What media customers wants

Research surveys and studies consistently show
that American’s biggest criticism of newspapers is
that they rarely admit they are wrong.

Readers sometimes find the news business to be
arrogant. They see it as unwilling to admit to er-
rors and complain that reporters make the news
rather than report it.

The public does not understand the media’s obses-
sion with infringing on some people’s right to pri-
vacy while protecting the privacy of others. Read-
ers also have a highly developed sense of fairness,
and are quick to pick up on stories with an agenda.

Some newspapers have a blatant disregard for old-
fashioned feelings. The public resents photos (and
articles) that show grief-stricken families. Readers
have sympathy for a person who, for no fault of
their own, is thrust into the news. Readers do not
like to see the actions of a few protesters given
front-page coverage while the opinions of the ma-
jority are given scant attention. The same can be
said for media outlets that push their own cultural
and moral agendas.

Readers understand how simple errors can hap-
pen. What readers cannot understand is the ex-
tremes to which reporters and editors will go to
keep from saying, “we were wrong.” What media
customers really want from their community me-
dia is sensitive, positive, unbiased news reporting.

Southwest Region News Service is a weekly edu-
cational news service highlighting MU Extension
programs and events with helpful, unbiased and
objective information specific to southwest Mis-
souri. You may subscribe for free to the to South-
west Region News Service by going online to:
http://extension.missouri.edu/greene.

What is the Community
Journalism Academy

Learn more about community journalism by
becoming a part of the Community Journalism
Academy organized by MU Extension in
Greene County and the Southwest Region
News Service. This program is a collection of
events, programs, resources and organizations
designed to develop community-minded citi-
zen journalists that understand media ethics.
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For more information contact
David L. Burton
University of Missouri Extension
833 Boonville, Springfield, Mo. 65802
Tel: (417) 862-9284
E-mail: burtond@missouri.edu
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HOW TO DETECT BIAS IN THE NEWS

Every news story is influenced by the attitudes and
background of its interviewers, writers, photogra-
phers and editors. Most news bias is not deliberate,
but media experts are tuned in to the following fac-
tors that allow bias to "creep in" to the news:

1. Bias through selection and omission. An editor
can express a bias by choosing whether or not to
use a specific item. Within a story, some details
can be ignored, others included to give readers or
viewers an opinion about the events reported.
Only by comparing news reports from a variety
of outlets can you observe this type of bias.

2. Bias through placement. Where a story is
placed influences what a reader or viewer thinks
about its importance. Readers of papers judge
first page stories to be more significant than those
buried in the back. Similarly, television and radio
newscasts run stories that draw ratings first and
leave the less significant for later.

3. Bias by headline. As the most-read part of a
newspaper, headlines can convey excitement
where little exists. They can express approval or
condemnation. They can present carefully hidden
bias and prejudices.

4. Bias by photos, captions and camera angles.
Pictures can flatter a person or make them look
unpleasant or silly. Which photos a newspaper
chooses to run can heavily influence the public's
perception of a person or event. On television the
choice of visual images is often more important.
Captions and the narration of a TV anchor or re-
porter are also potential sources of bias.

5. Bias through use of names and titles. In many
places around the world, one person's "terrorist”
is another person's "freedom fighter."

6. Bias by choice of words. The use of positive
or negative words with a particular connotation
can strongly influence the reader or writer.

QUESTIONS TO ASK THE MEDIA

Media have power in setting cultural guidelines and
in shaping political discourse. It is essential that
news media are challenged to be fair and accurate.
Here are some questions to ask yourself about
newspaper, TV and radio news.

Who are the sources?

Be aware of the political perspective of the sources
used in a story. Media rely on official (government,
corporate and establishment think tank) sources. To
portray issues fairly and accurately, media must
broaden their spectrum of sources.

From whose point of view is news reported?

Political coverage often focuses on how issues af-
fect politicians or corporations rather than those
directly affected. For example, economics coverage
usually looks at how events impact stockholders
rather than workers or consumers.

Are there double standards or stereotypes?

Do media hold some people to one standard while
using a different standard for others? For example,
does coverage of women on welfare focus on Afri-
can-American women, despite the fact that the ma-
jority of welfare recipients are not black?

What are the unchallenged assumptions? Is there
a lack of context?

Often the most important message of a story is not
explicitly stated. For instance, in coverage of women
on welfare, the age at which a woman had her first
child will often be reported—the implication being
that the woman's sexual "promiscuity" was responsi-
ble for her plight. Sometimes, stories dance around
the real issues, never tackling the difficult subjects.

Is the language loaded?

When media adopt loaded terminology, they help
shape public opinion. For instance, studies show the
national media is more likely to identify conservative
politicians as such but rarely use the term “liberal” to
identify those politicians who are. The same type of
language issues appear with other topics, like abor-
tion, where the groups titles bounce between pro-life
and anti-choice to reference the same group.

Do the headlines and stories match?

Usually headlines are not written by the reporter.
Since many people just skim headlines, misleading
headlines have a significant impact. A classic case: In
a New York Times article on the June 1988 U.S.-
Soviet summit in Moscow, Margaret Thatcher was
quoted as saying of Reagan, "Poor dear, there's noth-
ing between his ears." The Times headline: "Thatcher
Salute to the Reagan Years."

Are stories on important issues prominent?

Look at where stories appear. Newspaper articles on
the most widely read pages (front pages and the edi-
torial pages) and lead stories on television and radio
will have the greatest influence on public opinion.

For more on this subject see brochure on
Media Bias Research, contact

University of Missouri Extension at
(417) 862-9284 to obtain a copy.




