rarely seen to be punished for their crime. Serious
stories which reported successful apprehén;ion, and.did not TN
report prison sanctions, were shown to be gi@en preferential
treatment over those crime stories which were of a less serious
nature. |
Therefore, similar to the findings of both Sherizan (1978)
anleraber (1980), it can be boncluded‘from these results that
néwspaper crime stories do not'portray the crimipal jﬁstice,-
system to be effective at punishing offenders. ,Granted, the
<(n§ress portray the police to be successful at_épprehending!
offenders, but little, if anything, is being presented to assure
potential offenders that they will be punished for committing a
criﬁe. Invthié sehse,’the press provide the public with‘little,
ihformatiQ; (through implied legal sanctions) regardihg the
legal conseguences of c;iminal béhavior. Information such as
this is necessarf to the communicatipﬁ of any deterrent message;,
-The‘printed media, therefore, fail to deljneate deterrent
messages throughrtheirvdaily reporting of crime and justice
nevs,
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Limitations of study :

. Thé’limitations inherent to this study, are charaqteristic

of those weakngsses found in most crime news research (Garafalo,

1981).w§entfal to theée weaknesses, is the fact that thiéxsﬁudy
only exémiﬁéd one component~ff knowledge providing public
information about the possigie legal ramifications of criminal
f%ehavior. The printedAmedia is only one of a variéty of sourcés
ofhinformation fram uhigh people may derive their perceptions of
crime and.justice. )

Fufther limiting;this study is t?g\gﬁiérlying assumption
that media play influentjal roles in the dexelopmeht of public
cpnceptions of crime' and justice. Here, critics argue that crime
:ngws research has ;hbwnzthe‘media td be poor indicators of
audience peft;p%%ens and Beliefs4(Cumberbatch and Beard;worth,
1976). ' . S

However, it shouig\be'noted, that those studies conducted

on audience perceptions of crime news suffer from many
. J

e - o . . -
methodolgical problems. Content dnalysis for instance, does not

‘always reflect media qoé&ent as it is‘perceived by average
readers (Howi;t and Cﬁhberbatch, 1974). Further research is
required to isgqlate media effects from each other, as well as
from those other information stimuli that may iqflee e ‘one’s
perception. Moreover, there will always be“cegﬁéin groupgrof
ﬁeople more sensitive to media presentations of crime than

i
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others.‘Crime news in this respeét -may act as a "sensitizing
agent”™ serv1ng to enhance the perceptlons of those people
w1111ng to accept thosegmeﬁla messages presented (Hall et al.,.
1978; Becker, .1963).. P ‘

/PRAlthough the finaings of this study have brought evidence
to bear ‘on the medla ‘s role in communlcatlng deterrent messages
to tﬁe//nbllc, it must be reallzed that this 1nformat1on is the
,product of a manlpulatgva?crlme yews Selectlon proce5s. Crime
news is not a random selection of all available news. ‘(Roshier,
1973; Fishman, 1981). ﬁnat:ﬁay be considered newsworthy by one.

newspaper may not be’ by another. There is a selective filtering

process which determines what crime event will become news

(Sherizan, 1578).

The( socurce from which the ﬁedia receive their fnformation

~.

may also affect the significance of our findings. Here, one must

~consider the-fact that most newsfstories are the product of

police generated infermation (Chibnall, -1977; Sherizan, 1978;
4

Graber, 1980). In this sense, it is not ‘surprising .that the

findings rarely revealed crime stories to report on offenders in

court or prison. More important, however, is that the findings
revealed the pollce to be d01ng a superior job at apprehendlng

offenders.

Considering the role that police generated‘information has

in informing the media, leads one to speculate that the findings

1]

of apprehension success may be simply reflective of the control
that tge police have in structuring information. The f;ndings,

-
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s therefore, should not be merely cons1dered a reflectlon of what
reporters want to d1ctate to us (as the crlme news selectlon
process indicates), but also»vhat powerful sources such aswthe
police want us ‘to hear (Fishman,'1984527 J ’

Consideration must_also be given to the reliability of
P usingiofficial,statistics to measure the "actoal" occurrence og ~
' crimeiin.society. In the case of this study, official statistics‘

were employed as a standard by which to judge the press' s
accuracy in reporting crlme ~and apprehen51on-success. However,
by d01ng so, the flndlngs,are open to criticism. Official
statistics are 51mply-not representatlve of the "actual” crime
situation (Skogan, 1974; Fattah, 1976). Different crimes have
different likelihoods_of being reported to the public
authorities. CrimesfocCering w;thin families or among | E -
aquaintances for instance, are a good example of those offences
"/whlch are characteristically under- reported (Skogan, 1974). For

what ever reason, these types of crimes are less visible to

_ police and are, therefore, less likely to enter official

statistics. : /

4 ; [y

>Officiai statistics are also sensitive to changes in the
recording of crime by police. Because of varying discretions and
human error, different recorders of criminal events make
comparisons d\fflcult aﬁd'measurments inaccurate. The spec1f1c
f1nd1ngs presented in this study, therefore, should only be

con51dered representatlve of how the printed media portray

officially reported crime, and not the "actual” crime occurring
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-in society.

"«ompounding the weaknesses of'this’studﬁ even further, are
those limitations inherent in the research technigue of coﬁtént
analysis, Critics claim that because of the‘subjective
di%cretion found in any form of dec{sion;making,;itvis very
difficult for data collected by this te&hﬁiQuéﬁto be free of

~ subjective bias (Berelson, 1954), Mbreover, this technique has
been guestioned bf researchers -as to the validity of its
measurements. Here, critics argue that tﬁereiwill always be the

guestion as to whether the values used to collect content data

are actually a valid measure of the communication being analyzed -

(Babbie, 1983). -

Consequently, not unlike most empirical research conducted
in this field,'the~findings produced bj‘thisfstUdy are subject
to many limitations. The fact reégins, however, that the
research conducted here has brouéht evidence to bear on the type
of crime»and justice news which is currently being presented to
the public:

5

Theoretical Consideratiqns

&

&

What has become evident throughout the course of this
sfuéy, is the obvious routine consistency with which the~pféss
report: certain t}pes of crime news to the ppplic. Therprinted
media's consistent reporting of speclfic é}ime information,’

characteristically assumes an ideological role by reinforcing

92
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some forms of soc1al knowledge, while excluding others. Although

’ the findings of this study do not reveal strict ev1dence as to

the theoretical relationship between the printed media and crime
news, they do suggest that theoretical con51deration be given to
the ideological role that the printed media play in structuring

the content of crlme‘nfws. What may for 1nstance,'typ1oall¥ be :i

seen as _the simple reporting of crime events on a daily basis,

has contentious underlying theoretical implications reflecting

ES

media news production practices. - S

In an attempt to explain this rationale, one must first
realize that news-production requires a- set procedure to
schedul€ news. Without procedure, the media would be unable to
routinely process large Quantaties of information and schedule
unexpected events into news information (Tuchman,- 1978). j

. To adhere to the complexities of processing large

" quantities of news, journalists gather information from

institutions which provide "... a useful volume of reportable
activitg at regular intervaisf (Hall et. al., 1978:57). However,
this process of gathering information lends itself to the bias
and»bureacratio control of the institutions supplying the
information (Knight,'1982). More importantly, it has the
potential for news content to be structured accgtaing_to

politically bias definitions of social reality (TFuchman, 1978).

For instance, what the media know about crime is generally

~provided to them by laﬁ enforcement agencies (Fishman, 1978).

This reliance on enforcement agencies for information

g
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significantly contributes to journalists conveying "...an ¥mage

of crime wholly in accord with the police departments notions of

—

seriéus crime and social disorder™ (Fishman, 1981{}87).
Journalists will not know what the bolice*do ngigpfovide for
'fheﬁ. Henpe, it is not surprisihg that crime news emphasizes the
imaée of an effective pre-trial justice sysiem. As in the case

: , ; :
of this study, the most serious offenders were seen to be -
usualiy caught by the police evén though’the aétual chances of
being apprehended were considerably less. ’ - .

Information sources are not the oniy components

contributing to the idéologicai production of crime_hews.
Theoretical consideration must also be given to the ideology of
professional‘jburnalism. More specifiéally, to how reporting of
crime news is subject to the journalists attémpt to maiﬁtain a
semblance of "objectivity" énd "newsworthiness”.

| For example, although the journalists standards of
objectivity should ideally reflect impartial and balanced
accounts of’news items, megia reports ciearly attempt to provide
credible information,based’on statements taken from 'accredited’
sources (Tuchman, 1978; Hall et. al., 1978). The same
’;ccregﬁted‘ sources, which afe, as was mengign;ﬁ éarlier,
representative of professional experts anqiég?erful bureacratic
. institutions (Knight, 1982). Hence, news.ingbfma£ion which does

' not come from an 'accredited' source, will not likely be -

included in the final media report.

94



A further element contributing to the ideology #f

'

profeésional journalism, and in turnJ‘the type of grime news

foun¥ " to be consistently reported, pertains to the fype of
\,/ :
information which journalists consider to be "newsorthy".

“

Although newsworthiness cannot be specifically defined,
+

journalists do identify certain aspects of "controversy" and

mextraordinariness” as principal criteria for news items

(Rnight, 1982). Consequently, the fact that this study reVealed
crime news to distort the realities of officially recorded crime’
by disproportionately empﬁasizfng seldomly committed séricusr
crimes, and under-representing frequently committed less. sérious

crimes, is not surprising.

This general tendency by the media to focus attentlon upon

e

the "extraordinary”, is sometimes referred to as "bga news ‘(The

Glasgow'Univérsity Media Group, .1976). However, "bad news" is
not explicitly created by the media. The gubstance of "bad news"
is fundamentally determined by the basic féatures of what‘somg
theorists call the "dominant ideology” (Knighf, 1982). In more
specifié terms, the medialﬁoes nbt.creéte "bad news", but

rather, reafirms those "dominant" ideologies which identify them

as such.

\\\ The 1debloglcal character of crime news is further affected
by the medla s emphasis upon "immediacy" and actgallty
(Knight,>4?82). Here, the need to personalize news evenEs and
report them“as fast as possiﬁle, safisfy'the media's commercial

demands of intensifying an audience's jnterests with the most up
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to date news‘information. However, by doing so, it also
contfibutes to the abstract and:ideological character of the
news which is being reported. The“emphasis upon "immediacy" and
"actﬁality" has audiénces taking "...as a given that news is
éhistorical, atheoretical accoﬁnts of daily happeningé in

specific institutions, and that it employs the logic of the

concrete”™ (Tuchmany 1978:196). What this amounts fo, is a
fragmented concepfion of the wérld;_"...in which actuality is

- conveyed in uncontaminated, pristiné form from actor to reader”
(Knight; 1982:31}.‘The media's superficial presentatioﬁ of news
events, then, serve fo expl?in why most crime stories';re
specif&c in nature, reporting particular events rather'thén
analytical or'ihterpretive sorts of information. The emphasis
upon "immediacy” and "éctual{ty" do not permit journélists the
luxury to spend time reporting on the post dispositional
processes‘éf the Criminai justice system, Rather, they end up
reporting crime stories which consist of the crime iﬁciden;

’.itself, thé arres;h capturgkgsuspect follow-up} and or any
charges placed aééinst the accused. |

In terms of the media's news production, it becomes

.apparent that there are a number of jburnalistic practices which
contribute to the ideological character‘oﬁfcrime news. The
structured journalistic procedure requir;d to meet the.demands

'ofvnews gathering, provide for a éystemaficrproduction pfinéﬁs
definitions which are inherently held by powerful inst};utions.’

This, combined with the journalists attempt to provide
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'unders%anding of deterrence theory, the creation of high

i

{
{
i

"objective", ;néwsworthy" informatibn,'whiiéiéfﬂfﬁé same time
emphasizing "immediacy" and "actuality", result in a fundamental
ideology of news accounts which are more likely to reafirm fhan_

challenge those values and interests held by the established

social system.

¢ . ¥

4

» R ’ R4

Implications for future research

4For polipicians, as well as aﬂthorities within.tﬁé criminal
Juéiice systeﬁ, the mass media can~serve as a powerful tool froﬁ
which to communicate messages to the public., Although the
guestion of media effects upon behavior remain unresolved, media
content cgnhot be taken for granted. Perhaps future research
could dlese ways in which the media could be utilized to

promote an effective criminal justice system. Given an

A

.-
-y

perception of risk and severity of punishment through mass media

o

ﬂi'publibity tactics may possibly enhance the justice systems

ability to effectively control crime; possibly it may not. Only _

future research in this area will provide evidence to this

effect.
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