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This study investigated the functional role changes of American newspapers 

in the second half of the twentieth century. Grounded on the libertarian and social 

responsibility theories, this study examined the role changes of the contemporary 

press from traditional and progressive perspectives. In probing the conventional traits 

of the contemporary press, we traced the changing patterns and trends of news values 

in terms of news-gathering routine and presentation style, in order to evaluate the 

journalistic role conceptions of “neutral and timely disseminators.” In measuring the 

progressive aspects of the modern press, next, we investigated the scholarly claims 

that the contemporary journalism has been progressively interpretative.  
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Findings indicated that the role of the contemporary dailies as timely 

disseminators has continuously waned with the decline of reportage on the immediate 

past, while the journalistic contention of the press as a neutral transmitter has been 

consistently violated by source bias, topic bias, and geographic bias, without any 

significant changes during the last five decades. The data, however, revealed the 

evident shift of the contemporary press from descriptive toward interpretative 

journalism with the growth of participant-interpretative analysis which mainly 

concerns the reflection of social accountability.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

The press has played a variety of roles in the history of American journalism. 

Over different time periods, the general trajectory of message content has been from a 

partisan to a neutral perspective (e.g., Carey, 1969; Picard, 1985; Schiller, 1979; 

Schudson, 1978). While such changes historically have taken place slowly and 

steadily from century to century, however, recent turbulence in the media industry has 

driven professional communicators to exercise a multitude of innovative experiments 

within the past few decades. For instance, turmoil in politics since the 1950s has 

brought about a progression of investigative and adversarial journalism (Protess et al., 

1991; Weaver, 1975). The 1960s and 1970s experienced new waves of literary, 

precision, underground, and advocacy journalism in accordance with the eruption of 

various social movements (Culbertson, 1981; Folkerts & Teeter, 1994; Meyer, 1973). 

The eroding confidence of the declining readership toward the press also has 

prompted the rise of civic/public journalism in 1990s’ newsrooms (e.g., Black, 1997, 

Charity, 1995; Rosen & Merritt, 1994).  

 In the wake of such movements, it is debatable whether the traditional legacy 

of the press as a “neutral distribution network” remains intact. Do media today 

present the identical performance of what they did several decades ago? Is objective 

reportage still an impregnable tenet among news people? Or have these movements 
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brought about subtle changes in the conventional norm of news-making policy during 

the past fifty years? What are the distinctive features of journalism in our age?  

In addressing the functional role of mass media in American society, a great 

number of scholarly writings have documented their dynamic features with a wide 

variety of academic constellations; numerous findings commonly indicated that the 

media undertake multi-faceted tasks, described by adjectives such as “interpretative,” 

“investigative,” and “adversarial” (e.g., Blumler et al., 1992; Protess et al., 1991).  

Many of the earlier works, however, grapple with some weaknesses in 

discussing the media performance from an integrative perspective, in spite of their 

significant contribution to the communication discipline. First, it is undeniable that 

there has been certain favoritism among media scholars to explain the transcendent 

characteristics of contemporary journalism through the examination of political 

coverage. On this issue, a substantial body of literature provides abundant evidence as 

to how media organizations filter, construct, and transmit political messages in their 

own ways (e.g., Bennett, 1992; Just, Crigler & Buhr, 1999; Orren & Polsby, 1987; 

Patterson, 1993). In practice, journalism literature on press performance has largely 

benefited from studies by political scientists and political communication scholars, 

who view politics as one of the most compelling factors for depicting the expressive 

attributes of media operation (e.g., Lang & Lang, 1983; McCombs & Shaw, 1978; 

Noelle-Neumann, 1973). Such a trend even contributed to triggering the emergence 

of civic/public journalism in the late 1980s and early 1990s. Although the advocates 

 2 



in this province are hardly categorized as political scientists, it seems obvious that the 

rise of civic/public journalism was generated chiefly by journalistic dissatisfaction 

with the press’s political coverage—in particular, the coverage of the presidential 

election campaigns—and the decline in voter participation during political elections 

(e.g., Charity, 1995; Merritt, 1998; Rosen, 1996). Put this way, it is arguable that 

recent academic heritage has enjoyed few efforts from an apolitical approach to 

reviewing press performance. Of course, the journalism discipline has largely 

benefited from many landmark studies that have granted insightful observations on 

the complex operation of media companies. In her noted work, Making News, 

Tuchman (1978) identified the news as a social construction of reality, and 

recognized the media organization as its symbolic manufacturer. After his ten years 

of research on a handful of major media organizations, Herbert Gans (1979) 

concluded that journalists defend the economic, political, social, and cultural 

hierarchy in American society. In an even more radical approach, Altschull (1984) 

viewed the current media as a commercial, political agent that deliberately 

disseminates the capitalistic ideology of the ruling class. Most of these studies, 

however, have elucidated the nature of news and the characteristics of media 

agencies, using humanistic perspectives derived from authors’ intuition and 

observation. In addition, very few subsequent efforts have been made to modify those 

cornerstone studies. By contrast, political communication studies have made a 

strenuous effort to discuss the functioning of the press by means of hypothesis testing 
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and replication using social science methods (e.g., Iyengar, Peters & Kinder, 1982; 

McCombs & Shaw, 1972). 

 Around this issue, recent academic inquiries on individual journalists’ role 

perceptions provide a solid opportunity for conjecturing about the overall 

performance of the current media. Researchers in this area believe that understanding 

the philosophies of newsworkers contributes to analyzing their general practices (e.g., 

Akhavan-Majid, 1998; Wu et al., 1996; Zhu et al., 1997). In fact, newspeople’s 

professional values have been a good index to gauge the intrinsic features of the U.S. 

media in comparison with other nationalities. For instance, American journalists show 

a strong preference for the role of the “disseminator,” rather than that of “interpreter.” 

Many studies also reveal that the role of “dispassionate messenger” dominates 

American news professionals’ minds. Within the dispassionate transmitter, more 

specifically, the sub-roles of “watchdog” and “investigator” have championed the top 

positions among professional communicators for at least a quarter of a century (e.g., 

Johnstone et al., 1972, 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986, 1996). By contrast, their 

colleagues in Germany and Sweden stress the “analysis” role (Fjaestad & Holmlöv, 

1975; Köcher, 1986), and newsmakers in China and Russia put greater emphasis on 

the “agenda setter” (Chen et al., 1998; Wu, Weaver & Johnson, 1996).  

  Even given this research, it is still difficult to make connections between 

journalists’ attitudes and their behaviors. Regardless of the rich amount of relevant 

data, foregrounding the ideas of the news professionals on the media’s function limits 
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the discussion of news content. Since organizational, institutional and ideological 

pressures frequently intervene in the news-making process of individual journalists 

(Altschull, 1994; Gans, 1979; Schudson, 1978; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996), one must 

ask to what extent the news people’s role definitions affect the storylines.  

 A wide variety of dissimilar yardsticks and indexes among scholars for 

measuring reporters’ value systems also hinders the researchers in this field from 

reaching a solid agreement on how to discuss their findings. In analyzing 

newspeople’s role concept, some scholars identify the journalist’s job of “educator” 

as “informant” (Köcher, 1986) while others label it “instructor” (The Commission on 

Freedom of the Press, 1947; Fjaestad & Holmöv, 1976). Similarly, some classify the 

“interpretative” function of the media as one of the intrinsic functions in traditional 

journalism (Culbertson, 1980) while another approach views that as a prerequisite for 

a “socially responsible press” (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986). Regarding the claim that 

interpretative stories frequently connote “opinion” or “point of view” (Patterson, 

1993), which conventional journalism avoids publishing or printing, however, a more 

clear-cut categorization is necessary for future study in this field. 

 Finally, the brief tradition of literature on journalists’ belief systems makes it 

difficult to observe, in detail, the changing patterns, if any, from a longitudinal 

perspective. Even though the pioneering research in this discipline had already been 

conducted in the late 1930s (Rosten, 1937), systematic studies with larger samples 

were not launched until the mid-1970s (Johnstone et al., 1976). Given this situation, 
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scholars have suffered from a lack of research data to compare recent journalists’ role 

perceptions and those of their forebears in pre-1970s eras. 

 Nevertheless, this study takes the literature on journalists’ role orientation as a 

good starting point for canvassing the big picture of media performance. Since media 

personnel’s beliefs on their professional practice could provide a critical peephole to 

reflect the overall operation of mass media, the current study put special emphasis on 

their attitudes toward their role conceptions. The methodological strength which 

studies of journalists’ beliefs system hold gives us another reason to advance our 

research in such a way. While conventional studies on media content tended to limit 

their discussions in certain areas with individual theories, journalists’ perception 

research attempted to cover this issue on a macro level using broad range of 

attitudinal clusters (e.g., neutral, interpretative, adversarial). In proceeding with our 

present research project, we expect that the integrative performance of the 

contemporary press might be explored best within those broadened frames.  

 

The primary purpose of the current study is to map the “functional locale” of 

contemporary journalism. More specifically, this research will examine the 

expression of journalistic roles and philosophies in the news stories appearing on the 

front pages of major newspapers. In order to satisfy this research goal, we will trace 

the changing patterns and trends of central “news values” during the latter half of the 
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twentieth century, and outline the distinctive performance of the press by featuring its 

developing traits.  

By and large, the research inquiries branch into two parts. First, we seek to 

test the validity of the journalistic proposition to act as a “neutral” and “speedy” 

press. As briefly mentioned earlier, the American press has played multiple roles 

under various social conditions. A number of scholarly writings in recent memory, 

however, repeatedly indicated that American newspeople consistently place greater 

emphasis on the neutral manner of news transmission in a speedy way, for which 

many scholars trace their theoretical orientation from the libertarian theory (Janowitz, 

1975; Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986). Indubitably, conventional 

journalism has constantly emphasized its role as a “public servant” who seeks the 

truth and reports the ongoing social affairs in an impartial mode. The search for 

objectivity and the separation of fact from opinion has been, consequently, the main 

reason for the existence of the press (Janowitz, 1975).  

In more detail, we intend to assess the degree of neutrality of the media on the 

level of the “new-gathering routine” and the “presentation style.” For the news-

gathering practices which are used to develop the story, we will probe the realms of 

“source,” “topic,” and “geographic” distributions. For presentation style, we will pay 

attention to the techniques of writing and production in terms of soft news (narrative) 

vs. hard news (inverted pyramid) leads.  

 7 



 Concurrently, we expect to probe whether the conventional wisdom of the 

“timely disseminator” for dailies retains its merits. Needless to say, transmission of 

information in a “quick” mode is one of the core values that have comprised news 

production. Frequently associated with the issue of “timeliness,” this value has been 

perceived as the most vital one for the press’s survival and success in modern times 

(Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). Despite its significance in news making, however, very 

few researchers have brought into question the subtle working of this news value in 

contemporary dailies that have waged fierce wars of speedy transmission against 

electronic media. Certainly, the technological evolution in transmitting, printing and 

transporting the news during the last few decades has put the issue of timeliness both 

in positive and negative ways. On the one hand, the time gap between the occurrence 

of an event and its production as an account has been dramatically reduced. In this 

way, the newspaper industry has been enabled to deliver even late-night bits and 

accounts to readers’ breakfast tables by extending its deadlines. Speedy distribution 

of yesterday’s events, on the other hand, has exacerbated fomented ethical issues such 

as sensationalism and incorrectness. With respect to this, Rosen and Taylor (1992) 

argue that journalists must strengthen and improve their objectivity and willingness to 

experiment on issues of import rather than simply report on incidents that encourage a 

“feeding frenzy.” To many, however, it appears that the doomed battle against the 

news flash has inspired newspapers to focus less on spot news. Rather, papers have 

made their narratives richer by adding more news analysis (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; 
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Donovan & Scherer, 1992; Hallin, 1996). Regarding all these contradictory claims 

surrounding “timely dissemination,” we want to observe the way in which newspaper 

organizations orchestrate their own responses to these challenges, and fine-tune their 

own adjustments to the new environment.  

  The next concern challenges a broader level of inference. Half a century ago, 

the initial alarm from the report by the Commission on Freedom of the Press (1947) 

signaled the lack of diversity in media for accommodating different public voices. 

Under the Hutchins Commission’s definition as the “agencies of common carriers,” 

the media were expected to vitalize public participation by listening to and conveying 

a wide variety of voices from top to bottom in the society, and to provide a “full, 

truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day’s events in a context which 

gives them meaning” (p. 20). Later labeled as “social responsibility theory” by 

Siebert, Peterson and Schramm (1956), this report came to be one of the central 

philosophical pillars for academicians to evaluate the role orientation of working 

journalists (Culbertson, 1980; Janowitz, 1975; Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & 

Wilhoit, 1986). Despite its anxious suggestions for a sound and reliable press, 

however, few efforts have been made to speculate on the report’s impact on reporters’ 

daily practices.1  
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craft the news agendas. 



In retrospect, social responsibility theory has been consistently challenged as 

to its viability, applicability and feasibility, among journalism practitioners and 

academicians (Desmond, 1947; Hartung, 1981; Lambeth, 1986; Picard, 1985; Udick,  

1994). For some, the theory is considered to be appropriate only in the classroom and 

not the newsroom because of the lack of practical guidelines (Altschull, 1994). For 

others, the potential of the theory to impede the freedom of the press provides another 

reason to overlook its philosophical contribution (Merrill, 1974). When the utility of 

the social responsibility theory has been tested, therefore, the major attention of 

communication scholars has been centered on analyzing the reactions from media 

professionals (Anderson, 1975; Maupin, 1978; Thurston, 1979; Vold, 1999). 

Otherwise, the historiographic approach has been privileged in evaluating the 

scholarship on social responsibility theory. (Blanchard, 1977; McConnell, 2000). 

Such a tradition of research, then, obliges us to reflect on the impact of social 

responsibility theory on news content within the territory of social science.  

  The second inquiry arises at this point: How well have the media produced  

high quality information and discussion? To what extent has the press harmonized the 

libertarian and the social responsibility theories in its practice? And how can the press 

performance in contemporary journalism be evaluated through the eye of social 

responsibility theory?  

While our earlier inquiry on the functioning of a journalistic medium as a 

neutral and timely disseminator reflects on press performance within the framework 
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of “functionalism,” the second pair of queries presents the challenge of illuminating 

the nature of its role characteristics through a “normative” outlook. As Altshcull 

(1994) indicated, social responsibility theory is firmly grounded in the utilitarianism 

in which “moral” accountability enjoys its supreme virtue. Since the utilitarianism 

aims at the implementation of moral justice in real life which secures the greatest 

pleasure to the greatest number, it is assumed that the press, in the utilitarian view, is 

asked to execute more “active,”  “progressive,” and “participant” performance on 

behalf of social and political justice.  

The tradition in journalists’ role perception studies identifies the participant 

(Johnstone et al., 1976) and interpretative (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986) journalists as the 

beneficiaries of the social responsibility theory. Using these adjectives, likewise, we 

intend to label the substantial practice of social responsibility theory as “participant-

interpretative” journalism, and to assess the extent to which it has been manifested 

within contemporary journalism. For deepening the insights of our inquires, however, 

we advance to scrutinizing the interpretative mode of contemporary news coverage 

by dividing the analytic news account into “reactive” and “reflective” categories, each 

of which holds different roots in philosophical orientations. We identify the reactive 

interpretation (analysis) as the spin-off of neutral journalism, while we view the 

reflective interpretation as an offshoot of social responsibility theory. Similarly, we 

believe that the longitudinal pictures of the perspectives in source, topic, and 
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geographic distribution will provide supplementary material for characterizing the 

extent of participant coverage with greater verification.  

The discussion in the present dissertation will proceed in two ways. The first 

is descriptive and the second is inferential and more normative. The descriptive thrust 

of the study is to provide the first longitudinal picture of journalistic practices in 

news-gathering and presentation style, over the fifty years from 1950 through 2000.  

The inferential goal of this study is twofold. First, this work attempts to draw 

some inferences about certain professional norms of the press as news-making 

organizations. In this respect, we expect to explore the distinctive features of 

journalism today, within which newsmakers are situated to exercise their 

occupational norms. In general, the journalistic norms that guide the selection and 

production of news-making are made explicit and related again to more general 

propositions and assumptions. For example, if interpretative coverage is 

chronologically ascendant in recent dailies, is it simply because the issues are 

growing in complexity? Or, as some argue, is it a predestined route the papers must 

travel for their survival within the new environment against the challenge by 

electronic media? We believe that examining the connections across relevant 

variables would help to build much solid explanation in response to such inquiries.  

In a second attempt at inference, this study will suggest some normative 

implications which assess the patterns in press coverage during the last five decades. 

As a catalyst in democratization, the press is thought to provide an intelligent account 
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of daily events and to facilitate public dialogues among varying opinions. Deeply 

grounded in such a thesis, we will discuss our findings with an evaluative account in 

the last sector of the study.  

 

  The methods for demonstrating mediation in this study are both longitudinal 

and cross-sectional. Unlike some early works, this study does not confine the news 

topics to certain areas such as political events, crimes, accidents and so on (Barnhurst 

& Mutz, 1997). Instead, we extend the coverage to all the news topics printed on the 

front pages of the selected newspapers. In consideration of geographical distribution 

in the sampling, three prestigious papers, the New York Times, the Chicago Tribune 

and the Los Angeles Times, from east, central, and west-coast areas, have been 

selected. Due to their agenda-setter position among myriad papers in America, it is 

expected that the outcome will contribute to outlining the general performance of the 

print media in the U.S. The research content-analyzes six independent random 

samples drawn at ten-year intervals beginning in 1950—shortly after the release of 

the Hutchins’ report—and ending in 2000.  

  The next chapter is comprised of four parts. First, I will briefly review the 

historical role shift of the American press from the colonial era to the present. Next, I 

move to report the presentation of news professionals’ role perceptions in recent 

years. Then, I reflect on the major normative theories of the press—libertarian and 

social responsibility theories, which sustain the philosophical pillars of neutral and 
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participant-interpretative journalism, respectively. Finally, I present a substantial 

quantity of literature that helps us establish our research questions and hypotheses. 

All of these four intellectual perspectives on journalism, each of which is detailed in a 

voluminous literature, are combined together to inform this dissertation’s examination 

of the evolution of these historical, social, psychological and philosophical strands in 

the published work of major news organizations during the final half of the twentieth 

century.  
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Chapter 2: Theoretical Approach 

 

In the beginning were the noisy newspapers that sounded the alarms 
and helped mobilize the population during the break from Britain. 
They were followed by commercial journals for the trading class and a 
party press dependent on political patrons. Abolitionist papers argued 
the case against slavery. In the 1830s, the penny press found a mass 
circulation and an entertaining formula for a bustling commercial 
society. The so-called yellow press followed, including the legendary 
swagger of William Randolph Hearst—a political figure as much as a 
publisher. In the twentieth century, the professional model remade 
American journalism by emphasizing objectivity and the separation of 
fact from opinion. Starting with radio’s arrival in the 1920s, broadcast 
journalism emerged with the power to assemble a vast audience 
copresent in time. Then the professional model was itself remade with 
the growth of an adversarial mentality after Vietnam and Watergate 
(Rosen, 1999, p. 185-6). 
 

1. Historical Trends of Role Shifts2 in the American Press 

1. Opinion Molder — The Partisan Press (Pre1830s)  

The initial identity of the American press was indisputably that of the 

political/ideological messenger. Before the American Revolution, news from 

overseas was the staple of the colonial newspaper. This news dealt mostly with wars 

and politics. However, as the colonies began to move toward war with England, the 

colonial press focused on supporting party principles, promoting political ideals, and 

influencing public opinions (Sloan, Stovall, & Startt, 1993). This shift in the role of 

journalism continued to influence U.S. newspapers from the period of the American 

Revolution to the nineteenth century.  
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2 Some address these as the cultural changes of the press (Waisbord, 1996).  



During this time, political leaders began to employ newspapers as their major 

weapons to fight the battles that presently developed along the new Federalist versus 

Republican alignment (Mott, 1962). Sponsored and subsidized by political parties and 

politicians, the press became propaganda vehicles, which conveyed their affiliates’ 

ideas, creeds, and beliefs. As a party spokesman, the press comprised a central part 

of the political system (Schiller, 1979; Sloan, Stovall, & Startt, 1993). Since the 

partisan press tended to be quite volatile, aggressive and intolerant toward its 

adversaries, some scholars refer to this period as the “dark age” in American 

journalism history (Mott, 1962). 

In this era, circulation was limited to the mercantile and political elites due to 

the high cost of the paper. Paper circulation, ranging from a few hundred to a 

thousand or more, was community-based, and journalists often were regarded as 

opinion leaders or moral leaders of the community (McConnell, 2000). Not 

surprisingly, a master printer ordinarily was expected to publish and edit a newspaper 

himself. Publishers were primarily printers and collectors of news — not its 

producers or creators (Folkerts & Teeter, 1994; Mott, 1962).  

 

2. Commercial Entertainer —  The Penny Press (1830s to 1880s) 

The birth of the New York Sun in 1833 was a revolutionary chapter in 

American journalism. Following the earlier failures by several pioneers, the 

successful launch of the penny press by the Sun triggered the rapid conversion of the 
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costly product into a public commodity. According to Schudson (1978), penny papers 

“made their way in the world by seeking large circulation and the advertising it 

attracted, rather than by trusting to subscription fees and subsidies from political 

parties” (p. 128).  

The advent of the penny press was historically meaningful in two ways. First, 

it signaled the onset of the commercial sheet age, which defined the concept of the 

news in a totally different way. Since the penny papers intended to reach the very 

depths of the social state, the content became more direct and sensational. Human-

interest stories such as crime, romance, gossip, and entertainment supplemented the 

highly political messages on the front page (Schiller, 1979). To some journalism 

historians, however, the penny press holds its historical significance because it 

brought the affairs of ordinary people into the media spotlight.  

[F]or the first time, the newspaper reflected not just commerce or 
politics but social life. To be more precise, in the 1830s the 
newspapers began to reflect, not the affairs of an elite in a small 
trading society, but the activities of an increasingly varied, urban, and 
middle-class society of trade, transportation, and manufacturing 
(Schudson, 1978, p. 22-23). 
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On the other hand, the penny press, regardless of its intention, prompted the 

gradual demise of the partisan press. The penny papers represented a new medium 

that radically shifted the “economic infrastructure of newspapers from political 

patronage to marketplace competition” (Folkerts & Teeter, 1994, p. 136). At the same 

time, the identity of the press changed from “view” papers to “news” papers 

(McConnell, 2000). By 1880, one fourth of the newspapers were listed in the 



directories as “independent,” “neutral,” or merely “local,” and by the 1890s the 

number of non-partisan papers had reached one-third of all newspapers (Mott, 1962; 

Sloan, Stovall & Startt, 1993). At this point, it is important to note that “independent” 

did not necessarily denote neutrality or objectivity in coverage. Rather, it meant 

freedom from the constraints of a particular party.  

The penny press stood at the center of the skyrocketing circulation era. When 

the New York Herald was founded in 1835, its circulation ranged around 15,000. 

Twenty-five years later, the Herald printed about 60,000 papers for its readers (Sloan, 

Stovall, & Startt, 1993). The New York Sun, The Boston Daily Times, The Baltimore 

Sun, and other city-based papers enjoyed similar trends. In response to the growing 

size and complexity of the media organization, hierarchical classification inside the 

newsroom was rapidly promoted. Newspaper editors created new staffing patterns, 

and publishers hired managing editors and reporters. The increased use of the by-line 

increased the importance of the reporter, and journalists were much better educated 

than they had been formerly (Mott, 1962).  

Technology boosted the collection of news as well as its printing and 

distribution. Faster presses and the telegraph, as well as new modes of transportation 

like steamships and the railroad, fostered faster, more timely news (Folkerts & Teeter, 

1994; Shaw, 1981). The inverted pyramid reporting style3 appeared to deliver the 
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3 In his book, “Just the facts: how “objectivity” came to define American journalism,” Mindich (1998) 
states that the model of an inverted pyramid in news reporting was created by the Civil War 
communiqués of a non-journalist, Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton. Stanton used this format for the 



news briefly and effectively in this new milieu (Gersh, 1993; Mindich, 1998). The 

press came to take the shape of a “mass.” 

The role of reporters at the end of this era was much closer to that of their 

descendents today. It is hard to identify the specific role of the press, however, since a 

wide variety of types of content and publishing format co-existed. No prototype 

dominated the market, and papers were conducting numerous experiments to survive 

and succeed in the market. On one hand, some newspapers still behaved as educators 

and opinion leaders. On the other hand, others, as entertainers and informants, 

endeavored to transmit intriguing social issues in a speedy way. The press was still 

searching for the optimal model that would suit a rapidly changing society.  

 

3. Entertainer vs. Informant (1890s to World War I) 

In the late 19th century, industrialization and urbanization were dramatically 

changing the world that the press was reporting. In 1860 only about a fifth of 

Americans lived in urban places. By the 1890s, this number had increased to a third 

due to the large wave of immigrants who had flocked to major urban centers (Sloan, 

Stovall, & Startt, 1993). Soon after, big cities became battlefields among major 

newspapers for the expansion of their readerships. Joseph Pulitzer’s World and 

William Randolph Hearst’s Journal stood at the center of this war. With their heated 
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first time when he wrote the dispatch of the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in 1865. According to 
Gersh (1993), however, this inverted pyramid had been used already in the Civil War, when “telegraph 
lines often cut transmissions in progress” (p.22).  



competition in New York City, the World and the Journal were bolstering “yellow 

journalism” with colored ink, cartoon strips, scandal stories, and political intrigues.  

In the midst of the battleground, the appearance of the New York Times ignited 

the moral war of so-called “information journalism” against yellow journalism. 

Indeed, this was the kind of newspaper that Adolph S. Ochs apparently envisioned 

when he purchased the near-bankrupt New York Times in 1896. Ochs differentiated 

the Times’ news coverage by setting standards of objectivity, accuracy, and fairness 

that had never before been achieved in American journalism (Schudson, 1978).  

Reporters, in this period, began to see themselves as scientists uncovering the 

economic and political facts of industrial life. Such a tendency derived from the 

progressive reformers’ belief that the scientific method offered the best way to 

replace “ceremonial loyalties to parties and private interests with a new professional 

purpose and civic responsibility” (Sloan, Stovall, & Startt, 1993, p. 312). After 1900, 

the common belief among journalists was that being a professional meant being 

objective, fair, accurate, and balanced in reporting and editing. Of course, these 

values contributed to bringing professional uniformity to journalism (Glasser, 1992; 

Schiller, 1979).  

This era was also the age of the muckraking journalism that was an 

“instrumental part” of the Progressive movement in the early 20th century (Protess et 

al., 1991). Since this unprecedented decade of disclosure affected a deep impact on 

the public’s life, it was called the “golden period of public service journalism” 
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(MacDougall, 1982, p. 227). This new trend of reporting matched well with the 

philosophy of the libertarian press of the Enlightenment— to discover and 

disseminate “truth.” It also meant the conversion of the partisan press to a mass press 

and the separation of fact from opinion in news stories.  

Clearly, journalists came to serve an important “public relations function for a 

profession seeking to legitimize its role as the arbiter of information” (Sloan, Stovall, 

& Startt, 1993, p. 312). As spectators rather than as participants, journalists 

passionately searched for raw accounts of news.  

 

4. Paradox: Public Utility and Business—Entrepreneurial  (World War I to the 

1950s) 

The growth of newspaper chains had become a major trend during and after 

World War I. Following the growth patterns of American cities and other industries, 

newspapers had seen a dramatic jump in their size and numbers. In 1900 only eight 

groups controlled 27 newspapers representing ten percent of the nation’s total daily 

circulation. By 1910 there were a dozen chains, and the number of papers owned by 

chains had doubled. In the next decade, which included the war, many new chains 

were established, and the number of papers owned by chains had doubled again. By 

1935, 63 chains owned 328 newspapers representing 41 percent of the daily 

circulation (Mott, 1962; Sloan, Stovall, & Startt, 1993).  
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Growing ownership concentration elicited increasing criticism from various 

sectors of society during the period between the world wars. When the Hutchins 

Commission first met in the early 1940s, its members agreed that chain ownership 

predominated in the press, and that journalism’s role was to provide an open forum.  

In this era, the perceptions of journalism responsibility reflected Americans’ 

concerns for preserving the status quo, serving society, and securing economic 

prosperity. The dichotomy between the perceived evils of big business and the 

virtues of serving society became a staple in the portrayals of journalists in popular 

culture. During the Depression, as the economy collapsed, and unrest overseas 

intensified, journalism became considered increasingly a bulwark of democracy 

(McConnell, 2000).  

On the other hand, the increasing complexity of the economic, social, and 

international news forced journalists to retreat somewhat from practicing the ideal of 

purely factual news. Reporters began to interpret facts, which led to the inclusion of 

editorials in news and feature departments. In enacting the “Canon of Journalism” in 

1923, the American Society of Newspaper Editors (ASNE), noted that  

[T]he primary function of newspapers is to communicate to the human 
race what its members do, feel, and think. Journalism, therefore, demands 
of its practitioners the widest range of intelligence, of knowledge, and of 
experience, as well as natural and trained powers of observation and 
reasoning. To its opportunities as a chronicler are indissolubly linked its 
obligations as teacher and interpreter (cited in Mott, 1962, p.726).  
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This introduced a long-standing debate over the primary role of the press in a 

democratic society. Indeed, debate over the question of privileging “interpretative” or 

“neutral” reporting was common among newspeople throughout the 1950s.  

 

5. Contemporary Journalism: Detached or Values-laden?  (1960s to the Present) 

 The radical changes surrounding the media industry in the recent era evoked 

deepest concerns both for communication theorists and for practitioners on pondering 

the location and the role of the press in American society. Throughout the entire 

1960s and early 1970s, Americans experienced a dramatic change in their value 

systems, and rebellion and experimentation occurred in journalism as well as in other 

aspects of American public life (Folkerts & Teeter, 1994). In this period, journalists 

also witnessed their work growing more aggressive and investigative with regard to 

governmental misdeeds (Weaver, 1975). Following the turmoil inside and outside the 

newsroom, the news outlet has progressively shifted away from “episodic” to 

“thematic,” from “descriptive” to “analytic,” or from “event-centered” to 

“interpretative” reporting (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; Hallin, 1996). Such a trend 

gained widespread appeal among journalists especially during and after the Watergate  

coverage4 (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; Weaver, 1975).  
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4 In Zelizer’s (1992) view, the substantial role change in American media has occurred since the 
Kennedy assassination. According to her content analysis, journalists have employed individual, 
organizational/institutional, and structure-of-profession memory systems to perpetuate their versions of 
the assassination narrative and their role as its authoritative retellers. This kind of mechanism emerged 
as central in establishing and perpetuating journalists as authoritative spokespersons for the story of 
Kennedy’s death (pp. 12-13).  



As to this phenomenon, Tom Rosenstiel, media writer in the Los Angeles 

Times, complained that “the idea of straight reporting is giving way to something 

else. Many of the nation’s newspapers are shifting uneasily toward a new era of 

subjectivity” (cited in Hallin, 1996, p. 231).  

 

Looking into the marketplace within media sectors, the rapid growth of the 

television industry cast an ominous shadow over the newspaper market. Equipped 

with speedy motion pictures, broadcast media have steadily and consistently 

encroached on the readership of newspapers. Additionally, the explosive spread of a 

new electronic medium—the Internet—has driven the papers to reconsider their 

conventional way of production and transmission of news.  

Accelerating media conglomeration also prompted media professionals to take 

a wary look at their professional status as free and independent communicators of 

news. Given the gloomy environment, critical approaches have refuted the view of 

the contemporary media as an independent agent, committed to discovering and 

reporting the truth. Instead, the critics lamented that the mass media manipulate the 

news in such a way as to support the status quo and fortify the prevailing ideology 

(e.g., Tuchman, 1972; Gans, 1979; Gitlin, 1980; Donohue, Tichenor & Olien, 1995).  
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2. Journalists’ Role Concepts in Recent Years  

1. History of Individual Journalist Studies 

Individual journalists have not been very attractive to media scholars as a 

research subject in journalism (Ettema, Whitney & Wackman, 1992). The traditional 

scholarship presents the convergence of mainstream approaches into two primary 

areas of study which focus on “structure” and “effect.” Many scholars still believe 

that personal values in news reporting have a minimal influence on the media and 

continue to list them at the bottom of the “hierarchy of influence” on media outlet 

(Shoemaker & Reese, 1996). Accordingly, the major claims have stressed that 

organizational, institutional and ideological constraints may negate the influences of 

personal attitudes, values, and beliefs in news product (Wu et al., 1996). In a certain 

sense, therefore, individual journalists have been perceived as news laborers and 

craftspeople rather than as news reporters (Carey, 1969).  

The earliest recognition of the necessity of measuring the opinions of political 

journalists was made in the late 1930s. Rosten (1937) presented detailed information 

on the social composition of the Washington press correspondents, their news sources 

and their attitudes on important issues in contemporary politics and journalism. 

Several studies followed (Cohen, 1963; Kerrick, Anderson, & Swales, 1964; Pool & 

Shulman, 1959), but news people generally did not attract serious attention among 

media scholars until the 1970s.  
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In 1976 Johnstone, Slawski, and Bowman (1976) published a milestone study, 

The News People in this area. Focusing primarily on the idiosyncratic aspects of 

newspeople, for the first time they mapped out the comprehensive characteristics of 

American journalists. By conducting a nation-wide interview as part of their research, 

they dealt with a wide variety of information about journalists such as ethnographic 

features, education, job conditions, level of satisfaction, professionalism and so on.  

The road paved by Johnstone et al., has been repaved and widened by Weaver 

and Wilhoit (1986, 1996). Through repeated larger-scale surveys and interviews, they 

have contributed to deepening our understanding of American journalists, both from 

cross-sectional and longitudinal perspectives. These researchers’ strenuous efforts to 

probe the characteristics of individual journalists today provide cumulative and 

productive documentation in this field.  

Recent studies concerning individual journalists show that more specific 

research theses and topics are being generated and the range of topics varies more 

than ever. In general, the studies pertaining to news people might be classified into 

three phrases.  

The first area concerns the “descriptive” analyses that chiefly contain 

information on who the journalists are and what they do. A significant portion of this 

inquiry explores the personal backgrounds and demographic traits of individual 

journalists. The early works of Johnstone et al. (1976) and Weaver and Wilhoit (1986, 

1991) can be placed in this category.  
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The second area delves into reporters’ “ideological values” in reporting the 

news. While  “comprehensive” analyses occurred primarily in newsrooms during the 

1970s and 1980s, this approach emerged as an academic area of study in the early 

1980s. Interestingly, major attention has been placed on the investigation of the 

political ideologies of news workers (e.g., Gaziano, 1987; Patterson & Donsbach, 

1996). 

Heavily connected with the objectivity issue, those studies sought out the 

values of news reporters with respect to their professions and societal issues. Often 

the research questions were linked to investigating the suspected liberal bias of 

journalists by measuring their political voting behaviors (Lichter & Rothman, 1981), 

political leanings (Parsons, 1976) and perceptions regarding general social issues 

(Henningham, 1995, 1998). The major findings reveal that journalists are more liberal 

than the public and that they hold more progressive and egalitarian views compared 

to their audiences and readers. Inspired by those outcomes, several researchers tried 

to determine the empirical connections between journalists’ liberal-tilted ideologies 

and their reflections in the news products (Bergen, 1994). Due to the complexity of 

linking the liberal bias with the reportage, however, no solid findings uncovered the 

empirical connections between the ideological tilt of journalists and the potentially 

affected news outlet. This result brought about the inquiry shift into the next phase.  

Recently, examining the role orientation of working professionals has become 

one of the popular approaches in this field. The notable difference between this trend 
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and the previous studies is that, while the former measured the ideological tilt of 

journalists and its impact on news accounts, the latter concentrates on reporting the 

general role performances of news people (e.g., Wu et al., 1996; Zhu et al., 1997; 

Akhavan-Majid, 1998). Frequently related to the libertarian and social responsibility 

theories, the analyses of this approach trace the way in which journalists envision 

their roles in society (Gade et al., 1998).  

 

2. Role Definitions of the American Journalists  

When researching the Washington correspondents, Cohen (1963) explained 

the journalists’ activities in terms of an antagonism between the diplomatic policy 

officials and the reporters. He observed that the press could play one of three roles 

with respect to the conduct of foreign policy: the observer, participant or catalyst.  

Serious speculations, however, surfaced in the 1970s with the Johnstone team. 

In a separate chapter of their publication, Johnstone et al. (1976) showed deeper 

concerns over journalists’ professional values in newsmaking. They stated that the 

definitions of journalistic responsibility divide the journalists into “neutral” and 

“participant” groups. Neutral journalism depends on libertarian-oriented journalism; 

participant journalism, on socially responsible journalism. The two groups achieve 

responsible journalism differently: the first, by adhering to norms of objectivity and 

factual accuracy; the second, by involving journalists actively in social affairs. In 

their findings, it was asserted that neutral journalists were more likely to be from 
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small towns and have little social contact with other journalists; participant journalists 

tended to be from large cities and have extensive social contact with other journalists.  

Burgoon et al. (1983)’s study also reveals what thoughts the news workers 

held in perceiving role of the media in the 1980s. By comparing the role perceptions 

between readers and newspeople, they concluded that journalists placed greater 

importance on their watchdog and investigative roles while their readers counted 

“providing local information” as the most critical. Unlike Johnstone et al. (1976), 

however, they did not find any remarkable differences between reporters and editors 

or supervisors in ranking professional values. Both groups of journalists rated the 

investigative and interpretive functions of the press more highly than its record-

keeping function.  

Two follow-up surveys by Weaver and Wilhoit between 1982 and 1992 

provided more data to understand the similarities and differences in journalists’ role 

orientation during the previous decade (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986, 1996). In both 

studies, they added questions about the adversarial relationship between media and 

government/businesses, and identified a perceptual system of media roles with three 

distinct dimensions: a “disseminator” role, an “interpretative” role, and an 

“adversary” role. Their results showed that little had changed in the ways that 

journalists thought of their work in the twenty-year time span since Johnstone et al.’s 

initial study. According to them (1996), “getting information to the public quickly” 

(69%) and “investigating government claims” (67%) held the greatest importance 
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among news workers. Even though the response rate for “extremely important” had 

dropped a bit from Johnstone et al.’s data, the watchdog role was still ranked at the 

top on the list. Interestingly, the ranks of the “getting information to public quickly” 

and “analyze complex problems” reversed order. Another remarkable phenomenon is 

the outcome that the number of journalists who consider seriously the functions of the 

press for discussing national policy declined from 55% in the 1970s to 39% in the 

1990s. Contrary to the researchers’ expectations, however, journalists did not rank the 

adversarial role highly (21%). One of the distinguishable things in their work is that 

they categorized the combination of “watchdog” “interpretation” and “timely 

discussion” role as the “interpretive/investigative” function, which most American 

journalists were found to perceive as an essential of journalistic life.  

Journalists’ role perceptions can be divided again in accord with the 

institutional characteristics of their organizations. For example, John Bare (1998) 

expanded the work of Weaver and Wilhoit (1986) by adding three types of civic 

journalism measures in his research: “personal public journalism” (journalists’ 

attitudes regarding their personal duty to solve community problems), “community 

trust” (journalists’ faith in community leaders to solve local problems), and 

“institutional public journalism” (journalists’ attitudes regarding their newspaper’s 

duty to solve community problems). Then, he conducted research surveys in two 

traditional newspapers (the Raleigh News & Observer and the Omaha World-Herald) 

and a public journalism newspaper (the Wichita Eagle). What he found was that the 
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investigative/interpretive journalistic role was dominant at the conventional 

newspapers, while the institutional public journalism role was dominant in the 

public journalism newspaper. 

Investigating the relationship between journalists’ role perception and their 

job satisfaction contributes additional data to understand the traits of news content in 

contemporary media. For example, in their 1976 study, Johnstone and his colleagues 

found that journalists oriented toward neutral professional values were often more 

satisfied with their jobs than were those committed to participant journalistic values. 

Weaver and Wilhoit’s 1986 study also bolsters the Johnstone team’s finding. 

Journalists who strongly endorsed the adversarial role of journalism reported less job 

happiness than those who felt strongly about the importance of the disseminator role 

of the mass media. The 1980s’ journalists still ranked as primary the neutral 

disseminator role.  

While many of the previous studies used frontline news-workers as subjects, 

Akhavan-Majid (1998) examined the opinions of daily newspaper editors on press 

performance and job satisfaction. The findings verified that editors who place a high 

level of emphasis on activist values were those with lower levels of satisfaction. In 

contrast, the global interpreters and disseminator role definitions presented 

significant positive correlations with the level of job satisfaction.  

All of the literature on journalists’ role definition commonly reveals that 

American newspeople put much emphasis on the traditional function of the press by 
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focusing on timely dissemination and investigation of news accounts. In 

dissemination, the speedy transmission of information stands at the top of their 

professional lists. Simultaneously, the investigation of government claims, as an 

overseer/watchdog, constitutes another concern. Many studies, however, found that 

journalists, by and large, reject going beyond their traditional role. Neutral rather than 

participant, investigative rather than adversarial, ranked as major concepts among 

them when they were asked to state their journalistic preference.  

 

3. International and Cross-National Studies  

How would the role of the American press be defined compared to the press in 

other countries? While many studies have addressed American journalists’ role 

perceptions, little is known about journalists in other countries. Although their 

philosophical goals for public services do not differ dramatically from those of 

American journalists, several studies point out that the different historical, cultural 

and social contexts of these journalists result in different perceptions of their roles.  

When Johnstone et al. published their work in 1976, two Swedish scholars 

released another study on their domestic press (Fjaestad & Holmöv, 1976). As a 

government-sponsored project, Fjaestad and Holmöv investigated how the Swedish 

journalists envisioned their role by developing ten role indices, from which they drew 

three general functional descriptions: a “participant” press based on watchdog and/or 

social responsibility concepts, a “neutral” role with emphasis on objectivity, and 
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“political partisanship.” Their findings indicated that the participant role was the one 

most endorsed by Swedish journalists. Indexed as “control of local government,” nine 

of ten (92%) said it is “important” or “very important” for the press. “Providing the 

forum” (84%) was the second-ranked role in the responses. Interestingly, the 

perceived role of “educator” was ranked third, and normative indexes such as 

“political campaigning” (no data) and “political mobilization” (35%) did not draw 

much attention from the Swedish journalists.  

Another study comparing British and German journalists provides additional 

knowledge on the similarities and differences among Western European journalists. A 

German communication scholar, Köcher (1986) interviewed British and German 

journalists in order to examine their role perception, professional motivations and 

evaluation of the norm of objectivity. He found that German journalism traditionally 

places high value on “opinion” and less on “news.” British journalism, in contrast, 

sees itself particularly in the role of “transmitting facts” like the neutral reporter in 

American journalism. According to Köcher, British journalists concentrate more on 

the “research phase” (the channel role—within which the reporter sees himself or 

herself as a neutral reporter of events and a mirror of the public’s thinking) while the 

German journalists stress the “analytical phase” (advocacy role).  

Channel roles include that of a “neutral reporter” who mirrors public opinion. 

On the other hand, advocacy roles include those of “a spokesman for the underdog,” 

“a proponent of new ideas,” and “a guardian of democracy.” In particular the greatest 
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difference in the respective views of their roles taken by British and German 

journalists came from the responses about the role of the journalist as an “instructor” 

or “educator.” British journalists at 74% strongly identified with the role of the 

journalist as “knowledge transmitter,” compared to only 16% of German journalists. 

Wu, Weaver and Johnson’s (1996) research compared the professional values and 

roles of Russian journalists to those of their U.S. colleagues. Interviewing and 

surveying more than 1,000 journalists from both countries, the research team 

employed categories of three key journalistic roles—the “timely disseminator,” the 

“interpreter,” and the “adversary.” Their findings showed that the disseminator role 

was the dominant one endorsed by U.S and Russian journalists, followed by the 

interpretive role. However, Russian journalists put great emphasis on the role of 

media as an “agenda setter” for political affairs. While only 4.5% of American 

journalists considered this role important, more than half (53.2.%) of the Russian 

journalists’ responses marked it as crucial. The researchers assumed this was an effect 

of Russian national tradition, which codes “elite journalists [as] members of the 

intelligentsia, and therefore are independent social leaders” (p. 538). In addition, 

Russian journalists showed deep concerns about the “development of public interest” 

(48.2%) unlike their colleagues in the U.S. (18.4%). The watchdog role was ranked 

lower for Russian journalists (37.1%) while this item was considered one of the most 

important for the U.S. professionals (66.7%). Such a phenomenon occurred 

repeatedly when Russian journalists were asked to rank the importance of “setting a 
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political agenda.” In conclusion, the researchers observed the traits of the role of 

“agitator” in Russian journalists, and concluded that active roles dominate the 

Russian journalists’ role perceptions.  

Investigating the popular role perceptions of journalists in China, Taiwan and 

the U.S., Zhu et al. (1997) found that media’s role as an “information provider” was 

the most popular and least controversial across all three societies. The view that the 

media should play a role of “interpretation” was also very popular among the 

Mainland Chinese journalists, but much less so among the U.S. and Taiwan Chinese 

journalists. Analyzing the different responses regarding the perception of 

“interpretation” among the three countries, Zhu and his colleagues concluded that 

societal factors such as the political system play a central role in distinguishing 

Mainland Chinese journalists from the U.S. and Taiwanese journalists.  

 

4. The Weak Link of Journalists’ Beliefs and Their Behaviors  

While investigating individual journalists’ role perceptions has a 

comparatively rich tradition, linking their beliefs with their behaviors has received 

much less attention. As two of the pioneers in this arena, Pool and Shulman (1959) 

explored the potential effects of journalists’ behaviors by their fantasy references to 

people’s expected reactions. In the era when the beliefs in powerful media effect 

obsessed communication researchers’ minds, Pool and Shulman intended to test their 

assumption that communication effect does not occur in a unilateral way from media 
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to audience, but the audience also affects the communicator. Grounded on the 

“reference group phenomenon” theory, they attempted to demonstrate that the 

audience as the reference group also affects the newspeople’s news writing. Their 

findings revealed that good news tended to elicit images of supportive persons; bad 

news, images of critics in reporters’ own minds. Where the images elicited were 

congruent with the kind of news, the reporting was more accurate than where the 

images were incongruent. Even though Pool and Schulman’s study pioneered the area 

of exploring the relationship between journalists’ cognition and their behaviors, 

however, their research area was primarily confined to psychological scholarship of 

dissonance and incongruence theory. 

Several other studies also examined the effects of reporter attitudes toward a 

news source. Kerrick, Anderson and Swales (1964) experimented to determine 

whether the news writing and editorial writing are affected by the writer’s attitude 

and by certain properties of the situation. The major dependent variable in these 

experiments was the balance in news or editorial writing, where balance is considered 

the inclusion of value statements contrary to the dominant theme. What they found 

was that the writers slant their news stories in the direction of a biased event. The 

writer whose own attitudes conflicted with the bias used few of the facts which 

supported his own point of view. In general, however, writers tended to neutralize the 

event, and to select out of available statements a higher proportion of neutral 

statements than of biased statements or facts.  
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Like his forebears, Drew (1975) also attempted to explore psychological 

pressures on the reporter in a theoretical framework of balance theory and social 

perception. He examined the reporter’s attitude toward his source, his expectation of a 

future meeting with the source and the type of story he writes. Like many previous 

research outcomes, he revealed that reporters’ attitudes toward the source seemed to 

have little impact on news stories or editorials.  

In 1977, Stark and Soloski took on the challenge of asking how a reporter’s 

attitudes affect performance in covering a controversial news event. In their research, 

they established a hypothesis of examining the relationship between a reporter’s 

neutral or participant bias and the story produced, and a reporter’s attitude toward a 

news event—including the source—and the story produced. To test their hypothesis, 

they examined reporters in Iowa who were exposed to a controversial issue.5 

According to them, reporters who feel that the press should play an active role tended 

to write stories which the judges felt did more than just present the facts. Judges 

indicated that the majority of stories produced by high participant reporters included 

analysis and/or interpretation of the event. Judges also indicated these stories tended 

to be the least objective from among the three different functional orientations. 

Neutral-oriented reporters, the judges believed, produced, overall, the lowest-ranking 

stories on the basis of the attributes used. The highest–rated stories, the judge 
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believed, tended to be produced by reporters with a low-participant orientation. Based 

on their research result, Stark and Soloski called into question the previous research 

that attitudes have little or no effect on the stories produced.  

In exploring the substantial linking of journalists’ beliefs-behaviors 

relationship, Bergen (1994) examined newsworkers’ philosophical underpinnings and 

their best work (e.g., Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). She wondered if there exists a direct 

link between what a journalist believes are important roles for the press to pursue, and 

how that journalist actually behaves when creating a news story. In her assumption, it 

was not improbable that a journalist who endorses the disseminator role (believing 

that the role of the press should be primarily to report the facts in a timely manner) 

will also write objective or neutral stories devoid of analysis or interpretation. She 

designed to examine the direct relationship between journalists’ role orientations and 

the content of their best stories, to see if journalists who said certain roles were 

important for the press to pursue were more likely to include evidence of those roles 

in their stories. In order to take an integrative approach to examining the influences of 

journalists’ beliefs on stories, Bergen content-analyzed 131 newspaper stories 

submitted by respondents in Weaver and Whilhoit’s (1986) study as examples of their 

best work.6 Her finding presented the result that journalists’ role orientation was not 

directly related to their outputs. She found, however, that the overall proportion of 
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stories containing evidence of disseminator, interpretive and adversarial roles was 

similar to the proportion of journalists who said those roles were extremely important. 

A critical drawback of her research is, however, the external validity of the research 

samples, since she drew her conclusion from participants’ best writings instead of 

actual content.7  

Fico’s (1982) study reveals another outcome. In his research, Fico identified 

four distinct groups holding “role self-concepts”—neutrals, translators, participants, 

and “weak role” (no real role orientation). He found that journalists who subscribed to 

a particular role tended to use a higher number of sources in the stories they produced 

about the legislature, but journalists who did not identify strongly with any role self-

concept used fewer sources. The use of sources was influenced even more by the 

journalist’s perception of what his editor wanted—a perception directly influenced by 

the constraints of the organization.  

Even though a few studies have successfully demonstrated a substantial link 

between individual journalists’ thinking and writing, most failed to provide powerful 

evidence of a congruence of individual journalists’ attitudinal and behavioral 

consequences. In other words, the research tradition in this field indicates that the link 

between the verbal expression of attitudes and beliefs and the actual behaviors is less 

than perfect—and frequently weak.  
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Furthermore, the mixed orientation of several role perceptions among 

individual journalists makes it difficult for researchers to establish simply a linear 

relationship between newspeople’s behaviors and their attitudes. For example, in the 

particular case of journalists’ role conceptions, Weaver and Wilhoit’s (1986, 1996) 

survey data over the years consistently demonstrate pluralistic views. A majority of 

journalists endorse both the traditional information-disseminator role of journalism 

and the interpretative role. In fact, such a finding already has been reported by the 

Johnstone team (1976) a quarter century ago. On this issue, the survey outcomes from 

Chan, Lee and Lee (1996) also suggest that journalists in Hong Kong do not fall 

neatly into either of Johnstone et al.’s or Weaver and Wilhoit’s dichotomous schemes. 

Given these intertwined beliefs, it becomes even more important to focus on 

these roles from another vantage point—that is, to map these roles and at least in a 

preliminary way to explicate these roles in terms of the trends over the last half of the 

twentieth century that are reflected in actual behavior, e.g., the stories showcased by 

journalists on the front pages of major newspapers. In this respect, the present study 

intends to establish a major contribution to expanding our understanding of journalis- 

tic roles through its use of an alternative research method, i.e., content analysis.  

Next, we will examine the features of neutral/information disseminator 

journalism and participant-interpretative journalism, before discussing the 

characteristics of contemporary journalism. Such literature will provide a productive 

key to advance the research inquiry deeper into the field.  
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3. The Neutral/Information Disseminator and the Participant-interpretative 

Journalism  

A number of research surveys on journalists’ role orientation provide the 

similar and recurred outcomes that American reporters and editors in recent years 

have placed great emphasis on the watchdog role, neutral transmitter, and timely 

disseminator. By contrast, interpretation and analysis still seem to be a secondary 

goal for them (Burgoon et al., 1983; Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986, 

1996; Wu, Weaver & Johnson, 1996; Zhu et al., 1997). Such a phenomenon is more 

obvious when American journalists’ role perceptions are compared to those of 

European journalists (Fjaestad & Holmöv, 1976; Köcher, 1986; Wu, Weaver & 

Johnson, 1996).  

Remarkably, much of the research on how journalists envision their roles in 

society is framed within the libertarian and the social responsibility theory (Johnstone 

et al., 1976; Gade et al., 1998). For example, many scholars trace the theoretical 

orientation of the “watchdog” role and “quick dissemination of fact” from the 

libertarian theory, while the press’s “interpretation,” “analysis,” and “advocacy” 

functions are frequently associated with the viewpoints of the social responsibility 

theory (Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986, 1996).  

Indubitably, the ultimate role of the media in a democratic society is to uphold 

democracy and enable it to flourish. The philosophical foundation indicates, however, 

that libertarianism and the social responsibility thoughts do not share the same values 
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in practicing democratization (Udick, 1994). Primarily based on a libertarian 

approach, for instance, conventional journalists limit the principal goal of the press to 

delivering the facts, even though the media generally do a fair job in setting the public 

agenda. Contrariwise, participant journalists, chiefly influenced by the social 

responsibility theory, pursue the active involvement of newsmakers in the public’s 

decision-making, i.e., public opinion (Green, 1992).  

In spite of the rich tradition to evaluate journalistic role perception in terms of 

libertarian and social responsibility theories, few efforts have been conducted to 

expand this formula for measuring the priority of news content. Relative to this issue, 

some media critics argued the necessity for further studies to vitalize social 

responsibility theory in the newsroom and the classroom (e.g., Janowitz, 1975).  

Prior to evaluating the functional role changes of contemporary media in 

terms of libertarian and social responsibility theories, this study will define 

libertarian-oriented journalism and social responsibility theory-oriented journalism as 

“neutral/information disseminator” and “participant-interpretative,” respectively. 

Before characterizing the neutral and the interpretative journalism, I will briefly 

review their theoretical rationales—the libertarian theory and the social responsibility 

theory.  
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1. The Libertarian Theory  

Its [libertarian theory] greatest defect has been its failure to provide 
rigorous standards for the day-to-day operations of the mass media—
in short, a stable formula to distinguish between liberty and abuse of 
liberty. It is vague, inconclusive, and sometimes inconsistent. Its 
greatest assets, however, are its flexibility, its adaptability to change, 
and above all its confidence in its ability to advance the interests and 
welfare of human beings by continuing to place its trust in individual 
self-direction (Siebert, 1956, p. 71).    
 

A libertarian press concept is generally traced back to England and the 

American colonies of the seventeenth century (Merrill & Odell, 1983). Giving rise to 

the libertarian press theory were the philosophies of Milton’s “self-righting process,” 

Locke’s “popular sovereignty,” and Mill’s “marketplace of ideas.” Since they 

proclaimed certain inalienable individual rights including the freedom of the press, 

the details were worked out and put into practice in the eighteenth century. This 

concept of a libertarian and unhampered press as a means of protecting public 

interests was widely accepted as a major tenet of Western society during and after the 

nineteenth century (Pickard, 1985).  

In the libertarian framework, the underlying purpose of the media is to help 

the public discover “truth,” to assist in the process of solving political and social 

problems by presenting all manner of evidence and opinion. Its primary idea states 

that “democracy is nurtured and furthered when an informed citizenry make wise 

judgments in choosing their government representatives” (Altschull, 1994, p. 139). 
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Clearly, the essential characteristic of this process is the press’s freedom from 

government controls or domination.  

According to Siebert, Peterson and Schramm (1956), libertarianism demands 

two duties of the press: to serve as a watchdog, as an “extralegal check on 

government,” and to serve as an “instrument of public education,” since the success 

of democracy is posited upon an intelligent and informed electorate.  

During the past century, the press has been consistently struggling to establish 

the libertarian principles of freedom. Newspapers, particularly, have waged a battle 

against attempts by the state to restrict their functions and limit their status. With the 

establishment of a theoretical basis for the modern concept of freedom of expression, 

therefore, the press developed what has been called “the theory of objective 

reporting” to fulfill its function as an “information medium.” This theory was largely 

acclaimed in the United States as a unique contribution to journalism during the first 

quarter of the twentieth century (McConnell, 2000; McQuail, 1994).  

Paradoxically, it is argued that the libertarian theory was substantially viable 

and useful to the public before the beginning of the Industrial Revolution era in the 

late nineteenth century (Severin & Tankard, 1997). Since then, the mass circulation, 

as an outlet for commercial information, “altered the nature of the marketplace of 

ideas by making the press’s major role that of a marketplace of goods and services” 

(Picard, 1985, p. 14).  
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2. Neutral/Information Disseminator Journalism 

Grounded in the libertarian theory, neutral/information disseminator 

journalism has emphasized the function of the “public servant” who seeks the truth 

and reports the ongoing social affairs in a neutral manner to the public. The search for 

objectivity and the separation of fact from opinion is, therefore, the main reason for 

the existence of the press (Janowitz, 1975). In neutral journalism, newspeople 

maintain a relationship of “detachment” and “neutrality” when handling 

information, because by overstating the natural reality of events, the press might fall 

into the “sin of the sensationalism” (Johnstone et al., 1976). Put this way, the strict 

adherence to newswriting conventions such as the inverted pyramid and news 

judgment provides the primary canon for a detached and neutral journalism (Argyris, 

1974).  

Transmission of information in a “quick” mode is another chief pillar that 

underpins neutral/information disseminator journalism. Frequently associated with 

the issue of “timeliness,” this has been perceived as one of the most critical roles that 

journalists consider (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). Interestingly, the number of 

journalists who rank the delivery of speedy information at the top of their role 

perceptions is increasing. In 1971, around half of the respondents (56%) gave their 

highest value on the questionnaire to “getting information to public quickly.” After a 

twenty-year time span, the percentage rose to 69%, and the choice became number 

one (Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). Contrary to the conventional belief that harsh 
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competition with electronic media has led newspaper reporters to devote themselves 

to focusing on analytic, interpretive phases, reporters responded that they still have 

been, and are more than ever, fervently coping with their deadlines.  

Finally, investigative reportage, in particular on political affairs, comprises 

the major component in information disseminator/neutral journalism. Since the 

libertarian view considered the government to be corrupt, inefficient and a secret 

agency of hiding the truth, conventional journalism has tried to step closer to the 

governmental offices (Graber, 1993). This kind of journalism is often linked as 

central to the “fourth estate” spirit, that monitors government actions by scrutinizing 

the powerful (including government officials). Investigative reporting inevitably 

evokes the model of an autonomous watchdog press that has informed modern 

Western journalism (Waisbord, 1996). In this perspective, the new wave of 

“adversary journalism” and “muckraking journalism” in the 1970s is deemed not to 

hold rationales dissimilar from those of the traditional.  

It looks obvious that contemporary journalism plays the role of watchdog 

satisfactorily. According to the data released by Gallup, substantial portions of the 

public’s views converged with journalists’ beliefs on this subject. For example, the 

1986 and 1989 polls showed continued strong public support for the press’s watchdog 

role, despite eroding public confidence in the media in general (Times Mirror, 1986, 

1989).  
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3. The Social Responsibility Theory  

In contrast to the laissez-faire posture of a libertarian press, a socially 
responsible press is defined as having a positive duty to exercise 
freedom of expression (Lambeth, 1986, p. 6-7). 
 

Press critics, since the turn of the twentieth century, have become increasingly 

concerned about the concentration of ownership, the responsibility shown by 

publishers and broadcasters, and by government management of the news. Growing 

ownership concentration, coupled with sponsorship control of the networks, elicited 

even greater criticism from various sectors of society during the period between the 

World Wars (e.g., McConnell, 2000; Mott, 1962; Sloan, Stovall, & Startt, 1993). 

During and after Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency, administrative agencies had 

flooded news agencies with information, and some publishers, such as Henry Luce, 

feared that the government, not the press, was controlling the news agenda. After 

World War II, publishers became increasingly concerned about freedom around the 

world and the lack of access to necessary information (Folkerts & Teeter, 1994).  
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In 1946, the Hutchins Commission was established with the financial support 

of Henry Luce. Financed through a $215,000 grant from Time, Inc., and 

Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc., the commission was headed by Robert M. Hutchins, 

then president of the University of Chicago, and was composed of seventeen men, 

including four foreign advisors. The commission conducted interviews with more 

than 225 members of industrial, governmental and private agencies that were 

connected with the press. The report, A Free and Responsible Press, released a year 



after, however, revealed that the opinion of the Hutchins Commission was different 

from that of Henry Luce.  

Through extensive investigation and interviews with the leading members of 

industry, government, and private agencies concerned with the press, the commission 

spelled out its view that there was a clear danger in the growing restriction of 

communication outlets and general irresponsibility in many areas of American 

journalism. The members were concerned that media owners would exclude political 

views contrary to their own, and that commercialization would undermine responsible 

reporting. The commission offered the ominous warning that, “If they [the agencies 

of mass communication] are irresponsible, not even the First Amendment will protect 

their freedom from government control” (p. 80). In its recommendations, then, the 

commission suggested that the agencies of mass communication accept the 

responsibilities of “common carriers” of information and discussion.  

The primary spirit of the commission’s report derives from five standards of 

media performance required of a free and responsible press. First, the press needs to 

provide a “full, truthful, comprehensive and intelligent account of the day’s events in 

a context which gives them meaning.” Second, the press should serve as a “forum for 

the exchange of comment and criticism.” Third, the press is urged to offer a 

“representative picture of constituent groups of society.” Fourth, the press is expected 

to present and clarify the “goals and values of society.” Finally, it must provide “full 

access to the day’s intelligence” (pp. 20-21). In their suggestions, the Commission 
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argued that mass communication agencies are the most powerful educational 

instruments, and they must assume a responsibility like that of “educators in stating 

and clarifying the ideals toward which the community should strive” (p. 28).  

According to Merrill (1989), the significance of the Hutchins Commission’s 

report lies in its recognition of media responsibility as a social concept rather than a 

personal one. Before the Hutchins Commission, media responsibility had been 

assumed to be “something that was somehow automatically built into a libertarian 

press” (p. 68). Similarly, Siebert, Peterson and Schramm (1956) address that for the 

first time in journalism history the social responsibility theory posited the importance 

of “positive freedom” (freedom for) in the practices of the press. While the libertarian 

theory primarily focused on “negative freedom,” which rejects any interference or 

restrictions by the government, the “positive freedom” in the social responsibility 

theory emphasized the ultimate goal of the press: vitalizing the participation of the 

public by listening to and conveying a wide variety of voices from the top to the 

bottom of the society. Such a concept gave social responsibility its “active 

connotation that changes the right of free expression from a natural right, as in 

libertarian theory, to a moral right, with the attendant quality of duty or obligation”  

(Thurston, 1979, p. 21). Merrill and Odell (1983) also view social responsibility as 

being of a “higher level, theoretically, than libertarianism—a kind of moral and 

intellectual evolutionary trip from discredited old libertarianism to a new or perfected 
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libertarianism where things are forced to work as they really should work under 

libertarian theory” (p.160).  

Adherents to the social responsibility tenets believe that the news and 

entertainment presented by the press should reflect a social “conscience.” 

Concurrently, media personnel should be participant in the political process, not 

merely reporters of the passing scene. As guardians of the public welfare, therefore, 

they are expected to spur political action when necessity prevails (Graber, 1993). 

The practical weakness of the Hutchins text is, however, that the theory left 

unspecified the source or direction of the journalists’ obligations (Altschull, 1994; 

Lambeth, 1986; Merrill, 1974). For example, Alschull (1994) criticized this liberal-

but-highly-conceptual idea for its lack of practical guidelines. The term social 

responsibility is “devoid of meaning” and its “content is so vague that almost any 

meaning can be placed on it” (p. 446). Likewise, Lambeth (1986) indicates that the 

theory does not give sufficient description of how the press is to embody its social 

task. In his words, hence, the theory “contains little that would assist individual 

journalists in daily ethical judgments they have to make. There is no general 

framework that can be applied to specific decisions” (p. 7).  

In contrast, Merrill (1974), like most media professionals of the time, was 

concerned that the doctrine would lead to restrictions on the press that would curb its 

freedom. Major criticism from this contingent centered on the section of the report 
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that implied the desirability of government intervention in cases of the press’s 

behaving irresponsibly (e.g., Stepp, 1990).  

 

4. Participant- interpretative Journalism  

Objective reporting has stripped reporters of their creativity and their 
imagination; it has robbed journalists of their passion and their 
perspective. Objective reporting has transformed journalism into 
something more technical than intellectual; it has turned the art of 
story-telling into the technique of report writing. And most unfortunate 
of all, objective reporting has denied journalists their citizenship; as 
disinterested observers, as impartial reporters, journalists are expected 
to be morally disengaged and politically inactive (Glasser, 1992, p. 
181). 
 

Participant-interpretive journalism seeks the active and progressive 

performance of the press in a democratic society. Reform rather than reflection, 

change rather than the status quo, top the list for participant-interpretative journalism, 

accordingly. In this view, the social responsibility theory provides the philosophical 

ground for moderate reformers by discussing the necessity of extending the press’s 

function on behalf of social and political change. While the libertarian press dedicates 

itself to seeking truth in freedom of expression, social responsibility theory imposes 

on the press the duty to be socially responsible. Although a diversity of concepts and 

thoughts are diffused among media scholars attempting to distinguish the progressive 

values from the traditional (Table 18), several perspectives share common values in  

defining participant-interpretative journalism.  
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several media scholars based on the dichotomous categorization of traditional and progressive mode. 



Table 1. Categorizing neutral/information disseminator and participant-
interpretative Journalism 
 
 Participant-interpretative 

Journalism 
Neutral/information 
disseminator Journalism 

        Mode 
 
Scholars 

Progressive Traditional 

Akhaban-
Majid (1990) 

Adversarial Watchdog Global 
interpreter 

Disseminator 

Gade (1985) Civic journalist Responsible 
liberal 

Neutral 
observer 

Concerned 
traditionalist 

Johnstone et 
al. 
(1976) 

Participant  Neutral  

Weaver & 
Wilhoit 
(1986, 1996) 

Interpretive  Disseminator Adversarial 

Culbertson 
(1980) 

Active Interpretation Traditional   

Fjaestad & 
Holmöv 
(1976) 

Participant 

journalist  

 

Political 
mobilization 
and political 
campaign 

Neutral  

Janowitz 
(1975) 

Advocate  Gatekeeper  

Köcher 
(1980) 

Advocacy 
Analytical 
Instructor 

 Channel  
Research phase 
Educator 

 

 
From left to right in the chart, the categories move along a continuum from the very 
progressive to the very traditional.  
 

First, there is a growing body of literature indicating that participant-

interpretative journalism entails active and creative performance by journalists in 

developing newsworthy information (e.g., Culbertson, 1980; Johnstone et al., 1976; 
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Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). The critical view holds that information is occasionally 

withheld by sources in neutral/information disseminator journalism. In participant-

interpretative journalism, however, journalists are expected to be actively involved in 

the news-gathering process (Altschull, 1984). In this way, the reporters must sift 

through the information for the real story and understand the event in context. 

Thematic-oriented rather than event-oriented, interpretative rather than descriptive 

reportage is, therefore, frequently expected in progressive journalism. According to 

the Johnstone team (1976), investigative, analytic, and interpretive reporting call 

for journalistic activities in which “the shape and character of the news are structured 

more by the efforts of the newsman rather than by those of news sources” (p. 117). In 

a certain sense, therefore, the journalists’ task must be extended to provide the 

background and interpretation necessary to give events meaning. 

Second, participant-interpretative news values involve “various angles” of 

media professionals in looking for the “alternative newsworthy.” While the above is 

primarily linked to the “attitude” and “perception” of a journalist in exploring news 

materials, this kind of practice is also involved in the  “manner” newspeople apply to 

approaching their story subjects. With regard to social conflict issues, for instance, 

participant-interpretative journalists attempt to control all aspects with “multi-

perspectival” approaches (Gans, 1979), since those all create “their own contribution 

to the definition of reality” (Janowitz, 1975, p. 619). Relative to this issue, the range 

of source diversity tends to be wider and broader. In fact, it has been strenuously 
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condemned that journalism has lost its ability to relate to a whole generation of 

citizens, especially the poor and working classes (Lambeth, 1998). The journalist, 

must, therefore, participate in the “advocacy process9” and try to resolve social 

conflict by effective representation of alternative definitions of reality. According to 

Janowitz (1975), the advocate press casts journalists as participants in social and 

political processes. The journalist highlights the barriers to socio-political change in 

contemporary society and the difficulties that certain segments of society have in 

achieving their legitimate self-interests. In doing so, the journalist becomes an 

advocate for those who are denied powerful spokesmen. In line with this perspective, 

many professional reports stressed the necessity of extending the function of the press 

into issues/matters of social and political change. For example, the Kerner 

Commission (1968), which investigated the causes of the tragic race riots of the 

1960s in order to prevent their recurrence in the future, gave explicit support to this 

trend. The Kerner Commission criticized the media on two counts: first, for its failure 

to give adequate coverage to the plight of minorities, and second, for its lack of 

editorial support on such issues.  

Third, participant-interpretive news values frequently preclude the quick 

transmission of “shallow” fact. Tracing certain issues with in-depth research over 

long time periods is, therefore, expected to offset the superficiality of traditional 
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in the last century as the news media have embraced objectivity and put their main emphasis on 
technical skills (e.g., Henningham, 1982). 



journalism. This type of news reporting calls for the use of social science, historical 

and other research techniques to unravel the causes, implications and meanings of 

events. The best work of such practices reaches the level of Pulitzer Prize journalism, 

which provides more than information (Charity, 1995). In this sense, journalists who 

practice such in-depth research are likely to be “educators” and “instructors” rather 

than mere “informants.” Sharing the fundamental philosophy of the Enlightenment, 

this kind of journalism endeavors to educate and instruct by “stating and clarifying 

the ideals toward which the community should strive” (Commission on Freedom of 

the Press, 1947, p. 28). Exposing the public to the inner truth of the life of a particular 

group, for example, may possibly elicit the gradual building of respect for that group 

as a consequence of that new knowledge.  

The attempts of the 1960’s New Journalism might be a good example in this 

sense. This movement aimed to avoid monotonous and univocal voices particularly in 

the print media, and strived for quality coverage by publishing in-depth reportage 

with vivid illustration of social conflicts (e.g., Franklin, 1996; Hartshorne, 1982; 

Herbers, 1994). In his renowned book, The New Journalism, Tom Wolfe (1973), one 

of the major promoters of this movement, explained that the exclusive reliance on 

official sources and the old writing formulas drove him to plunge into this new 
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terrain. Certainly, New Journalists10 endeavored to involve the reader “intellectually” 

with an emotional mode. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10 Tom Wolfe, Hunter S. Thompson, Gay Talese, Truman Capote, Norman Mailer, Jimmy Breslin, and 
Joan Didion are the writers most often referred to as the first practitioners of New Journalism. 
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4. Contemporary Journalism (1960s to the Present) 

So far, we have looked into the historical trends of role shifts in the American 

media, the role definitions of contemporary journalists, and the distinctive features of 

neutral/information disseminator journalism and participant-interpretative journalism. 

As a final task, prior to moving toward methodological discussion, we will introduce 

several literatures that provide a facet crucial to grasping the functional locale of the 

press. Based on their findings and implications, we intend to evaluate the role 

changes of the modern press on the levels of “news-gathering routine” and 

“presentation style.” While the arguments on new-gathering routine are chiefly linked 

to the issue of news perspectives in the selection process, the discussion on 

presentation style is mainly associated with the reporting mode of news events and 

the techniques of production. Both levels of discussion are expected to incorporate 

each other for better illuminating how well the contemporary media reflect the 

neutral/information disseminator and participant-interpretative news values in their 

performance. 

 

1. Studies on Routine Channels 

As will be discussed later, research on presentation style is mainly concerned 

with the journalistic voices embedded in the storyline. By contrast, studies on routine 

channels are heavily associated with the agendas of “perspective” and “bias” in news 

selection. In exploring the functional locale of the contemporary media, we attribute 
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the “new-gathering routine” to a pivotal navigator that steers the course of American 

journalism. Certainly, routine channel as a “news net” has been the most prominent 

field from which a great number of scholarly writings have attempted to investigate 

the quality and the characteristics of news content. In this way, routine channel has 

been a good starting point for media scholars to explore the nature of American 

journalism. In the present dissertation, we will evaluate the journalistic proposition of 

the neutral transmitter by examining the longitudinal diversity in source, topic, and 

geographic distribution. Additionally, we will probe the validity of “timely 

transmitter” by investigating the proportional changes of immediacy/currency in a 

sample of news accounts appearing on front pages during the last five decades.   

 

a. News Source. 

Several literatures suggest that news deviates from “reality,” since it reflects 

power and its reality more than it serves any “representative” function (Gans, 1979; 

Gitlin, 1980; Tuchman, 1978; Whitney et al., 1989). In regard to this inquiry, some 

researchers paid close attention to the mechanisms of news organizations largely 

reliant on official lines. In the early 70s,’ Sigal (1973) observed that more than half of 

the sources on the front page of the Times and the Post came out of routine channels, 

the category in which he grouped official proceedings, press releases, press 

conferences, and nonspontaneous events. He concluded that the press’s heavy 

dependency on official statements made through routine channels led journalists to 
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give these sources the power to frame much of their reality. Since Sigal’s finding, a 

great number of scholarly writings have confirmed the contemporary press’s strong 

preference for governmental sources, identified as “fact-value” (e.g., Hallin, 1996). 

For instance, an analysis of two randomly constructed weeks of 1979 and 1980 

newspaper news by Brown and her colleagues (1987) reported a very high degree of 

reliance on governmental officials. In a partial replication of the Brown et al. study 

concerning local and network television news, Berkowitz (1987) likewise explored 

high reliance on official and “affiliated” sources, though about a quarter of sources 

were not identifiable by affiliation. Whitney et al. (1989) also confirmed the validity 

of this formula by revealing the outcome that television network news tends strongly 

to favor established institutional sources, most especially governmental, military, 

political, business and professional sources. In examining the news coverage of 

conflict, Lacy and Coulson (2000) revealed that governmental and business sources 

dominated coverage of the Clean Air Act, while consumers and environmentalists 

were seldom used as sources.  

Regarding this issue, Hallin (1987) reported that news organizations keep a 

“special working relationship” with government officials, which dominates the day-

to-day practice of news, in spite of their “formal political independence” (p.11). 

Consequently, as critics say, news often becomes “what authorities and other 

institutional elites say it is” (Reese, 1990, p. 395). Such a “news net” (Tuchman, 
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1973), then, consciously or unconsciously excludes the appropriate presentations of 

plural voices and views of non-routine groups.  

In spite of the rich tradition in source analysis, there has been little systematic 

study which patterns journalists’ reliance on identifiable sources. Observing a lack of 

contradictory evidence on the dominance of official sources in media reportage, then, 

we assume the consistent favoritism of professional communicators with regard to 

official sources. Some studies in recent memory indicate a mounting spillover of 

editorial biases or an increase of journalistic opinions in news columns (Patterson, 

1993). Those research studies, however, do not provide any complete picture of 

source distribution within news accounts. Collectively taking all these findings, 

therefore, we do expect a persistent proportional reliance of journalists on official 

sources during the last five decades. 

 

b. News Topics 

Second, we view that examining the diversity of topics in chronological 

perspective may provide another aspect to understand the functional changes in 

conventional print media, if any. Truly neutral media concerns not only the manner or 

mode of coverage, but also matter the subject matter the media deal with. In 

consideration of the claims that conventional news reportage has limited itself to 

several major topics such as politics, government, crime, and the courts (Berkowitz, 

1990; McClellan, 1997), the diversification of news topics over a broad range is 
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considered to be “progressive,” “pluralistic” and “less-biased.” Around this issue, 

Lambeth (1998) complained that journalism has lost its ability to relate to a whole 

generation of citizens, especially the poor, racial minorities, unemployed and working 

classes.  

Interestingly, a recent study on television news topics shows that television 

newscasts place less emphasis on traditional, serious news from Washington, and 

more on user-friendly topics like health, the family, and consumer issues, with more 

feature reports than ever11 (Bae, 2000). For some critics, however, such a 

phenomenon is viewed as the shift away from traditional public affairs reporting 

toward sensationalism and human interest reporting (Feder, 1997; McCartney, 1997; 

Slattery et al., 2001). According to Slattery and his colleagues, for instance, 1996 

news content categorized as non-election public affairs coverage contained 

significantly higher levels of embedded sensationalism than similar content in 1968.  

In comparison to the television medium, however, very little is known about 

the trends in the print medium. A quarter century ago, Lindeborg et al. (1975) 

examined the topical news values reflected in newspaper content from 1950 through 

1970. What they found was that there had been no substantive alterations in 

newspapers to cover a wider range of topics for the two decades since 1950. Instead, 

they revealed that stories on crime, politics, science, the military, and a dozen other 

topical categories were close to claiming the same percentage of front-page space in 
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newspapers in the 1970s as they had in the 1950s. In consideration of the date of 

Lindeborg et al.’s publication, updated research is necessary to gauge the current 

diversification of topics in print media.  

In the present dissertation, we do not expect the identical performance of the 

newspaper industry in topic selection in comparison to that of television newscasts. 

However, even though some rank-shifts would be expected among minor topics, in 

general, it is assumed that the overall distribution of news categories during the last 

five decades would not have dramatically changed. Another reasoning on this 

expectation derives from the market milieu of the newspaper industry which enjoys a 

lack of head-to-head competition within its territories. Fewer newspapers are 

published today, and cities with competing dailies are rare and operate in monopoly 

markets (e.g., Busterna, 1988; Litman, 1988; Sumpter, 2000). By contrast, television 

news wages intense competition across local and national channels (Pope, 1999). 

Such a different setting, then, expectedly yields different newsroom cultures with 

respect to confronting changes in journalists’ professional norms. Unfortunately, 

however, no cross-industrial research has been conducted to compare the distinctive 

characteristics between the television and the newspaper industries in adapting 

environmental changes on working conditions. Our second proposal on the 

categorical changes from a longitudinal perspective, then, comes partially from such 

intuition above and partially from the findings of Lindeborg et al.’s (1975) study. 
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c. Geographic Distribution 

The geographic distribution of news coverage presents another challenge for 

critics toward the journalistic contention of neutral/information disseminator media. 

In fact, that American news does systematically deviate from reality or from some 

standard of accuracy has been a persistent theme in studies of the news (e.g., 

Berkowitz, 1987; Brown et al., 1987; Whitney et al., 1989).  

In his early study in the 1970s, Epstein (1974) suggests that the “geographic” 

bias in television news is more attributable to the networks’ having film crews and 

reporters already stationed in source cities. Thus, the “bias” of television news will be 

toward metropolitan centers which are routinely, predictably part of the “news net.” A 

content analysis of 360 national network newscasts between July 1973 and June 1975 

by Dominick (1977) also showed that two-thirds of the domestic news emanated from 

three places—Washington, D.C., California and New York, and fully half came from 

Washington. In an update of Dominick, Graber (1988) confirmed that the Pacific 

Coast and Northeast are overcovered, whereas the Midwest is the most undercovered 

in proportion to population.  

Whitney et al. (1989) also found that geographic bias operates both globally 

and nationally. An unexpected finding, however, was a decline by more than half in 

news emanating from Washington and a tripling of news from no single domestic 

location, in “news from nowhere” or, more correctly, news from everywhere. 

According to them, it may be intentional and deliberate on the part of the networks, 
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an explicit effort to broaden the definition of news and broaden its appeal to a 

demographically diverse audience.  

As with unbalanced portrayals of domestic affairs, researchers have suggested 

that media increasingly avoid presenting complex world problems pertaining to 

foreign and international affairs. For example, early studies indicated that 

international news coverage comprised almost thirty percent of the evening newscasts 

(Almaney, 1970; Weaver, Porter & Evans, 1984), but a more recent analysis found 

that that number has dropped to twenty percent (Kurtz, 1997). Studies conducted in 

the 1970s and 1980s also revealed foreign affairs coverage was routinely crowded out 

by major domestic events, and when foreign or international news was covered, it 

tended to be only when a story reached a crisis point particularly in the case of Third 

World nations (Almaney, 1970; Dahlgren & Chakrapani, 1982; Larson, 1977; Larson, 

McAnany & Storey, 1986; Semmel, 1976, UNESCO, 1980; Weaver, Porter & Evans, 

1984).  

In the present study, we examine such bias. A “geographic” bias suggests that 

U.S. media do not “represent” nations in their news items proportionately. As with 

case source and topic distribution, little is known about the patterns of geographic 

distribution in news accounts during the last five decades. This time, again, we do not 

find any literature which indicates noteworthy changes in geographic distribution in 

the news gathering routine. Such a fact, then, obliges us to expect stability of news 

values in their geographic emphases during the five decades.   
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d. Timeliness 

Getting information to the public quickly has been one of the major reasons 

for media to exist. In their comparative study of individual journalists’ role 

perception, Weaver and Wilhoit (1986, 1996) found that there has been a mounting 

concern among journalists regarding the function of timely disseminator since the 

1970s. For example, in 1971, when the Johnstone team (1976) launched their 

research, a slight majority (56%) of the respondents scored the timely disseminator as 

the main function for the media. In their 1982-1983 survey, however, Weaver and 

Wilhoit (1986) found a modest change in the contour of this role (60%). A decade 

later, when they conducted their second census on the same topic, seven out of ten 

journalists (69%) recognized this function as the top in their role list. Remarkably, in 

spite of high competition with electronic media, daily newspeople still gave their 

highest scores (70%) in considering this issue as the most important one.  

Shifting our concern on investigating the timeliness of news account in the 

last five decades, however, very few studies have focused on illuminating the 

proportional changes of currency and immediacy in the dailies’ news outlets. In 

examining the gatekeeping process in local television news, for instance, Berkowitz 

(1990) found that “timeliness,” together with “significance,” was most closely 

associated with the airing of stories. But little is known about the newspapers. Unlike 

the electronic media, in large, newspapers rarely publish the reporting they have 

gathered more than twice a day (Anderson, 1998). In other words, papers generally 
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publish the events which happened the day of or the day before their publication. 

Otherwise, they treat events in the immediate future, even though that does not 

happen frequently. Nevertheless, the fierce competition with electronic media has 

presumably prompted the dailies to focus more on interpretive, analytic, and in-depth 

coverage, which requires more of reporters’ time and energy. Despite individual 

journalists’ consistent beliefs in timely disseminator, this is why we believe there is 

occurring a gradual collapse of journalistic standards in publishing timely news 

accounts. In spite of its supremacy among other news values in the daily press, 

coverage on the “immediate past” is expected to decline as time goes by. In the next 

part, we will address the reason of this thinking in more detail.  

 

2. Studies on Presentation Style 

Scholars have used two different evaluative models to describe journalistic 

performance in the late twentieth century. The first model, mainly claimed by 

political scientists, characterizes the news outlet as adversarial and cynical toward 

governmental authority while the second view upholds the liberal criticism that 

perceives the media to be the guard dog and political instrument of power elites.  

For scholars who support the first model, adversarial journalism has been a 

pervasive phenomenon inside the newsroom since the eruption of the social 

movements in the 1960s (e.g., Benett, 1992; Orren & Polsby, 1987; Patterson, 1993; 

Huntington, 1981; Robinson, 1975, 1976). From the 1960 to the early 1970s, 
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Americans experienced a dramatic change in their value systems, and rebellion and 

experimentation occurred in journalism as well as in other aspects of American public 

life (Folkerts & Teeter, 1994). These movements had a profound impact on American 

institutions, and the media were no exception. As part of the heretical movement, 

journalism also came to be more aggressive and investigative with respect to 

governmental misdeeds (Weaver, 1975).  

Although the change was apparent in newsrooms and studios and extremely 

visible in the alternative press, the effects of ideological shifts in the 1960s on the 

corporate structure and the hierarchy of the media were minimal (Folkerts & Teeter, 

1994). Chain-ownership still controlled a great portion of the nation’s newspapers. 

Heavy reliance on few legitimated sources restricted journalists from representing a 

wide variety of public opinions (Sigal, 1973). Value-laden reportage with framed 

coverage occasionally distorted the nature of news, and journalists frequently 

excluded minorities’ voices from their stories (Gans, 1979; Gitlin, 1980). Such 

conditions provided the primary reasons for the strong doubt of liberal critics in the 

1970s concerning the ability of the press to perform a socially responsible job. In 

their view, the press was a medium for delivering the political concerns, agenda and 

hegemonic ideology of the dominant group (e.g., Curran, Gurevitch & Woollacott, 

1982; Herman & Chomsky, 1988).  

Despite the long-standing disagreement among media scholars on the nature 

of the American news product, however, there has been a growing consensus that 
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contemporary news reporting has altered its definition to deemphasize “events” in 

favor of news “analysis” unlike the predominant claims from individual journalists 

who secure the championing position of fact-oriented journalism with quick 

transmission.  

In his study of presidential election coverage, for example, Patterson (1993), a 

political scientist who mainly views the media as bloodhounds, observed such a trend. 

He found more than 90% of front-page election stories in the New York Times were 

descriptive in 1960, but that figure shrank as interpretive stories grew to more than 

80% by 1992. In a study covering a much longer period, Schudson (1982) found a 

similar pattern in press coverage of the State of the Union address. In very early 

reporting (1790 to 1850), coverage was more or less a stenographic record of the 

speech. Later coverage (1850-1900) consisted of a chronology with commentary on 

congressional routines. From the turn of the century onward, coverage included 

message content along with analyses of the political implications. In other words, “the 

reporting in each successive period became more interpretive” (Schudson, 1982, p. 

100). Another claim from Semetko et al. (1991) also confirms the “active” and 

“dynamic” press in setting political agenda. In their comparative studies of media 

roles between American and British elections, Semetko et al. (1991) found that the 

American press strives to maintain the “discretionary” power to play a more or less 

“interventionary” role in the structuring of campaign agendas. Likewise, Gandy 

(1982) has sought to go Beyond Agenda Setting in considering the “information 
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subsidies” by which powerful would-be newsmakers encourage the mass media to 

accept their version of public affairs. Such a trend is not far away from the recent 

academic approach of viewing the journalistic society as an interpretive community 

(e.g., Fish, 1980; Lindlof, 1988; Zelizer, 1992) where journalists are portrayed as 

“interpreters and mediators of a geographic community’s social context” (Berkowitz 

& TerKeurst, 1999, p. 130). 

What could possibly explain this trend against the claim of “neutral 

transmitter” by media personnel? One of the more persuasive and plausible 

explanations suggests that the fierce competition with electronic media, in particular 

television, has driven the newspapers to focus less on providing a timely account of 

current affairs, and to make their narratives richer by adding more news analysis 

(Donovan & Scherer, 1992). As to this, Barnhurst and Mutz (1997) state that:  

The most common, from journalists and historians, suggests that 
newspapers adapted to the new competitors by differentiating their 
products. With its capacity to outstrip the fastest presses, television 
crippled one of the newspaper’s legs—its ability to report events first. 
… If they could not scoop competitors with what editors call the “first 
day story,” which keeps the story alive and maintains its values in the 
marketplace, by telling the story better, with greater depth, 
explanation, and background (p. 46).  
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The quickly digestible narrative frames used on television news also may have 

helped move news practices toward interpretative and thematic coverage. In their 

effort to appeal to younger readers, therefore, newspapers have moved in the direction 

of commentaries and features which do not necessarily contain speedy information 

(Hallin, 1996). Around this issue, some point to news as having became progressively 



narrative along with the decline of the summary lead, and the ethics of journalism 

based on disseminating the facts has been seriously threatened (e.g., Fishkin, 1985; 

Just, Crigler & Buhr, 1999).  

In his research on trade journals, Shim (2002) provides substantial evidence 

on such a trend. He conducted content and textual analyses of professional 

communicators’ publications to examine how narrative news writing in contemporary 

journalism has struggled to gain legitimacy inside the newsroom. The findings 

indicate that mainstream discourses primarily have credited narrative journalism with 

being a stimulant for readership expansion while they deemphasized its potential to 

undermine objective reportage. Such discussion presents a radical transformation of 

journalistic society in tolerating the entry of literary technique into daily print 

journalism. For this reason, narrative adherents deliberately distanced their practices 

from the movements of literary non-fiction journalism in the 1960s and 1970s. 

Rather, narrative adherents have stressed the commercial utility of the storytelling 

technique, and have shifted their thrust to indicating the inefficacy of inverted 

pyramid in news transmission. 

Another possible explanation attributes the press’s functional changes to 

journalism culture. Hohenberg (1960) has called the interpretative reporting which 

developed after World War II a “new journalism which not only seeks to explain as 

well as to inform; it even dares to teach, to measure, to evaluate” (p.322). Indeed, 

network television had already moved during the 1970s from a particularly narrow 
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form of “straight” reporting toward thematic, packaged stories with strong “story 

lines” (Hallin, 1992). According to Roshco (1975), interpretative journalism has 

reappeared in the latter half of the twentieth century as journalists have become 

frustrated with the constraints imposed by the “old-fashioned, mindless, passive 

objectivity” (p. 123). This trend gained widespread appeal among journalists 

especially during and after the Watergate coverage (Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; 

Weaver, 1975).  

On the other hand, some argue that the shifts of the dominant humanistic view 

of journalism toward applied social science contributed to generate this new feature 

inside the conventional press. In this sense, advocates of precision journalism in the 

’70s made this synthesis explicit (Meyer, 1973). Precision journalism made reporters 

familiar with social science methods and encouraged them to investigate the broad 

context of related events rather than passively describing individual ones in 

superficial detail (e.g., Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; Weaver & McCombs, 1980).  

Most of the studies containing evidence on interpretation and description in 

journalism have focused on politics. Schudson (1982) focused on presidential 

speeches. Patterson (1993), Hallin (1994), and others (e.g., Graber, 1993) focused on 

the coverage of elections. Iyengar (1991) investigated a broad range of topics, 

including crime and terrorism, government corruption, poverty, unemployment, and 

racial inequality. However, Iyengar concerned himself exclusively with the episodic 

nature of television, and his studies did not address historical trends in either medium. 
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Barnhurst and Mutz (1997) content-analyzed newspapers, but their documentation 

was confined to those topics of crime, accidents, and employment.  

Regarding all these claims, we do assume such phenomena mentioned above 

to be widespread rather than limited, within which newsmakers are set to exercise 

their occupational norms. This assumption, then, enables us to expect the chronic 

modification of press role from “dispassionate disseminator” to a “moderate narrator” 

and “global interpreter.” 

 

In exploring the neutrality, quickness, and interpretative nature of 

contemporary journalism, however, we face some problems. Even though many 

pundits argued the modification of presentation style, and the biased news selection in 

recent media, how can we evaluate the press’s functional role in terms of 

“responsibility,” which contains the values of “creative,” “participant,” and 

“intellectual”? As mentioned earlier, a truly reliable and accountable press, in the 

Hutchins Commission’s words, is expected to provide a comprehensive and 

intelligent account of the day’s events. Further, the press should serve as a forum for 

the exchange of comments, and needs to offer a representative picture of the 

constituent groups of a society. In this respect, critical scholars who view the news 

products as “constructed reality” refuse to credit the contemporary press with having 

creative, participant, and intellectual attributes. Then, what would be the necessary 
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conditions which the contemporary press needs to embody a socially responsible 

journalism?  

 

a. Reactive vs. Reflective  Interpretation 

According to most of the earlier studies on individual journalists’ role 

orientations, participant-interpretative journalism falls within the realm of social 

responsibility theory (e.g., Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1986; Weaver 

& Wilhoit, 1996; Culbertson, 1980; Chan, Lee & Lee, 1998). If such a categorization 

is considered to be valid within the reality which analytic journalism is becoming 

predominant, the current press could be taken into account as appropriately practicing 

social responsibility in American society. In order to modify and elaborate such a 

simplistic categorization, the present study suggests separating news analysis into two 

sub-categories: reactive analysis and reflective analysis.  

In fact, this kind of idea is not a new one. In his television news format 

analysis, a decade ago, Iyengar (1991) catalogued television news frames (format) 

into episodic and thematic,12 and content-analyzed network news reports had been 

broadcast between 1981 and 1986 dealing with the issues of crime, international 

terrorism, poverty, unemployment, and racial inequality. What he found was that 

                                                 
12 According to him, the episodic news frame takes the form of a “case study or event-oriented report 
and depicts public issues in terms of concrete instances. The thematic frame, by contrast, places public 
issues in some more general or abstract context, and takes the form of a ‘takeout,’ or ‘backgrounder,’ 
report directed at general outcomes or conditions” (p. 14). 
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television focuses less on thematic frames (format), and puts great emphasis on 

episodic frames. Through his subsequent experiment research, then, he demonstrated 

that exposure to episodic news makes viewers less likely to hold public officials 

accountable for the existence of some problem and also less likely to hold them 

responsible for alleviating it. By discouraging viewers from attributing responsibility 

for national issues to political actors, television decreases the public’s control over 

their elected representatives and the policies they pursue.  

Unlike Iyengar’s work, however, this study adopts a different type of 

dichotomization for news interpretation/analysis, since Iyengar’s categorization for 

news frames is considered to be inadequate for suitably measuring the degrees to 

which a news account demonstrates activeness, participation, and creativity. While 

Iyengar (1994) focused on the “concrete instances” of issues for his division between 

episodic and thematic formats of television news on political issues, this study 

emphasizes the “causal instances” of issues for its own categorization. For example, if 

a certain affair in immediate past brought about the production of an analytic account, 

the attribution of the interpretation is identified as reactive. On the other hand, if the 

publishing of the account is hardly related to any previous affair in recent past, the 

attribution of the interpretation is defined as reflective. Further, Iyengar’s study was 

about television news with limited subjects. In this respect, we intend to establish new 

criterion suitable for assessing the news content in the newspapers. Under our 

criterion, developing/continuing news rather than spot news (Tuchman, 1973), issues 
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rather than events, are considered to hold a high degree of reflective value. In this 

sense, the subjects of reflective interpretation are frequently located outside the 

traditional news nets of professional communicators. More detail will be presented 

below.  

 

a-1. Reactive Analysis/Interpretation: (Primary Level of Interpretation) 

Professional communicators in contemporary journalism have striven to 

expand their influences and distinguish their professional functions from those of the 

electronic media, through what I call the “reactive interpretation” (e.g., Barnhurst & 

Mutz, 1997; Hallin, 1996; Semetko et al., 1991).  

Reactive interpretation primarily belongs to the explanatory news account on 

“background” and “on-going situation.” Stories in this category frequently involve 

“accidental/hot” issues with complexity. Accordingly, this kind of practice focuses 

largely on “time-bound events with official sources, police or government 

functionaries” (Pease, 1989, p. 33). Here reporters provide the full context of what is 

happening or what happened on “immediate passing scenes” or “ensuing/developing 

spot” issues. The nature of accidental news or crime stories suits this kind of 

category. Further, war stories, natural disasters, political conflicts, or the presentation 

of a new bill might fall into this category if the interpretation comes out of ensuing 

events. Mainly focused on information, this kind of interpretation is viewed as an 

extension of straight, fact-oriented news.  
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Reactive interpretation is considered to be a vital apparatus of contemporary 

journalism, and is deemed routine, passive, inert, and technical in comparison to the 

nature of participant interpretation. This kind of interpretation—what Wyatt and 

Badger (1993) call “exposition”—is, in fact, the dominant mode of contemporary 

journalism in “analyses,” and its chief purpose in writing is “explanation,” which 

leads to audience “understanding” (Wyatt & Badger, 1993, p. 7). 

 

a-2. Reflective Analysis/Interpretation (Second Level of Interpretation)  

While the reactive interpretation is well matched to the primary function of 

the traditional press, “reflective analysis/interpretation” is largely involved in the 

world of social responsibility theory. This kind of analysis/interpretation is identified 

as the news account related to social, political and cultural conflicts which media 

often fail to shed light on. Since the reflective analysis/interpretation has its goal in 

revealing the significance of chronic societal troubles and evoking the public’s 

attention toward the subjects, the relevant issues are primarily generated through the 

newsmakers’ agenda-setting strategy. In comparison to the reactive interpretation, 

this kind of journalism is deemed to be  “active” and “intellectual” since reporters are 

expected to be vigorously involved in their news-gathering process. From the news-

gathering to news-making process, participant-interpretation occasionally connotes 

certain “themes” with reporters’ “opinions” or “points of view.” The fundamental 
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rationale of reflective interpretation derives from the emphasis on the “educational” 

and “normative” functions of the media for public enlightenment.  

It is strongly believed that the Hutchins Commission aimed to advocate the 

frequent employment of reflective interpretation, reflecting a social “conscience” with 

the provision of representative pictures of constituent groups of society. While 

enhancing readers’ understanding is the primary goal of reactive interpretation, 

problem issuing/solving strategy is the eventual aim of reflective 

analysis/interpretation. Usually, but not necessarily, there is no breaking news in this 

kind of category. Ultimately, this kind of news account strives to increase the 

attributions of responsibility to government and society. Public/civic journalism 

shares very close meaning with reflective analysis/interpretation, since it emphasizes 

public involvement as a goal. The biggest difference between public/civic journalism 

and participant-interpretative journalism is, however, that public/civic journalism 

represents an emphasis on getting people involved in solving “local” problems and 

trying to develop a consensus in the “community,” while participant-interpretative 

journalism does not limit the subject proximity to within local community, but 

extends its reach to the entire society and even to the international scene.  

In finishing the discussion of reflective analysis/interpretation for participant-

interpretative journalism, I would like to introduce a statement from the editorial staff 

of the Quill.  
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Spotting trends in serious news—government spending, education, 
crime, employment—required real numbers and expertise on how to 



interpret them. And we’re too often at the mercy of the government 
agency issuing the numbers. Sure, we could report the numbers were 
up or down, and good or bad from one week/month/year to the next. 
But many of us were unprepared to put the data in context to bring 
greater meaning to where the numbers came from and where they 
might be going. We could wrestle with pieces of the data, but the big 
picture, the trend, was most often out of our sight (Brian Steffens, 
1994, p. 2). 
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Table 2. Historical role shifts of American press 

 Pre1830s 1830s-1880s 1890s-WWI WWI-1950s 
Role of the 
Press 

Opinion molder Commercial 
entertainer 

Muckraker Chronicler 

Popular 
Role Label 

Partisan press Penny press Yellow press Institutional 
press  

 

5. Summary 

In this study, the American press’s historical role shifts, individual journalists’ 

role perceptions, the traits of neutral/information disseminator and participant-

interpretative journalism, and the distinctive features of contemporary journalism 

were examined. For the first part of this lengthy literature, Table 2 shows the 

representative adjectives of each period in America’s press heritage from the colonial 

era to the present. In the second stage, we reported that contemporary journalists 

show a strong preference for the roles of the “disseminator” rather than those of 

“interpreter.” Next, we illuminated the concepts and definitions relevant to the 

neutral/information disseminator and the participant-interpretative journalism 

alongside their philosophical backdrops—the libertarian and the social responsibility 

theories. Table 3 and Table 4, respectively, present the rationale of the libertarian and 

the social responsibility theories, and the characteristics of neutral/information 

disseminator and participant-interpretative journalism.  

Finally, we have seen that a recent compilation of journalism literature 

confirmed the shifts of the contemporary press from descriptive to analytic, from 
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event-centered to interpretive, from passive to active mode, against the beliefs of 

individual journalists. Grounded on this literature, this study expects to uncover the 

modification of press role from a speedy transmitter/dispassionate disseminator to a 

moderate narrator/global interpreter. Additionally, we attempt to investigate news 

perspectives/biases in “source diversity,” “topic variation,” and “geographic 

distribution.” Simultaneously, we want to verify the claim that interpretative 

journalism dominated the recent era. If that claim is true, then, what could we find 

from that fact? In order to measure the intrinsic features of interpretative news 

accounts in modern journalism, analytic news accounts will be divided into the two 

categories of reactive and reflective. Table 5 shows the central conceptions 

represented by each of their characteristics. In the following chapter, several specific 

hypotheses and research questions will be posed based on the researcher’s inquiry. 
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Table 3. Rationales of the libertarian and the social responsibility theories 
 
 Libertarian Social Responsibility  
Philosophy  Liberalism (world view of the 

Enlightenment) 
Individualistic theory  

Collectivistic theory + 
individualistic theory 
Anti-commercialism 

Origin 17th & 18th centuries, England Twentieth century in the U.S.  
 
 

Motive Governmental censorship  Concentration of ownership 
Founding 
Fathers 

John Milton, John Locke, John 
Erskine, Thomas Jefferson, John 
Stuart Mill 
 

The Commission on Freedom of 
the Press in 1947 (William 
Hocking) 
 

Freedom 
of 
Expression 

Natural right Moral right 

Chief 
Purpose 

Rebel against prior censorship, 
licensing, and libeling, (taxation, 
subsidization, and regulations)  
Free criticism 
Freedom of speech and press 
 

Equal opportunity of access to the 
media 
Prevent the powerful media from 
threatening the society 
  

Functions Inform and entertain 
Discover truth 
Stimulate consumption and sell 
products 
 

Obligation to the community 
A sense of mission requiring it to 
serve the general welfare 

Canon Nothing but the truth The whole truth 
Freedom Negative liberty (freedom from) Positive liberty (freedom for) 
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Table 4. Characteristics of neutral/information disseminator and participant 
interpretative Journalism 
 
Neutral/information disseminator Participant-interpretative journalism 
Passive Active 
Spectator Actor  
Technical Intellectual 
Detachment Involvement 
Factual Analytic 
Informant Instructor 
Inert Creative 
 
Most definitions are determined by progressive journalistic criteria. In terms of the 
traditional journalistic approach, therefore, some might involve negative meanings.  
 

Table 5. Characteristics of Reactive and Reflective Interpretation  
 
Reactive Interpretation Reflective Interpretation 
Routine Non-routine 
Passive Active 
Technical  Intellectual 
Spontaneous Non-spontaneous 
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Chapter 3: Research Questions and Hypotheses 

 

  This study takes up the challenge to characterize the functional role changes 

of American journalism in the second half of the twentieth century. Although a wide 

variety of scholarly rationale has cast numerous quality postulations and conceptions 

in discussing the media’s and their members’ performance, I will pose the following 

research questions: “How well have the contemporary media conducted the job of 

neutral transmitter and timely disseminator?” “How well has the contemporary press 

enhanced the diversity of news content?” “How well have the contemporary media 

performed the socially responsible job of a participant interpreter?” I will answer 

these questions on the basis of journalists’ work published on the front page of major 

newspapers.  

  For the researcher’s convenience, this study will deploy sub-hypotheses for 

each of the research questions into the two levels of “new-gathering routine” and 

“presentation style.” In the case of neutral transmitter, therefore, the authenticity of its 

proposition will be measured by three criteria of routine channels in “source,” 

“topic,” and “geographic” distribution of news account. As our literature pertaining to 

these news values indicates, we expect a substantial manner of stability in the 

occupational norms for news making within each of these categories, from a 

longitudinal perspective. Concurrently, we will investigate the presentation style of 

news content in recent media in terms of narrative vs. hard news leads. Our 
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hypothesis with respect to this expects the narrative lead to be salient in recent year in 

contrast with the past.  

  For testing the hypothesis on “timely disseminator,” next we will examine the 

proportional changes of the immediate past in news accounts during the last five 

decades. Chiefly grounded in the scholastic claims of mounting coverage in an 

interpretative/analytic mode in recent journalism—a mode which requires more of 

reporters’ time and energy—we believe there is occurring a gradual collapse of 

journalistic standards with respect to publishing timely news accounts. In spite of its 

supremacy among other news values in the daily press, therefore, coverage on the 

“immediate past” is expected to decline as time goes by. 

  Finally, we intend to explore to what extent contemporary journalism 

performs the socially responsible job, by investigating the proportions of descriptive 

vs. analytic (the level of presentation style), and the proportions of reactive vs. 

reflective news accounts (the level of news-gathering routine). In the case of the 

former indicator, we assume mounting coverage in analytic mode. In the case of the 

latter, however, we do not expect any significant proportional changes between 

reactive and reflective interpretations. Put another way, we follow the claims of 

media critics that the contemporary media lack social responsibility in their creative, 

participant, and intellectual perspectives. All of these are not the only possible 

indicators of these role conceptions, but they are a productive beginning step for 
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measuring journalistic roles in terms of behaviors. The outcome here will reveal the 

efficacy of this approach for continuing research on journalistic roles.  

  One thing, at this point, should be mentioned. Even though this research 

reflects the functional role changes of the press in terms of two theories (i.e., 

libertarian vs. social responsibility theory), the research questions and hypotheses 

used are essentially interconnected in describing the entire picture of the press 

function. Since each hypothesis is believed to hold the potential to reflect the 

functional role of the contemporary press in a larger context, we do not assume that 

each of these hypotheses functions separately simply to support its principal research 

question. For example, in the case of the hypotheses in the “routine channel” section 

for testing the neutral transmitter, the consideration of source diversity, topical 

variation, and the geographic emphasis could provide contributory accounts with 

which to view the possibly evolutionary aspects of contemporary journalism in terms 

of pluralism. Keeping in mind this fact, we propose the following hypotheses13:  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
13 Hypotheses 1,2, and 3 are null hypotheses, which intend to prove that two or more variables are not 
related. Likewise, Hypothesis 7 challenges the researcher to demonstrate no relationship between the 
passage of time and the amount of reflective interpretation during the past five decades.  
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Neutral Transmitter  

Routine Channels 

H 1: There have been no significant changes in the proportion of “official sources” 

as primary from 1950 through 2000. 

An exhaustive compilation of journalism literature has confirmed the press’s 

heavy reliance on official sources. In the view of neutral/information disseminator 

journalism, however, such a lack of diversity in news channels is understood to 

suppress the participation of a wide variety of voices from various sectors of society. 

The proposition to be investigated in this hypothesis is whether contemporary 

journalism shows any progressive sign for neutral/information disseminator 

journalism.  

 

H 2: There have been no significant changes in the degree of diversity of news story 

topics from 1950 through 2000. 

Unlike Hypothesis 1, very little is known about the categorical trend in news 

content, in particular in the case of newspapers. Lindeborg et al.’s (1975) study of the 

stability of news values during two decades, however, provides substantial indications 

for expanding the time period to five decades from 1950 through 2000. Based on 

parallel speculation to that in Hypothesis 1, it is expected that the contemporary press 

delivers narrow scope of categories to its readers.  
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H 3: There have been no significant changes in the degree of diversity of geographic 

distribution in news accounts from 1950 through 2000. 

  The academic concern inherent in Hypothesis 3 focuses on the geographic 

distribution of datelines in news content. If the journalistic effort toward 

neutral/information disseminator journalism is true and reliable, we will be able to 

find the rejection of this hypothesis in the following sector. A rich literature in this 

tradition, however, confirms the “geographic” bias, i.e., that U.S. media do not 

present other nations in their news items proportionately. 

 

Presentation Style 

H 4: The proportion of narrative (soft) lead stories from 1950 through 2000 has 

increased. 

Hypothesis 4 attempts to demonstrate that news-writing techniques do not 

deviate from the interpretative fashion of the contemporary press. As to this issue, 

some point to news as having became progressively narrative along with the decline 

of the summary lead (Fishkin, 1985; Just, Crigler & Buhr, 1999). Since narrative 

news-writing allows reporters to extensively input their journalistic opinion (Donovan 

& Scherer, 1992), it is believed that a substantial link would exist between the rise of 

analytic/interpretative mode and usage of narrative news-writing. The upsurge of 

discourse on narrative journalism in the recent professional publications moderately 

supports this kind of trend (Shim, 2002).  

 87 



Timely Disseminator 

Routine Channels 

H 5: The proportion of news stories news about the immediate past has decreased 

from 1950 through 2000.  

If the role of contemporary newspapers reliably shifts away from speedy 

transmitter to global narrator, it is expected that “timeliness,” one of the primate 

traditional news values (e.g., Abbott & Brassfield 1989; Berkowitz, 1990; Harmon, 

1989; Hollifield, Kosicki, & Becker, 2001), would receive less attention with the 

passage of time. In fact, increasing number of scholars has pointed that the 

importance of timeliness for newspapers has declined due to the fierce competition 

from electronic competitors. Even though some researches (Burgoon et al. 1983; 

Weaver & Wihoit, 1986, 1996) consistently confirmed that quick transmission of 

information topped the list of individual journalists, a balk of research supported print 

media’s waning concerns on “immediacy” in news events. Instead, they strived to tell 

story better, with greater depth, explanation, and background (Barnhurst & Mutz, 

1997). 

 

Even though a set of hypotheses above accounts for the functional changes of 

the contemporary press, it is still hard to determine whether the changing patterns, if 

any, go the way of becoming progressive or not. Thus, we raise, again, the additional 

question of “How well does the contemporary media practice the participant-
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interpretative journalism?” While the first inquiry primarily reflects press 

performance within the framework of “functionalism,” the second inquiry challenges 

us to examine the fundamental changes within the dichotomous framework of 

progressiveness and conventionality. In order to fulfill this research goal, this 

research applies the “social responsibility” and the “libertarian” theory as the primary 

axes along which to catalog the characteristics of the press performance in the latter 

half of the twentieth century. In addressing journalists’ conception of the press’s 

function, many have confirmed that these two philosophical poles consistently 

bifurcate newsroom personnel into “neutral” vs. “participant,” “passive” vs. “active,” 

and “technical” vs. “intellectual” (e.g., Johnstone et al., 1976; Weaver & Wilhoit, 

1986; Weaver & Wilhoit, 1996). For crystallizing the research question more 

specifically, two aspects of contemporary news content will be analyzed.  

 

Participant Interpreter 

Presentation Style 

H 6: The proportion of analytic/interpretive news stories has increased from 1950 

through 2000.  

There is a growing consensus that contemporary news reporting has altered its 

definition to deemphasize “events” in favor of news “analysis” unlike the 

predominant claims from individual journalists who favor to transmit the fact-

centered news accounts in a timely manner. In his study of presidential election 
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coverage, Patterson (1993) observed that more than 90% of front-page election stories 

in the New York Times were descriptive in 1960. Twenty-two years later, however, 

this figure shrank as interpretive stories grew to more than 80%. Likewise, Schudson, 

(1982), Semetko et al. (1991), and Barnhurst and Mutz (1997) found similar patterns 

for crime, accident, employment, and political coverage. Around this issue, a number 

of scholarly articles explained that analytic and interpretive stories have gradually 

replaced the event-centered news accounts. 

 

Routine Channels 

H 7: There have been no significant changes in the proportion of “reactive” 

interpretation in comparison to  “reflective” interpretation from 1950 through 2000. 

  Hypothesis 7 is a subset of the Hypothesis 6 category, the “interpretative 

account.” In this hypothesis, we accept the claims of media critics that contemporary 

journalism is lacking in social accountability in its news coverage (e.g., Iyengar, 

1991). As mentioned earlier, we credit the reflective analysis/interpretation with 

presenting socially responsible accounts of the news. In this sense, our hypothesis 

testing intends to check the amount of reflective coverage from a longitudinal 

perspective in comparison to the amount of reactive coverage.  

   

  In order to increase readers’ understanding, we have organized our hypotheses 

in Table 6. First, we identify the neutral and timely transmitter as the central roles that 
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distinguish traditional journalism from progressive. Likewise, we view participant 

interpretation as the crucial factor which allows us to examine the progressiveness of 

contemporary journalism. For the researcher’s convenience, however, the 

examination of watchdog role was excluded from this research. We focus on the fact 

that this form of journalism has been prevalent in two periods in American history: 

the Progressive period around 1900 and the Watergate era. In fact, investigative 

journalism is about exposing abuses of power, in particular those by the government. 

We do not expect to see, however, a large enough number of news accounts about 

governmental misdeeds on the front page of American newspapers. In this way, 

several literatures provide voluminous data as to how investigative reporting has 

survived and even prospered in American journalism history (e.g., Enrich, 1996; 

Protess et al., 1991). 
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Table 6. Summary chart of hypotheses  

 
Ground 
theory 

 

 
Libertarian theory 

 
Social responsibility theory 

Role 
conception 

Neutral 
transmitter 

Timely 
disseminator 

Interpreter  

Routine 
channels 

Immediate past Interpretive and analysis News- 
gathering 
routine H1: Reliance on 

official sources 
H2: Diversity of 
topics 
H3: Geographic 
emphasis 

H5: 
Proportional 
changes of the  
immediate past 

H7: Reactive vs. reflective 
interpretation 

Presentation 
style 

H4: The increase 
of narrative 
leads 

 H6:  
Descriptive vs. interpretive 
accounts 
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Chapter 4: Methodology 

 

To test the research questions and hypotheses, a content analysis was 

conducted. Specifically, the content analysis measured the patterns of how news 

values have changed and how the patterns could be interpreted from the perspectives 

of libertarian and social responsibility theories. Before conducting our analysis, a 

pretest was done to improve the methodological quality of this study. By randomly 

sampling the news articles from sample frames, 48 articles (six front pages) of the 

New York Times, the Chicago Tribune, and the Los Angeles Times from 1950 through 

2000 were content-analyzed. Through this process, the coding book was modified 

four times, and the reliability test was conducted three times with the attendance of 

two extra coders.  

 

1. Content Analysis 

1. Data Source  

To test the research questions, a content analysis was conducted. Data were 

collected from three purposive samples. In consideration of the geographical 

distributions, one from the West Coast (the Los Angeles Times), one from the Mid 

West (the Chicago Tribune) and the other from the East Coast (New York Times) 

were employed with regard to their high-profile status as agenda-setters among 

American dailies. 
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2. Time Frame and Sampling Data 

To examine the changing patterns of contemporary news content in 

chronological order, a longitudinal research design was desired. Accordingly, the 

initial timeframe for sampling began in 1950 and ended in 2000. 1950 was selected as 

the starting point in order to accomplish the author’s intention to explore the 

reportage patterns of the American press in the second half of the twentieth century. 

1950 is also expected to provide a substantial baseline from which deviations during 

the revolutionary 1960s and muckraking 1970s could be easily spotted if any changes 

took place. The Hutchins Commission’s reportage release in 1947 offers another 

reason to view the changes from mid point of the century onward.  

Our total sample of news stories was comprised of six independent random 

samples drawn at 10-year intervals from this time period. A total of six years, 

between 1950 and 2000, was expected to afford a good preliminary basis for the 

examination of trends and characteristics of the three subject papers. Within each of 

these six years (i.e., 1950, 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000), one constructed week 

from each of the three newspapers’ front pages was examined. The stories to be 

analyzed were confined to those on the front page in order to reduce the amount of 

coding—more specifically, the “front page article” is defined by the portion of the 

news account printed on the very first page of the paper. Photographs, charts, maps, 

diagrams and other illustrative figures were excluded from the sampling.  
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3. Measurement: Coding and Variables 

Coding 

A coding sheet was used to code data for this study. The questionnaire was 

composed of 11 questions. Two of the questions were open-ended, allowing coders to 

state the topic briefly. The remaining 9 questions included Likert scale (three 

questions), nominal (four questions), and rank order questions (two questions). The 

questionnaire, divided into six parts, asked for (1) time-presence, (2) regional 

category, (3) source category, (4) topical category, (5) format category, and (6) 

content category.  

 

Major Variables 

Each news story was coded on the following variables:  

 

1. Time 

 This refers to when the primary focus of the story mainly occurred. 

Timeliness was classified into five categories: (1) the distant past; (2) the immediate 

past and the present (approximately the past 24 hours and today); (3) the immediate 

future (this week); and (4) the more distant future (essentially more than a week); (5) 

Unknown/unavailable. 
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2. Region14  

Regions were categorized into five groups: 

1. Local  

2. Washington, D.C.15  

3. Other state(s) 

4. National 

5. Other countries  

6. Unknown/unavailable 

 

3. Source16 

Source category was divided into (1) governmental official, (2) business 

bureaucratic, (3) public and private bureaucratic, (4) non-institutionalized (e.g., 

Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; Hess, 1981; Sigal, 1973), (5) others, and (6) 

unknown/unavailable. Stories concerned with courts decisions, legislative bills, the 

activities of Congress, the UN and international organizations, were counted as 

documents that employ official governmental sources even if they did not contain 

obvious source citations.  

 

                                                 
14 Region means the dateline.  
15 For the Post, national and White House news releases belong to this category. ‘Local’ is defined as 
other accounts which concern community affairs.  
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16 Only the first source appearing in the article was coded.  



1. Governmental officials 

These refer to the official agencies or personnel who belong to the 

federal, state and local governments, Congress, the judicial, the executive, or 

the legislature. This category, therefore, contains the broad meaning of 

officials including bureaucrats, administrators, representatives, executives, 

and so on, who participate in governmental activities. In general, the sources 

out of governmental officials come through routine channels such as official 

proceedings, press releases, press conferences, and non-spontaneous events.  

 

2. Business bureaucratic 

This refers to the source which comes from a profit-based business 

enterprise, corporation or its legitimated employees. In a broad sense, business 

refers to every capitalistic industry along with manufacturing sectors. 

Professionals such as doctors, lawyers, and other professionals who belong to 

bureaucratic organizations are classified in this sector.  

 

3. Public and private bureaucratic  

This refers to non-profit public/private institutions, groups, or 

organizations along with their legitimated employees.  
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4. Non-institutionalized sources 

This refers to ordinary citizens. Experts, specialists, scientists, 

professionals on certain areas and so on, fall into this category as well, if they 

do not hold any affiliation to business bureaucratic or private bureaucratic. 

This source is defined as those speaking on their own.  

 

5. Unknown 

If the source is not clearly inferred from the main title, sub-title or in 

the story, it will be identified as unknown. If the article gives no obvious clue 

about the source orientation, it will be classified as an unknown source.  

 

4. News Categories 

The topics will be labeled as follows (e.g., Bae, 2000, Deutschmann, 1959, 

Stempel,1985, 1988): 

1. Politics & government  

2. Military, national security, & war(s) 

3. Business/Economy 

4. Crime 

5. Accidents 

6. Disaster (Mass casualty) 

7. Health & welfare 
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8. Entertainment & sports 

9. Weather 

10. Science 

11. Environment 

12. Education 

13. Poverty 

14. Labor & Union 

15. Minority 

16. Demonstration, rally, strike, etc. 

17. Others 

 

5. Format 

1. Summary lead  

It provides information as effectively as possible, and a typical effect 

is an increase in audience knowledge (Wyatt & Badger, 1993). The inverted 

pyramid with 5W1H is the most popular format for summary leads and 

descriptive coverage.  

 

2. Narrative Lead  

This is heavily associated with the storytelling techniques of setting 

scenes and developing characters by effectively using dialogue, and 
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establishing point of view (Clark, 2000). According to Woo (2000), it is 

usually sequential and anecdotal. By its nature, it subordinates ideas 

(particularly those involving statistics and facts) to drama and conflicts. Since 

narrative is aimed at storytelling, it is concerned with beginnings, middles and 

endings, and plots developed through the action and dialogue—just like the 

well-made short story that literature students study.  

 

6. Content 

1. Neutral/event-oriented 

This refers to the story of “fact” and “event.” Based on 5W1H writing 

tactics, fact-oriented stories show radical clarity as to what is “happening” or 

what “happened.” The stories in this category are hardly linked to reporters’ 

values, opinions, commentary, or points of view. By and large, this type of 

news stories is categorized as straight news, which offers a “predominantly 

descriptive account of events within the 24-hour period” (Semetko, 1991, p. 

153). 

 

2. Interpretive/analytic  

This provides the “background” and “analytic explanation” of certain 

topics. Information tends to be reported in context. In general, the story 

attempts to explain what an event means in the larger context, and to 
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illuminate the background of how it evolved and explain what may be ahead 

(Herbers, 1994).  

 

Interpretation is again divided into two categories:  

2-1. Reactive interpretation 

Basically, the news stresses the explanation of background 

stories. The stories frequently treat accidental/hot issues. The main 

purpose of reactive interpretation is to explain the origins and present 

situations of certain events that occurred in the immediate past. This 

plays an auxiliary role for readers to understand certain neutral/fact-

oriented news with complexity. Reactive interpretation is frequently 

employed in such topics as natural disaster, military action, political 

tension, and so on.  

 
 

2-2. Reflective interpretation  

This refers to the stories about chronic conflicts/problems in 

social, political, and cultural affairs. There is lack of new, fresh, or the 

latest information in participant interpretation. In general, stories are 

intended to frame certain topics and evoke the public’s attention to 

those issues. Participant interpretation is frequently employed with 

such topics as poverty, education, labor, minorities and others that, 
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traditionally, have failed to draw media attention. From news-

gathering to news-making process, participant interpretation 

occasionally connotes certain “themes” with reporters’ “opinions” or 

“points of view.” The fundamental rationale of participant 

interpretation derives from the emphasis on the “educational” and 

“normative” function of the media for public enlightenment.  

 

In order to enhance the reader’s understanding of the differences between the 

reactive and the reflective analysis, we present a pair of interpretative accounts 

published on the same date in 1990 in the Los Angeles Times and the New York 

Times. First, consider this coverage from a 1990 poll report in the Los Angeles Times, 

“Lead Increases for Feinstein as Support Widens”: 

Having broadened her base of support, Dianne Feinstein now leads 
John K. Van de Kamp by 13 percentage points with just one month to go in 
their race for the Democratic gubernatorial nomination, according to The Los 
Angeles Times Poll.  

The contest appears to be changing dramatically as the June 5 election 
nears. The “gender gap” has become less of a factor than it was a few weeks 
ago, interviews showed. Women still support Feinstein strongly, but more 
men also are moving into her camp. 

The former San Francisco mayor likewise has broadened her base 
geographically. She now is backed by every major region of the state. In fact, 
she is running as well in Los Angeles County as in her native Bay Area. 
(George Skelton, May 6, p.1) 

 

According to our coding scheme, this kind of story is categorized as a reactive 

analysis/interpretation, which mainly provides an explanatory account of information. 
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As mentioned before, the primary purpose of the reactive analysis/interpretation is the 

provision of full context of what is happening or what happened on “immediate 

passing scenes” or “ensuing/developing spot” issues. 

 

Next, consider this coverage in a special report by the New York Times, “In 

Harlem, Death is an Old and Busy Neighbor”:  

Fred Quinn, a butcher when he can find work, has lost three brothers 
to the Harlem streets before they reached middle age.  

The first, who was shooting drugs, died of heart failure when he was 
34. “He took a sip of wine and just dropped dead right on 130th Street.” 

His younger brother was 32 when he was shot twice in the head and 
dumped in a cemetery. His body lay in the morgue for three weeks, a John 
Doe tag around his toe.  

The third brother had cirrhosis and cancer; his 42-year-old heart 
simply gave out. “Now it’s just me and my sister left.” 

Fred Quinn is 49 years old, accent on the “old.” 
Death comes early on his block—129th Street between Park and 

Madison Avenues—this block of faded row houses and city-owned tenements, 
of abandoned buildings and vacant lots, of unemployment and dying dreams. 
Indeed, death comes earlier here in Harlem than anywhere else in New York 
City. (Don Terry, New York Times, May 6, p.1) 

 
 While enhancing readers’ understanding is considered to be the primary goal 

of reactive interpretation, problem issuing/solving strategy is the eventual aim of 

reflective analysis/interpretation. Usually, but not necessarily, there is no breaking 

news in this kind of category. Ultimately, this kind of news account strives to increase 

the attributions of responsibility to government and society. As shown above, this 

kind of coverage aims to evoke the public’s attention toward social problems that 

tend to be chronic and ignored by the media’s spotlight. In comparison to the reactive 
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Table 7. Inter-coder reliability  
 
Variables  Coder A-Coder B Coder B-Coder C Coder C-Coder A Mean 
Timeliness .92 .68 .76 .79 
Region .83 .80 .84 .82 
Source .93 .89 .91 .91 
Topic .79 .77 .83 .80 
Format I: 
Summary 
lead 

.88 .92 .76 .85 

Format II: 
Narrative 
lead 

.67 .73 .72 .71 

Content I: 
Descriptive 
vs. 
Interpretive 

.71 .78 .74 .74 

Content II: 
Reactive vs.  
Reflective 

.86 .88 .84 .86 

 

 

interpretation, this kind of journalism is deemed to be “active” and “intellectual,” 

since reporters are expected to be vigorously involved in their news-gathering 

process. 

 

4. Unit of Analysis 

Te unit of analysis for each of three hypotheses and research questions was six 

years of 1950, 1960, 1970, 1980, 1990, and 2000.  
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5. Reliability of Data 

Two additional trained coders attended the coding process. In order to test the 

data reliability prior to the coding job, participants content-analyzed data of 48 

articles randomly selected from six days (5.6% of the entire sample) of the Los 

Angeles Times, the Chicago Tribune, and the New York Times.   

The intercoder agreements among the principal coder and the two additional 

coders for the major variables under study, as well as the averages, are reported in 

Table 7. Based on the Holsti formula, reliability ranged from .67 to .93, and the total 

average was .81.  

 

6. Statistical Consideration 

Because our primary research questions concerned the direction of historical 

change in newspaper coverage, we analyzed the data with an eye toward significant 

trends over time, which transcended individual topics or newspapers. We tested our 

research questions initially by looking for significant linear trends across the entire 

pooled data set. We subsequently analyzed coverage within the smaller data sets for 

individual newspapers and for specific variables, to see how consistent the trends 

were. The tests within subjects of coverage necessarily involved much smaller 

samples, and also required larger magnitudes of difference to establish statistical 

significance.  
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By and large, we employed descriptive analysis for investigating the trends of 

press performance during the last five decades. Since descriptive analysis is useful in 

summarizing, organizing, and describing quantitative information, it is expected that 

descriptive analysis would provide an exploratory frame for explaining the historical 

patterns of news outlet. For this process, a number of tables and figures were 

presented.  

For continuous variables, we next used analyses of variance (ANOVA) with 

linear trend tests on the means by year. In this study, variables for examining 

descriptive vs. interpretive and summary lead vs. narrative lead were assessed on 5-

point Likert scales. Thus, the significance tests reflected the size of the F-values 

corresponding to each year. In other words, the mean difference of content and format 

ratings among six different time periods from 1950 through 2000 was tested. 

Regarding the statistical limitation that the ANOVA test does not explain more than 

the statistical significance of the differences among the mean scores of multiple 

groups, additional statistical devices were employed in order to draw more inferential 

conclusions in interpreting our findings (i.e., Pearson’s correlation coefficient, chi-

square test, and Herfindahl-Hirschman Index).  

For categorical variables, we employed Pearson’s correlation coefficient to 

test for the impact of year, after controlling for variable and newspaper. While some 

assumptions—the growth of interpretive mode and the increase of journalistic 

voice—have been repeatedly tested, other assumptions—the decline of reportage on 
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immediate past, lack of source diversity and topic variation—are still less clear or 

even questionable. Accordingly, the major emphasis on the test of Pearson’s 

correlation coefficient was placed on the exploratory identification and the 

description of a correlation and the strength of association between variables. In this 

study, three categorical variables—timeliness, source, and topic—were examined by 

means of Pearson’s correlation coefficient.  

Finally, this study adopted the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (HHI) in order to 

assess the degree of diversity of sources, topics and geographic distribution during the 

last five decades. The Herfindahl-Hirschman Index (1993) is a popular concept in 

market research since this index is a simple, yet sophisticated way of measuring 

industry concentration. The value of the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index is the sum of 

the squares of the market shares of all firms in an industry. The formula is as follows: 

 

                                                                    

 

According to the formula, the higher the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index, the 

higher the potential for the exercise of market power. For example, for a market 

consisting of four firms with shares of 30%, 30%, 20% and 20%, the Herfindahl-

Hirschman Index is 2600 (302 + 302 + 202 + 202 = 2600). The Herfindahl-Hirschman 

Index helps differentiate between one industry in which four players have equal 
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shares and another where one player has 70% share and three others 10% each. The 

former, which is more competitive, would have a lower Herfindahl-Hirschman Index 

(252 + 252 +252 +252 = 2500) than that of the latter (702 + 102 + 102 + 102 = 5200).  

In market research, a Herfindahl-Hirschman Index below 1000 is not 

considered a concentrated market. Industries with a Herfindahl-Hirschman Index 

between 1000 and 1800 have some degree of concentration. If the Herfindahl-

Hirschman Index is greater than 1800, the degree of monopoly power potentially 

exercised by the dominant companies is typically judged to be significant.17  

In tracing the chronological patterns of source and topic diversity, this study 

applies the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index in much the same way. Put another way, if 

the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index is greater, it could be interpreted that the source and 

topic distribution is highly condensed to a few matters. The sum of the squares of the 

proportion for each “source” and each “topic” will be descriptively reported for each 

of the six time periods, therefore. Separately from measuring the correlation 

coefficient between individual source categories and topical categories and the 

passage of time, additional correlation coefficients between the Herfindahl-

Hirschman Index and the passage of time will be discussed later, as well.  
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17 For more information visit http://newrisk.ifci.ch/00011677.htm, 
http://www.acq.osd.mil/es/fpd/fpd4_1c.html, 
http://www.blonnet.com/iw/2000/07/30/stories/0530e053.htm, and 
http://www.usdoj.gov/atr/public/testimony/hhi.htm. 



7. Limitation 
 

Finally, prior to discuss our findings, the limitations of this study should be 

acknowledged. First, the current research suffered from a small number of sampling 

years. The overall characteristics in news coverage during the last five decades were 

represented by only six years. Additionally, the general tendency in news reportage 

for every sampling year was represented by the articles published on the front pages 

from a seven-day sample per newspaper. Put another way, one week per sampling 

year determined the features of the year in question. Sampling only the portion of the 

article printed on the front pages also limits the researcher’s ability to reflect on the 

entire picture of journalistic performance. The purposive samples from only three 

elite newspapers also make it harder to expand our research findings to the entire 

spectrum of the American press. Likewise, the exclusion of television from data 

collection confines our findings to discussing the journalism practices in collective 

perspective. Taking all these limitations, we acknowledge some possibilities for 

future research with expanded media samples to achieve a more reliable picture of 

American journalism. We consider the meaning of this research, however, to be an 

initial attempt at this kind of study. Obviously, the front page of the newspaper is a 

good place to begin, for measuring the journalistic performance in the contemporary 

era. We view the front page of dailies, as the cultural site in which all the journalistic 

norms, values, and practices are deliberately embedded. In this respect, we assume 

that the distinctive features of journalism today—within which newsmakers are 
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situated to exercise their occupational norms—could best be reflected on the dailies’ 

front.  

Finally, again, we want to clarify that this is an exploration of a limited 

number of content features that are manifestations of journalistic roles. 
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Chapter 5: Results 

 

The findings reported in this chapter provide empirical evidence on which the 

research questions and hypotheses will stand or fall. As the sample was not a random 

selection from all U.S. daily newspapers, the following content analysis of three 

newspapers, both qualitatively and quantitatively, is essentially descriptive. Prior to 

discussing our findings, we will briefly profile the overall features of several critical 

variables in news coverage from 1950 through 2000. Deeper analysis of their 

characteristics will be addressed later in this chapter, after outlining the general 

attributes we found.  

 

1. Descriptive Results of Content Analysis 

Average number of news stories in the front page 

The total number of articles in the three newspapers was 996 based on the 

sampling scheme. The news stories from the New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, 

and the Chicago Tribune numbered 378 (38.0%), 364 (36.5%), and 254 (25.5%), 

respectively. Looking into the distribution over the years, there was a clear tendency 

that the number of news stories presented on the front page consistently shrank 

(Figure 1). For example, in 1950 and 1960, the average numbers were 10.52 and 

10.48. This figure sharply dropped to 6.95 in 1970, and after. In 2000, the average 

number of news stories printed had dwindled to 6.24. Statistically, again, the  
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Figure 1. Average number of articles presented on the front page 
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Pearson’s correlation coefficient (N =6): r = - .895, p = .016. 

 

Pearson’s correlation coefficient test yielded the significant result that there exists a 

negative relationship between the passage of time and the number of news articles 

printed on the front pages of the three newspapers (r = - 895, p = .016). 

 

Timeliness    

The data set reveals that “immediate past” comprised the vast majority of the 

choices from among the timeliness values. More than eight of ten (82.1%) stories 

treated events that occurred in the past 24 hours including the date when the news  

 112 



Table 8. Timeliness distribution  
 
 Distant 

Past 
Immediate 
Past & 
Present 

Immediate 
Future 

Distant 
Future 

UK/NA* Total 

% 
 

3.7 82.2 2.1 2.4 9.6 100.0 % 
(N =996) 

* Unknown/non-available 

 

was printed (Table 8). By contrast, other categories such as “distant past,” 

“immediate future” or “distant future” occupied very little portion of entirety of the 

samples. Notably, the proportion of “unknown/unavailable” reached 9.6%, around 

one out of ten stories.  

 

Region 

 For the last five decades, “local” news (27.3%) championed the top position, 

closely followed by “international” news (25.3%) in the hierarchy of newsworthiness 

(Figure 2). “Neighboring state(s) and other distant state(s)” (19.7%) were given the 

third priority among the  three of subject newspapers. By contrast, news from the 

“capital city” (Washington, D.C.) took the fourth position in spite of its 

comparatively high figure (19.0%). In addition, news stories that treated “national” 

issues (3.0%) were found to be very rare.  
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Figure 2. Regional distribution (unit %) 
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Table 9. Source distribution (unit %) 
 
 Gov. Business 

Bureaucratic 
Public/ 
Private 

Bureaucratic 

Individuals Reporters/ 
Surveys/ 
Reports 

UK/NA Total 

% 60.7 3.1 5.2 5.0 13.0 13.0 100.0 
(N =996) 

 
 

 

Source  

 As matched the conventional wisdom, “official/governmental” sources 

(60.7%) were the most favorite channels to which reporters resorted (Table 9). 
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Interestingly, “unknown/unavailable” sources (13.0%) were categorized as the second 

most frequent ones, along with “reporter’s observation,” “reports” or “survey 

releases.” On occasion, professional communicators did not clearly mention the 

sources of their citations, references, or comments. Even though it seemed obvious, 

sometimes, from where the primary information came, we avoided drawing any 

inferential conclusion which might hold the potential to damage the reliability of the 

coding jobs. In order to conduct a more robust and strict coding job, therefore, we 

created an additional, separate category labeled “unknown/non-navailable.”  

  Among other minor categories, sources from “public bureaucratic” (5.2%) 

were followed by “individuals” (5.0%). Remarkably, news sources from within the 

business sector occupied the lowest position (3.1%).  

 

Topic 

  In regard to topic diversity, “politics/government” comprised the subject of 

major concern to the media, and none else received such a competitive spotlight 

(Table 10). During the latter half of the twentieth century, one out of four stories 

(24.3%) dealt with political and governmental affairs. Except for the “others” 

(18.8%), next, the division for “military/national security/war” (11.6%) gained the 

second-largest amount of attention from the three elite papers. Interestingly, 

“crime/courts” stories (10.1%) outnumbered “business/economy” accounts (8.4%).  
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Table 10. Topic distribution (unit %) 
 
 % 

Politics & Government 24.3 
Military/National Security/War 11.6 
Business/Economy 8.4 
Crime/Courts 10.1 
Accidents 5.8 
Disaster 1.3 
Health/Welfare 3.2 
Entertainment/Sports 2.1 
Weather 1.8 
Science 1.7 
Environment/Housing 2.2 
Education 2.0 
Poverty 0.3 
Labor/Union 1.5 
Minority  1.8 
Social Conflict (Strike, Demonstration, 
Rally, etc.) 

3.0 

Others 18.8 
Total 100.0 
N = 996 
 
 
Additionally, “accidents” stories (3.2%) were followed by “health/welfare” (3.2%). 

“Poverty” (0.3%) occupied the lowest position in topical categories.   
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Figure 3. Distribution of descriptive vs. interpretive mode (unit %) 
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Content 

  More than six out of ten (63.8%) articles delivered “predominantly event-

centered” (i.e., descriptive) coverage, while only 10.0% focused on printing “largely 

analytic accounts” (Figure 3). In total, 73.3%18 were labeled “descriptive” news 

stories, while 23.4% remained “interpretive” and “analytic.” Among the interpretive 
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18 This is the combined number of percentages coded for “predominantly event-centered” and “event-
centered” news stories. 



Figure 4. Distribution of summary lead vs. narrative lead (unit %) 
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We asked if the news lead employs a summary lead, on a 5-point scale from strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5). Likewise, we applied the same policy in coding the 
mode of narrative in beginning sentences, based on a 5-point scale.  
 

news accounts (N =233), it was revealed that the number of reactive interpretations 

(64.5%) was two times as great as reflective interpretations (31.4%). 

 

 

 

 

 118 



Figure 5. Proportion of news articles employing official sources from 1950 
through 2000 
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Pearson’s correlation of official sources and the passage of time (N =6): r = - .873, p 
= .023. 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =996] = 33.546, p < .001 

 

Format 

  The content analysis again secured the champion position for the “inverted 

pyramid” (e.g., summary lead) in the contemporary newsroom. In spite of a number 

of experiments and revolutionary movements in news writing, coders agreed that 

more than eight stories out of ten (81.4%19) were fashioned with a “summary lead” 
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Table 11. Correlation coefficient between sources and the passage of time 
 
 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 r p 

Official 66.5 (%) 77.7 56.8 65.6 50.5 56.5 -.873  .023* 
Business 2.3 0 1.4 5.6 5.3 8.7 .838  .037* 
Public 3.6 8.3 6.8 5.6 2.1 2.2 -.284  .585 
Individual 4.5 1.9 5.5 4.8 9.5 6.5 .542  .266 
Reporters 5.0 5.7 13.7 12.0 5.3 10.9 .726  .103 
UK/NA 18.1 6.4 15.8 6.4 27.4 15.2 -.301  .562 

N =996 

 

during the last fifty years (Figure 4). By contrast, 14.0 % of stories were defined as 

news accounts which adopted a “narrative/soft lead.”  

 

2. Hypotheses Tests  

H1: Source diversity  

 We investigated the trends of official sources employed in the front pages of 

the three subject newspapers (Figure 5). Contrary to the conventional wisdom, the use 

of official sources as primary on the front page has decreased. Using Pearson’s 

correlation test, it was statistically proven that there exists a negative relationship 

between the passage of time and the proportion of official sources (Table 11). 

Additionally, there was revealed a statistically significant finding between the 

frequencies of official sources and non-official sources in the six years (x2  = 33.546, 

p < .001). Based on the results of this analysis hypothesis 1 was not supported. 
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Figure 6. Herfindahl-Herschman Index for source diversity 
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HHI including unknown/unavailable (N =996): r = - 840, p = .036 
HHI excluding unknown/unavailable (N =867): r =  - 744, p = .090. 
 

  Next, we compared the diversity of six sources (i.e., governmental/official, 

business bureaucratic, public bureaucratic, non-institutionalized, reporters, and 

unknown/non-available) by using the Herfindahl-Hirshcman Index. When we 

calculated all the sums of the squares of the source proportions for the six categories 

(HHI I), the results showed that 1960 was the year in which official source 

concentration was at its peak (Figure 6).  
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Figure 7. Proportion of business bureaucratic source 
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N =24 
r = .838, p = 037. 
 

  However, the figure dropped dramatically in 1970 and rose again in 1980. 

From 1990 to 2000, the data show that concentration on official sources kept patterns 

similar to the lowest scores in the six years. For a more robust test, we measured the 

Herfindahl-Herschman Index again by calculating simply the identified sources, 

ruling out the unknown/non-available sources (HHI II, Figure 6). The data showed 

that there exists a clear tendency in source distribution. While the 1950s and 1960s 

were indicated as the period in which official sources dominated the news stories, the 

1970s and after were characterized by comparatively lower concentrations of official 
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sources. All four periods produced very similar figures in indicating the source 

distribution. The correlation coefficient test also confirmed the same outcome. 

Correlation coefficient tests for HHI I (r = - .840, p = .036) and HHI II (r =  - .744, p 

= .090) yielded significant outcomes associated with the passage of time.  

  In addressing the chronological patterns of individual categories, “business 

bureaucratic” is worth mentioning (Figure 7). In 1950, only 2.3% of stories quoted 

their primary references from business industry. Five decades later, however, the 

figure grew to 8.7%. Statistically, this kind of trend was demonstrated to be 

significant in defining a positive relationship between the passage of time and the 

increase in business bureaucratic sources. Voices from reporters also were revealed to 

produce a significant outcome in explaining their prominence during the last five 

decades. Since 1970, accounts from reporters themselves have taken a large portion in 

source categories. In the most recent year (2000), this group took the second position 

in source categories, below the unknown/unavailable category.  
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Table 12. Proportions of topics from 1950 through 2000 
 

Topic 
 

1950 
 

1960 
 

1970 
 

1980 
 

1990 
 

2000 
 

Pearson’s 
Correlation 
Coefficient 

1 17.6 33.2 18.5 26.4 21.7 27.5 .205 
2 16.7 8.6 17.1 10.8 9.3 4.6 -.708 
3 8.6 1.8 6.2 13.5 12.4 12.2 .676 
4 9.5 12.3 8.2 8.1 9.3 12.2 .125 
5 10.0 6.4 7.5 2.0 3.1 3.1 -.855** 
6 0 4.5 1.4 0.7 0 0 -.432 
7 1.4 1.4 3.4 2.0 4.7 9.2 .848** 
8 3.2 0.9 1.4 0.7 2.3 4.6 .373 
9 4.5 1.8 0 1.4 0.8 0.8 -.685 
10 2.3 0.5 0.7 0 5.4 2.3 .378 
11 1.4 1.4 3.4 2.0 3.9 2.3 .544 
12 0.5 1.9 3.4 2.4 2.2 4.3 .775* 
13 0 0 0 0 1.6 0.9 .393 
14 0.9 3.2 1.4 1.4 1.6 0 -.474 
15 0.9 2.7 2.1 2.0 2.3 0.8 -.124 
16 3.2 1.8 6.8 4.7 0 1.5 -.349 
17 19.5 17.7 18.5 20.9 20.2 16.0 -.227 

1 = Politics/Government; 2 = Military/National Security; 3 = Business/Economy; 4 = 
Crime/Courts; 5 = Accidents; 6 = Disaster; 7 = Health/Welfare; 8 = 
Entertainment/Sports; 9 = Weather; 10 = Science; 11 = Environment/Housing; 12 = 
Education; 13 = Poverty; 14 = Labor/Union; 15 = Minority; 16 = Social Conflicts; 17 
= Others. N =996. * p < .10  ** p < .05.  Chi-square: X2 [80, N =995] = 198.108, p < 
.001. 
 
H2: Variation of topics  

 Next, we compared the variation of topics from 1950 through 2000. Again, we 

measured the Herfindahl-Hirshman Index of topic variation for each of the six 

sampling years. Table 12 profiles the percentage distribution of 17 topical categories,  
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Table 13. Proportion of four major topics from 1950 through 2000 
 
 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 
Politics/Government 17.6 33.2 18.5 26.4 21.7 27.5 
Military/National 
Security 

16.7 8.6 17.1 10.8 9.3 4.6 

Business/Economy 8.6 1.8 6.2 13.5 12.4 12.2 
Crime/Court 9.5 12.3 8.2 8.1 9.3 12.2 
Total 52.4 55.9 50.0 58.8 52.7 56.5 
 
Chi-square: X2 [15, N =541] = 53.795, p < .001. 

 

and their relationships with the sampling years. Individually, it is noteworthy that 

“political/governmental” news soared in all the presidential election years—1960, 

1980, and 2000—in contrast to the non-election years. Although more speculative 

investigation is necessary for achieving robust conclusions, it is expected, rooted in 

the research data in this study, that presidential elections affect the topic selection of 

newspeople in a substantial way. 

Generally, as mentioned before, the largest representation of news stories fell 

within four categories: “politics/government,” “military/national security,” 

“crime/courts,” and “business/ economy,” and the combined figures of these four 

categories have remained relatively stable (Table 13).  

 Another finding indicates that the decline of “accidents” news and the rise of 

“health/welfare” are worth mentioning. As Pearson’s correlation coefficient in Table 

12 indicates, the proportion of accidents topics on the front page was found to be 

shrinking, decade by decade. Conversely, the frequencies of health and welfare topics 
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presented on the first page have increased. Encouragingly, newspapers have issued 

more stories on “education” than ever. Five decades ago, “education” was the least 

likely topic for reporters and editors to treat on the front page. Fifty years later, 

however, education had become one of the significant themes shown on the 

beginning page. Nevertheless, other peripheral categories such as “social conflict,” 

“poverty,” “labor/union,” and “minority” did not experience any significant or salient 

trends during the past fifty years.  

Again, we measured the vertical diversity of news topics for each of the six 

sampling years by using the Herfindahl-Hirschman Index. As shown in Figure 8, the 

trends in topical variation, both for HHI I (the index for all topical categories) and 

HHI II (the index excluding the category for “others”), present an up-and-down 

fluctuation from 1950 through 2000. This time, correlation coefficient tests for HHI I 

(r = - .004, p = .994) and HHI II (r =  - .056, p = .917) demonstrated that no 

significant pattern in the topic variation during the last five decades has been 

detected. Based on the results of this analysis hypothesis 2 was supported.  

With a closer look, however, it was found that the Herfindahl-Hirschman 

Index for topical diversity soared with every presidential election. As 

“political/governmental” topics increased during the presidential election years, the 

Herfindahl-Hirschman Index followed the same route as the  “political/governmental” 

topics. Put another way, the number of “political/governmental” accounts in  
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Figure 8. Herfindahl-Herschman Index for topical diversity from 1950 through 
2000 
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N =6 
HHI I (all topical categories): r = - .004, p = .994. 
HHI II (excluded category for ”others”): r =  .056, p = .917. 
 

presidential election years played a decisive role in influencing the print media to 

devote space to more narrow topics than in other years. By contrast, the three non-

presidential election years shared strikingly similar outcomes in the Herfindahl-

Hirschman Index for topical diversity. In other words, news contents in three non-

election years presented the identical variation of topics. This will be discussed later, 

when summarizing our findings. 
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Figure 9. Geographic distribution of news articles from 1950 through 2000 
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H3: Geographic distribution 

  This time, we investigated the trends of geographic distribution on the front 

pages of the three subject newspapers. We ran a Pearson’s correlation test for each of 

six categories (Washington, D.C.; local; other state(s); national; international; and 

unknown/non-available) in relation to the passage of time. Figure 9 shows the chronic 

trend of four major categories in geographic distribution. As shown in this Figure, no 

noteworthy tendency has been found during the last five decades in terms of 

geographic distribution in the datelines. The statistical outcome is presented in Table  
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Table 14. Correlation coefficient between geographic distribution and the 
passage of time 
 
 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 r p 
Washington, 
D.C. 

24.4 
(%) 

12.7 20.5 20.3 23.1 13.0 -.277  .595 

Local 28.5 31.4 24.7 22.3 28.5 26.0 -.390  .444 
Other 
state(s) 

21.3 22.7 16.4 20.3 13.8 20.6 -.417  .411 

National  0.9 1.4 2.7 8.1 3.1 3.8 .520  .291 
International 22.6 30.0 25.3 23.0 24.6 25.2 -.111  .834 
UK/NA 2.3 1.8 10.3 6.1 6.9 11.5 -.765  .076* 

N =996 

 

14. Again, this time, no statistical significance was found in any of the categories, 

except for the unknown/non-navailable. Based on the results of this analysis 

hypothesis 3 was accepted.  

 Next, we compared the diversity of the six categories by using the Herfindahl-

Herschman Index. When we calculated all the sums of the squares of the geographic 

distribution for the seven categories (HHI I), the results showed that 1960 was the 

year in which geographic concentration was at its peak due to the high percentages of 

local, international, and other state(s)’ news (Figure 10). Since then, the figure has 

kept steady, and statistical analysis indicated the stability of diversity in geographic 

distribution (HH I: r = - .652, p = .161). As in the case of official sources, we 

measured the Herfindahl-Herschman Index again by calculating simply the identified 

datelines, ruling out the unknown/non-navailable locations (HHI II, Figure 10). The 

data showed the same result again (r =  -.695, p = .125). In other words, it was  
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Figure 10. Herfindahl index for geographic distribution from 1950 through 2000 
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N =6 
HHI I (all topical categories): r = - .652, p = .161. 
HHI II (excluded category for ”others”): r =  -.695, p = .125. 
 

revealed that the frame of datelines for dailies hardly changed over the six periods. 
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Figure 11. Mean ratings of narrative lead  
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F = 27.821, p < .000, (df = 5, 990). 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient (N =6): r = .938, p = .006. 
 
We asked if the news lead employs a narrative lead, on a 5-point scale from strongly 
disagree (1) to strongly agree (5).  
 

H4: Narrative versus summary lead 

The fourth hypothesis challenged us to trace the patterns of presentation style 

in the print medium. We compared the mean ratings on the 5-point Likert scale 

assessing narrative (soft) lead.20 This time, it was revealed that news coverage has 

                                                 
20 This study asked coders to categorize news stories as to whether “the news lead employs a narrative 
lead.” Coders were asked to label the answers on a 5-point Likert scale from “strongly disagree” (1) to 
“strongly agree” (5). 
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Figure 12. Mean ratings of narrative lead for each of three newspapers 
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New York Times: F = 34.976, p < .001 (df = 5, 372); Pearson’s r = 857, p = .029 (N 
=6). Los Angeles Times: F = 12.313, p < .001 (df = 5, 358); Pearson’s r = 821, p = 
.045 (N =6). Chicago Tribune: F = 1.026, p = .403 (df = 5, 248); Pearson’s r = 722, p 
= .105 (N =6). 
 
 

progressively shifted toward more narrative style, as the trend line demonstrates  

(Figure 11). The scale scores, which were consistently less than 3, indicate that more 

stories were still judged not likely to be narrative lead. However, the overall trend 

toward more narrative lead was statistically significant, as well (F = 27.821, p < 

.001). For a more robust test, we measured Pearson’s correlation coefficient between 

the mean ratings for narrative mode and the sampling years. Data analysis indicated  
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Figure 13. Percentage increase of “strongly agree” and “agree” on the narrative 
lead of news stories 
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Pearson’s correlation coefficient (N =6): r = .930, p = .007. 
 

that there exists a strongly positive relationship between the passage of time and the 

growth of mean ratings for narrative mode (Figure 11, r = .938, p = .006). Based on 

the results of this analysis hypothesis 4 was supported. 

  Within subsamples for individual newspapers (Figure 12), the trends were 

significant for the New York Times and the Los Angeles Times (F = 34.976, and 

12.313, respectively; both p <  .001), but not for the Chicago Tribune (F = 1.026, p = 

.403). The bar graphs in Figure 13 show the trends more clearly. Remarkably, the 

most recent data of the year 2000 reveal an interesting phenomenon in discussing the  
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Figure 14. Average mean rating of summary lead  
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escalation of narrative mode. In 1990, the combined number of percentages coded for 

narrative lead (strongly agree + agree) was 23.8%. A decade later, however, this 

figure skyrocketed to 35.9%. In other words, more than three out of ten articles 

gained coders’ agreement that they began their reportage with a narrative lead in 

2000. Largely influenced by such great growth, the average mean rating for narrative 

lead in 2000 reached close to the median of 3 points, and moved up much closer 

toward narrative (See Figure 11). By contrast, the average mean rating for the  
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Table 15. Regional distribution of narrative and summary lead articles  

 Narrative lead (%) Summary lead (%) 
Local 26.4 26.8 

Washington, D.C. 8.6 21.1 
Other state(s) 25.0 19.8 
National 5.7 2.1 
International 27.9 25.0 
Unknown/unavailable 6.4 5.2 
Total 100.0 (N =140*) 100.0 (N =812+) 
 
* This is the combined number of articles that employed “predominantly narrative” 
and “narrative” leads. 
+ This is the combined number of articles that employed “predominantly summary” 
and “summary” leads. 
 
• Since narrative and summary leads were coded individually by different categories, 
the chi-square test was not available for comparing the frequency differences between 
these two groups for regional distribution.   
 

summary lead continuously decreased (Figure 14). When the present study 

investigated the employment of summary lead in 1950’s news accounts, the 

measurements were dominated by 4’s and 5’s on the scale.21 As each ten-year interval  

went by, however, the figure declined continuously, and, in 2000, the average mean 

rating dropped close to the median point (3.32).  

  Interestingly, we found that narrative lead was not popularly employed for 

“Washington, D.C.” (8.6%) and “national” (5.7%) stories, while feature leading was 

frequently employed for “international” (27.9%), “local” (26.4%) and “other state(s)”  

                                                 
21 This study asked coders again to categorize news stories as to whether “the news lead employs the 
summary lead.” Coders were asked to label the answers on a 5-point Likert scale from “strongly 
disagree” (1) to “strongly agree” (5). 
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Table 16. Timeliness distribution of narrative and summary lead articles 

 Narrative (%) Summary (%) 
Distant Past 5.7 3.0 

Immediate Past 66.4 88.7 
Immediate Future 2.1 2.1 
Distant Future 2.1 2.6 
Unknown/Unavailable 23.5 3.7 
Total 100.0 (N =140) 100.0 (N =812) 
 

Table 17. Source distribution in narrative and summary lead articles 

 Narrative (%) Summary (%) 
Governmental/Official 32.1 68.3 

Business 5.0 3.0 
Public bureaucratic  3.6 5.5 
Individual 15.7 3.0 
Reporter/Survey/Report 25.7 8.3 
Unknown/Unavailable 17.9 12.0 
Total 100.0 (N =140) 100.0 (N =812) 
 

(25.0%) stories (Table 15). In comparison to the regional distribution of summary 

lead articles, no significant differences were revealed for that of narrative lead stories. 

  Associated with timeliness, hard news lead showed a strong connection with 

the “immediate passing scene” (Table 16). Around nine of ten stories with a summary 

lead reported the immediate past. By contrast, the proportion of timeliness for 

“immediate past” in narrative lead was comparatively low, to a somewhat significant 

degree.  

  Source analysis presents another tendency worthy of consideration among 

articles written with inverted pyramid style. According to Table 17, almost seven of 
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ten (68.3%) hard news leads quoted official references as primary sources. Next, 

reporter/report/survey gained the second-highest percentage (8.3%). Contrariwise, 

sources from public organizations (5.5%), business sectors (3.0%), and individual 

(3.0%) were hardly associated with a summary lead writing format. Literary non-

fiction lead news stories showed similar patterns in numbering sources. However, it is 

noteworthy that, in sharp contrast to their percentages with summary lead, 

reporter/report/survey attained a comparatively high percentage (25.7%), while 

governmental official received a comparatively low score (32.1%). 

  In the case of topical categorization, politics/government (22.1%) again won 

the top position as the most popular subject for which narrative leads were utilized 

(Table 18). By comparison, military/national security (5.7%), crime (7.1%), 

business/economy (5.7%) and other categories did not occupy much voluminous 

proportions.  
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Table 18. Topical distribution in narrative and summary lead 

 Narrative (%) Summary (%) 
Politics/Government 22.1 25.2 

Military/National Security 5.7 12.7 
Business/Economy 5.7 8.5 
Crime 7.1 11.0 
Accidents 3.6 6.4 
Disaster 0 1.6 
Health/Welfare 3.6 2.6 
Entertainment/Sports 6.4 1.5 
Weather 2.1 1.7 
Science 3.6 1.6 
Environment 4.3 1.9 
Education 0.7 2.0 
Poverty 0.7 0 
Labor/Union 1.4 1.5 
Minority 3.6 1.5 
Demonstration/Rally/Strike 0 3.6 
Others 29.3 16.8 
Total 100.0 (N =140) 100.0 (N =812) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 138 



Figure 15. Proportion of “immediate past” from 1950 through 2000 
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N =996 
Pearson’s correlation (N =6): r = - .876, p = .022. 
 

 

H5: Immediate past versus others 

  The fifth hypothesis attempted to examine the percentage changes of 

“immediate past” in timeliness from 1950 through 2000. Coders were asked to label 

the timeliness of the sampled stories into five categories: distant past, immediate past, 

immediate future, more distant future, and others. We first compared the percentage 

changes of the “immediate past” from 1950 through 2000 (Figure 15).  
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Table 19. Source distribution in timeliness for immediate passing scenes 

Source Immediate Past (%) Others (%) 
Official 67.6 29.2 
Business 3.1 3.4 
Public bureaucratic 5.1 19.2 
Individual  4.2 9.0 
Reporter/Report/Survey 8.2 34.8 
Unknown/Unavailable 11.9 18.0 
Total 100.0 (N =818) 100.0 (N =178) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =996] = 126.717, p < .001 

 

  Generally, the news stories about the “immediate past” steadily diminished 

during the past fifty years, except for 1990, when there was a slight increase. In 

comparison to its highest score in 1950 (90.5%), five decades later, the figure had 

dropped to 56.5%. Despite such an obvious tendency, however, the “immediate past” 

still enjoyed its supreme position in timeliness news value. 

  For statistical examination, we employed Pearson’s correlation to see the 

trend across the six sampling years for this category (Each category was ranked 

according to the percentage, and then was correlated with the order among the 

sampling years, i.e., 1950 = 1, 1960 = 2, 1970 = 3, 1980 = 4, 1990 = 5, 2000 = 6). 

When the correlation between the percentage of immediate past in timeliness and the 

passage of time was tested, the outcome yielded a statistical significance (Pearson’s 

correlation = -.876, p = .022). Put another way, the percentage of stories about the 

“immediate past” was negatively correlated with the passage of time. Accordingly, 

Hypothesis 5 was supported.  
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Table 20. Topic distribution in timeliness for immediate passing scenes 
 
Topic  Immediate Past (%) Others (%) 

Politics/Government 26.3 15.2 
Military/National Security 11.9 10.1 
Business/Economy 7.5 12.9 
Crime/Courts 11.3 4.5 
Accidents  6.9 1.1 
Disaster 1.6 0 
Health/Welfare 2.3 7.3 
Entertainment/Sports 1.8 3.4 
Weather 2.1 0.6 
Science 1.7 1.7 
Environment 1.7 4.5 
Education 1.5 4.5 
Poverty 0.1 1.1 
Labor/Union 1.3 1.2 
Minority 1.7 2.2 
Demonstration/Rally/Strike 3.3 1.7 
Others 17.0 27.0 
Total 100.0 (N =818) 100.0 (N =178) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =996] = 72.111, p < .001 

 

  Looking into more detail at the sources used in “immediate past,” it was 

documented that governmental officials dominated the sources of the latest news in 

the dailies. Two out of three (67.6%) news beats were written based on the 

references, quotes, citations, and comments from bureaucrats, administrators, 

representatives, and executives (Table 19).  

  In connection with topical distribution, it was revealed that one of four 

immediate past stories came from the political/governmental (26.3%) arena (Table  
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Table 21. Regional distribution for immediate past events  
 

Region Immediate Past Others 
Local 26.3 32.2 
Washington, D.C. 19.1 18.5 
Other State(s) 21.8 10.1 
National 1.8 8.4 
International 26.0 21.9 
Unknown/Unavailable 5.0 9.0 
Total 100.0 (N =818) 100.0 (N =178) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =996] = 37.987, p < .001 

 
Table 22. Correlation coefficient between the passage of time and timeliness  
 
 r p 
Distant Past .933 .007* 
Immediate Future -.546 .263 
Distant Future .170 .747 
Unknown/Unavailable .869 .025* 

 
 

20). Next, military (11.9%) and crime (11.3%) stories received the second- and third-

greatest attention from the daily press.  

  Interestingly, stories about the “immediate past” were predominantly written 

in summary lead (87.9%); narrative lead (11.4%) seemed not to be appropriate for 

delivering yesterday’s events. Within the immediate passing scene, descriptive/event-

oriented accounts (79.5%) outnumbered interpretive/analytic stories (17.7%). As to 

regional diversity, however, no specific outcomes were found, except for the scant 

attention to the “national” news (Table 21).  
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  Another remarkable phenomenon in timeliness is the growth of “distant past” 

and the “unknown/non-available” during the last five decades (Table 22). 

Statistically, the percentages of timeliness in “distant past” and “unknown/non-

available” were positively correlated with the passage of time. No others, however, 

produced any significant outcomes. 
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RQ 1: How well have the contemporary media conducted the job of neutral 

transmitter and timely disseminator? 

  Unlike the professional beliefs of individual journalists about the press as 

neutral and speedy transmitter, the data analysis revealed that newspeople’s news-

gathering routine has been consistently biased in the selection of source, topic, and 

geography. In the case of the source, governmental officials have dominated the 

dailies’ storylines. It was encouraging, however, that newspeople’s heavy reliance on 

official source seemed to lessen over time. In contrast to the past, clearly, reporters 

have showed their tendency to avoid the quote from governmental lines as their 

leading source. For topic diversity, however, the fifty-year time span did not seem to 

affect the dailies to modify their news values. Even though media personnel showed 

their efforts in diversifying their quotes, it seemed that they still reflected the world 

within the same schema. Despite the recent salience of several topics, such as 

education, health and welfare, the traditional topics of government/politics, business, 

military/war news comprised the major topical categories in the daily press (e.g., 

McClellan, 1997; Stempel, 1988). Likewise, the data analysis on geographic 

distribution during the last five decades presented the outcome that no salient 

modification has occurred inside the newsroom for the selection of datelines. 

  With respect to the presentation style, another statistical test revealed that the 

coverage of contemporary dailies, again, has evidently shifted more in a narrative 

mode, as the trend line demonstrates (Figure 11). The mean ratings indicate that most 
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stories were still judged not to be likely to have a narrative lead. However, the overall 

trend toward more narrative leads was statistically significant, as well (F = 27.821, p 

< .001). By contrast, the mean ratings for summary lead continuously decreased 

(Figure 14). Put another way, journalists showed a clear tendency to report their 

stories with nontraditional voices that contain feature values, while they gradually 

turned away from their old conventional writing formula.  

  Finally, data analysis on timeliness showed the decline of the newsworthiness 

of reporting immediate passing scenes. The outcome revealed that news stories about 

the “immediate past” steadfastly diminished during the past fifty years. Even though 

the “immediate past” still enjoyed its leading position in timely news value, the 

percentage of stories about the immediate past was negatively correlated to the 

passage of time (Figure 13, r =  - .876, p = .022).  

  Regarding all the findings we achieved through tests of Hypotheses 1,2 3, 4 

and 5, the news contents selected from the three newspapers from 1950 through 2000 

indicated that the American press has experienced a moderate role shift away from 

traditional “speedy transmitter” and “dispassionate disseminator.” The direction and 

its priority will be discussed, in detail, later with the second research question and the 

conclusion.  
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Figure 16. Descriptive/interpretative mean ratings (unit: Likert scale from 1-5)  
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N =996 
F = 4.504, p < .001, (df = 5, 990). 
Pearson’s r = .937, p = .006. 
 
This study asked coders to categorize the descriptive/interpretive nature on a 5-point 
Likert scale from “predominantly even-oriented” (Dr. Whitney) (1) to “predominantly 
interpretive” (5). 
 

H6: Descriptive versus Interpretive 

In order to answer our second research question, we first examined how much 

the emphasis on analysis and context increased over a half of the century. Coders 

were asked to assess, on a 5-point scale, whether the article emphasized event-

centered coverage or news analysis. Then, we compared the mean ratings on the 5- 
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Figure 17. Interpretation mean ratings for each of three newspapers 
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New York Times: F = .979, p = .431, (df =  5, 372); Pearson’s r = 718, p = .108.   
Los Angeles Times: F = 30.857, p < .000, (df = 5, 358); Pearson’s r = 964, p = .02. 
Chicago Tribune: F = 7.582, p < .000, (df = 5, 248); Pearson’s r = 902, p = .014. 
 

point scale assessing descriptive versus interpretive coverage. Coverage did indeed 

include progressively more analysis, as the bar graph demonstrates (Figure 16). The 

scale scores, which were consistently less than 3, indicate that most stories were still 

judged to be more event-centered than interpretive. However, the overall trend toward 

more analytic coverage was statistically significant (F = 4.504, p < .001). For a more 

robust test, we measured Pearson’s correlation coefficient between the mean ratings 

for interpretive mode and the sampling years. Data analysis indicated that there exists 
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a strongly positive relationship between the passage of time and the growth of mean 

ratings for interpretive mode (r = .937, p = .006). Accordingly, hypothesis 6 was 

supported.   

  Within subsamples for individual newspapers (Figure 17), the trends were 

significant for the Los Angeles Times and the Chicago Tribune (F = 30.857 and F = 

7.582, respectively, both p < .000), but not for the New York Times (F = .979, p = 

.108). Pearson’s correlation coefficient test also revealed similar trends. The test 

yielded the outcome that there are positive relationships between the growth of 

analytic mode in the Los Angeles Times (r = 964, p = .02) and the Chicago Tribune (r 

= 902, p = .014) in accordance with the passage of time. By contrast, the New York 

Times failed to show any significant link between its interpretive mean ratings and the 

passage of time (r = 718, p = .108).  

  As shown in Figure 18, the growth of interpretive mode in stories became 

quite clear when we examined the percentages of descriptive and interpretive mode in 

news accounts. For each of the sampling years, the percentages of stories categorized 

as “predominantly” and “moderately” descriptive declined while “predominantly” 

and “moderately” interpretive coverage grew.  

  In examining the distribution of datelines between the interpretive and 

descriptive stories, we found there exists a statistical significance (Table 23). Looking  
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Figure 18. Percentage differences between descriptive and interpretative 
reportage 
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Number of descriptive news stories = 730 (73.3%); r = -. 938, p = .006. 
Number of interpretive news stories = 233 (23.4%); r = - .954, p = .003. 
Others = 33 (3.3%) 
 

into more detail at the distribution, however, we found that the percentage 

distributions among local, Washington, D.C., and state(s), within and between 

interpretive and descriptive news stories, was strikingly. Notwithstanding, we found 

that the distribution of source category presented remarkable outcomes. As shown in 

Table 24, stories (42.1%) that referred to “governmental/official” as their primary 

sources utilized more interpretive mode more often than any others did. 
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Table 23. Dateline distribution of interpretative and descriptive news accounts 
 
Dateline Interpretive (%) Descriptive (%) 
Local 25.8 27.8 
Washington, D.C. 22.3 17.8 
Other state(s) 18.5 20.4 
National 6.4 1.9 
International 18.5 27.4 
Unknown/Unavailable 8.6 4.7 
Total 100.0 (N =233) 100.0 (N =730) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =963] = 24.948, p < .001 

 

Table 24. Source distribution of interpretative and descriptive news accounts 
 
Source Interpretative (%) Descriptive (%) 
Governmental 42.1 66.6 
Business bureaucratic 3.9 2.7 
Public bureaucratic  3.0 6.0 
Non-institutionalized  6.0 4.7 
Others (Reporter(s), Report, 
Survey, etc.) 

25.8 8.5 

Unknown/Unavailable 19.3 11.5 
Total 100.0 (N =233) 100.0 (N =730) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =963] = 71.497, p < .001 

 

  Likewise, the sources (25.8%) from “reporter’s observation, reports, and 

survey outcomes” received the second highest percentage among articles classified as 

interpretive. By contrast, the accounts that primarily cited public bureaucratic (3.0%) 

were least likely to entail interpretive storylines.   
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Table 25. Topic distribution of interpretative and descriptive news accounts 
 
Topic Interpretative (%) Descriptive (%) 
Politics/Government 28.8 22.8 
Military/National Security/war  9.0 12.3 
Business/Economy 12.4 7.0 
Crime 5.6 11.8 
Accidents 1.3 7.4 
Disaster 0 1.8 
Health/Welfare 6.4 2.2 
Entertainment/Sports 1.7 2.2 
Weather 0.9 2.2 
Science 2.1 1.6 
Environment 5.6 1.1 
Education 2.6 1.9 
Poverty 1.3 0 
Labor/Union 1.3 1.6 
Minority 3.4 1.4 
Demonstration/Rally/Strike 0.9 3.7 
Others 16.7 18.9 
Total 100.0 (N =233) 100.0 (N =730) 
 
Chi-square: X2 [16, N =963] = 79.918, p < .001 

 

  In the case of the topical categorization, the outcome demonstrated that 

“politics/government” was given the top priority in the interpretive context (Table 

25). Three out of ten (28.8%) interpretive stories were about political and 

governmental issues. Except for the category labeled “others,” “business/economy” 

(12.4%) and “military/national security” (9.0) occupied the second and third ranks.  
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Table 26. Timeliness distribution of interpretative and descriptive news accounts 
 
 
Timeliness Interpretive (%) Descriptive (%) 
Distant Past 4.3 3.3 
Immediate Past 62.2 89.0 
Immediate Future 2.1 2.1 
Distant Future 3.9 1.9 
Unknown/non-available 27.5 3.7 
Total  100.0 (N =233) 100.0 (N =730) 
Chi-square: X2 [5, N =963] = 129.080, p < .001 

 

  Timeliness is another good index in referring to the attribute of interpretation. 

More than six out of ten (62.2%) interpretative stories treated the issues occurring in 

the “immediate past” (approximately 24 hours) including the date that the news was 

printed (Table 26). “Unknown and/or non-available” (27.5%) gained the second-

highest percentage of being interpretive.  

 The data also suggest that highly interpretative stories prefer the summary 

leading format in news writing. In the case of the “narrative lead,” a slim majority 

(36.5%) of interpretive accounts were classified as holding a narrative lead. 

Contrariwise, more than half (51.1%) of interpretative stories were identified as 

employing a summary lead. 
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Figure 18. Percentage differences between descriptive and interpretative 
reportage 
 

0

20

40

60

80

100

Descriptive reportage 94.1 85.5 84.9 52.7 53.8 47.3
Interpretive reportage 4.1 12.3 13.7 39.2 44.6 46.6

1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

 
Number of descriptive news stories = 730 (73.3%); r = -. 938, p = .006. 
Number of interpretive news stories = 233 (23.4%); r = - .954, p = .003. 
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H7: Reactive vs. reflecitve interpretation 

Hitherto, we examined the functional role changes of elite newspapers during 

the last five decades. Now we dig into deeper layers of news content by investigating 

the progressiveness of news coverage since 1950.  

In connection with Hypothesis 7, we examined the proportion between 

reactive (spontaneous/routine/passive) and reflective (non-spontaneous/non-

routine/active) interpretations among analytic coverage. As mentioned earlier (Figure  
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Table 27. The proportion between reactive and reflective interpretation among 
entire stories 
 
 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000 
Reactive 
Interpretation 

3.62 (%) 11.81 
(%) 

8.90 (%) 24.32 
(%) 

24.62 
(%) 

31.30 
(%) 

Reflective 
Interpretation 

0.45 (%) 1.36 (%) 5.48 (%) 12.84 
(%) 

19.23 
(%) 

15.27 
(%) 

Mixed* 0 0 0 2.70 (%) 1.54 (%) 3.05 (%) 
* Mixed indicates extreme difficulty in identifying whether the issue which the article 
dealt with was a reactive or a participant one. 
 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient for reactive interpretation: r =  .949, p = .004. 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient for participant interpretation: r =  .928, p = .008. 
Pearson’s correlation coefficient for mixed: r =  .849, p = .033. 
X2 [5, N =233] = 12.393, p = .03 

 

18), we found that the analytic reportage consistently increased since 1950 through 

2000.  

Within the interpretative coverage (Table 27), it was revealed that 1970 was a 

critical watershed, during and after which moderate changes took place for dailies in 

printing analytic accounts. In spite of some fluctuation, it was revealed that reflective 

interpretation has consistently kept a high proportion since 1970. To get more robust 

results, we ran a chi-square test. The outcomes showed a statistical significance 

between the frequencies of reactive and reflective interpretations during the last five 

decades (X2 [5, N =233] = 12.393, p = .03). Next, we examined the correlation 

coefficient between the proportion of reflective interpretation and the passage of time 

encompassed by the six sampling years. Again, the outcome yielded a statistical  
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Figure 19. Regional distribution (%) of reactive and reflective interpretation 
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significance (r =  .928, p = .008). Accordingly, hypothesis 7 was not supported.  

Probing the regional characteristics of reactive and reflective analysis, it was 

documented that reactive interpretation mainly treated “Washington, D.C.” news 

(27.6%), while reflective interpretation was highly involved to “local” stories (31.6%) 

(Figure 19). In the case of other categories, the distribution bars showed no 

remarkable differences except for “national” accounts. Inside reflective interpretation, 

one out of ten stories (11.8%) dealt with national issues, for reactive interpretation, 

however, the rate was noticeably low (3.2%).  
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Figure 20. Source distribution (%) in reactive and reflective analysis 
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The distinctive nature between reactive and reflective interpretation is more 

obviously compared in the case of source distribution. As shown in Figure 20, 

reactive and reflective interpretation presented very different types of distribution in 

employing references outside the newsroom. For reactive interpretation, more than 

half of the total reactive analysis articles (55.8%) employed “official” sources as 

primary news accounts. By contrast, a substantial majority of reflective interpretation 

(32.9%) stemmed from “reporter’s observation” or “research/survey data.” Next, 
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“unclear” (31.6%) resources comprised the second position in source distribution 

among participant interpretation. 

Topic distribution also provides another intriguing output. According to Table 

28, a substantial majority (37.2%) of the topical categorization stemmed from 

“politics/government” in the case of reactive interpretation. In contrast, the proportion 

of this category in reflective interpretation was limited to less than one out of five 

(17.1%), in spite of its first-ranked position within the category. This time, again, the 

topical distribution of reactive interpretation followed the similar trends which 

descriptive news had presented before. “Military/national security” (12.2%) and 

“business/economy” (12.2%) shared the second-top position followed by 

“crime/courts” (5.1%), except for “others” (12.8%). 

The news-writing format also distinguishes the reactive and reflective 

interpretation into different groups. As shown in Figure 22, 69.6% of reactive 

interpretation was categorized as employing a summary lead, while only 25.0% of 

reflective interpretation was labeled as using this old writing formula. By contrast, 

Figure 23 shows that six of ten (59.2%) reflective interpretations deployed their news 

transmission with a narrative lead, whereas only 23.7% of reactive analysis began the 

first paragraph with a storytelling format. 
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Table 28. Topic distribution (%) in reactive and reflective analysis 

 Reactive (%) Reflective (%) 
Politics/Government 37.2 17.1 

Military/National Security 12.2 1.3 
Business/Economy 12.2 11.8 
Crime 5.1 3.9 
Accidents 2.6 0 
Disaster 0 0 
Health/Welfare 5.1 9.2 
Entertainment/Sports 0.6 3.9 
Weather 0.6 1.3 
Science 1.9 1.3 
Environment 3.2 9.2 
Education 1.9 5.3 
Poverty 0 2.6 
Labor/Union 1.9 0 
Minority 1.3 9.2 
Demonstration/Rally/Strike 1.3 0 
Others 12.8 23.7 
Total 100.0 (N =150) 100.0 (N =83) 
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Figure. 21. The proportion of summary lead in reactive and reflective analysis  
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Chi-square: X2 [5, N =232] = 39.991, p < .001. 
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Figure 22. The proportion of narrative lead in reactive and reflective analysis 
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RQ 2: How well has the contemporary press performed the socially responsible 

job of a reflective interpreter? 

  Unlike individual journalists’ strong preference for the delivery of “simple 

fact” in a quick mode, news content progressively shifted from a descriptive, event-

oriented toward an interpretive, analytic, and issue-centered direction. As Figure 16 

presented earlier, the mean ratings of interpretive coverage consistently increased, 

and the overall trend toward more analytic coverage was statistically significant (F = 

4.504, p < .000).  

 We also found a positive sign on the growth of reflective interpretation within 

analytic coverage. Regarding the progressively compiling literature in which 

reflective interpretation is recognized as holding more active, intellectual, and 

educative messages, the growth of reflective interpretation was considered as an 

encouraging phenomenon both for media professionals and the public. 

With respect to the issue of topic diversity, as indicated in our previous 

finding, however, it was proven that newsmakers’ criteria for their subject selection 

hardly changed during the last fifty years. The same major topics still predominated 

on prestigious papers’ front pages, and peripheral topics hardly obtained popularity 

among media professionals. Since topic selection was condensed to a few leading 

categories such as “politics/government,” “military/national security,” “crime/courts,” 

and “business/economy,” marginal categories such as “social conflict,” “poverty,” 
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“labor/union,” and “minority” failed to receive any serious attention from media 

organizations.  

Taking all these findings, we might reach a moderate conclusion that the press 

performance since 1950 through 2000 has shown some significant changes in source 

employment and the content for reflective interpretation. The American press’s 

inertia in topical variation, however, implies that the changes mainly occurred within 

the conventional sphere of news making. The press still has maintained its 

conventional norms in news selection, even though the voices quoted have been 

somewhat diversified, and some news values for reflective interpretation in news 

accounts have increased. Put another way, the contemporary press showed its efforts 

to go beyond bureaucracy, beyond meetings, and attempted to provide a creative, 

participant, and intellectual mode of coverage, but failed to provide a wide variety of 

social issues to the public.  
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

 

The initial motive of the current study was to see whether the press has 

experienced any functional changes in its news production during the latter half of the 

last century. Regarding the historical trends of role shifts in the American press, this 

dissertation attempted to grasp the developing traits of prestigious papers in terms of 

libertarian and social responsibility theories. We employed longitudinal, quantitative, 

and macro-level approaches in satisfying our research inquiries.  

We classified our hypotheses into two groups for better explaining the 

complex aspects of contemporary media from multiple perspectives. As mentioned 

earlier, however, the hypotheses within and between the two groups incorporated 

each other, and lead us to discuss our findings in a concrete manner. For example, the 

thread of the first research inquiry has its roots in functionalism, yet its sub-

hypotheses (i.e., source diversity, topic variation, and geographic distribution) are 

also linked to a clear concern for reflecting the accountability of press as the agent of 

a “social conscience.” Likewise, the concept of interpretative journalism in the 

second research question has rich roots and the potential to consider how the press 

shape, produce and reproduce specific events in certain ways.  

In profiling our findings, we take a careful stance, because our data set does 

not present a truly representative picture of the American press. Indeed, the present 

study suffered from a small number of sampling years, along with a small sample 
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size. Nevertheless, some of our findings might prove to be helpful literature to 

galvanize future debates on our findings.  

  Broadly stated, this study suggests the chronic role shift of contemporary 

journalism from a “timely dispassionate disseminator” to a “narrative interpreter.” 

We characterize the practice of contemporary journalists within the perspective of 

changes in the substantive content of “what” (topic), “who” (source) or “where” 

(geographic origin). Overall, the picture drawn through the fifty years’ content 

analysis is a mix of change and inertia.  

  How might be this picture evaluated from the perspective of social 

responsibility theory? Has our journalism made real progress in publishing exercises 

in diversity, the voices of those without power, with a global reach? Has it properly 

reflected a social “conscience” with the provision of representative pictures of 

constituent groups of society? In answering these questions, the present dissertation 

provides twofold contemplation. For critics from the liberal end of the spectrum who 

advocates the participant-interpretative journalism, such a phenomenon might be 

understood as the inertia of occupational norms in news making. For media critics 

from the opposite perspective who uphold the proposition of neutral and timely 

disseminator journalism, the chronic shifts of contemporary journalism toward the 

interpretative might be spotted and understood as additional evidence for the claims 

of opinion journalism.  
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  Do these empirical results outcome reveal the contribution of journalism to 

democracy? Taking all the consideration of the longitudinal attributes of variables 

examined, we hardly say “yes” to this question. For instance, the lack of diversity in 

news-gathering routine (i.e., source, topic, geographic origin) prompts us to refute the 

proposition that contemporary journalism has come to widen its scope for discussing 

the social democratization. In practice, we do not find any remarkable changes in the 

conventional paradigms of news making policy within the boundaries of journalism.  

Although one can infer from the findings presented here that certain roles 

declined or increased over the last half of the twentieth century, it is highly unlikely 

that these changes were wholly the result of conscious and deliberate journalistic 

strategies. A rich variety of survey data grounded in interviews with journalists 

indicates that journalists are aware of these pluralistic roles, but a variety of historical 

and social factors also can explain these shifts.  

In the historical perspective, the 1960s and the 1970s were clearly a time that 

inspired more protest (e.g., Vietnam War) and distrust (e.g., Watergate scandal) of 

political actors and institutions. The necessity for making news by responding to the 

culture of the time, then, might have prompted the decline of journalistic 

independence with regard to official sources. In fact, many agree on the fact that this 

was the period during which journalistic trust toward the government declined.  

At this point, it would be noteworthy to refer back to rise of business 

community in discussion of sources, signifying a potential commercial influence. Our 
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findings indicate that the elite community of news sources has opened up to integrate 

corporate actors, from a more exclusive domain of government officials. This means 

that the character of an elite community with access to news media has changed, and 

may account for a more supportive climate for corporate activity, particularly since 

the 70s when environmental concerns were more prevalent. In this respect, the rise of 

business bureaucratic sources might be explained as the emergence of an alternative 

which fills the shortage of official sources in the storylines. Focusing on its potential 

significance in news content, therefore, we urge the necessity of future research on 

this subject.  

 

News values are not immutable. Like norms, beliefs, and philosophies in life, 

values in news- making also change in response to the changes in social, cultural, and 

political settings. We notice the fact that hate crimes based on race did not gain any 

special spotlight from the press in the early part of the second half of the twentieth 

century. Our data set, however, indicates that the combination of hate crimes and race 

has received much attention from the media since the eruption of civil right 

movements in the 1960s. Likewise, newsbeats on crime stories, presidential elections, 

military events and so on, fifty years ago, were published employing a format and 

style different from those today.  

As decades went by and the societal settings surrounding the press changed, a 

wide variety of analytic modes such as “point of view,” “journalistic opinion,” and 
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“editorial support” have been observed to continuously grow in coverage, 

particularly, in recent years. In much of Europe, indeed, it has long been assumed that 

journalism is an exercise of interpretation and necessarily involves adopting a 

political point of view. American journalism, however, has been based on a denial of 

this kind of subjectivity, and the traditional style of American news writing has been 

in large part designed to conceal the voice of the journalist (Hallin, 1996, p. 252). 

Contrary to this claim, however, our findings confirmed the transformation of 

American news coverage from descriptive to interpretive, from fact-oriented to 

analytic-involved. Such an outcome, then, clearly contradicts the persistent claims by 

individual journalists that media workers maintain more the fact-centered journalism 

rather than the analytic/interpretative journalism. 

Additional support, within this study, on the potential of interpretative and 

subjective journalism, came from the increasing number of accounts published from 

reporters’ viewpoints. On this issue, our data set indicates that reporters, since the 

1960s, turned out to be one of the primary subjects who lead the storyline. At this 

point, it should be mentioned that the line between “reporter(s)” and 

“unknown/unavailable” in source categorization has been growing blurred and more 

blurred. Many times, coders complained the difficulty of distinguishing the reporters’ 

voices from unidentified sources, in particular during the last two decades.  

Following the turmoil inside and outside newsroom, the news outlet has 

progressively shifted away from “episodic” to “thematic,” from “descriptive” to 
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“analytic,” or from “event-centered” to “interpretive” reporting (Barnhurst & Mutz, 

1997; Hallin, 1996). Many researchers agree that such a trend gained widespread 

appeal among journalists especially during and after the Watergate coverage 

(Barnhurst & Mutz, 1997; Weaver, 1975). Our findings, however, indicate that the 

decline of official source occurred already in 1970. Maybe several explanation could 

be risen at this moment on that.  

The outcome from the investigation of news-gathering channel also suggested 

that we reconsider the journalistic slogan of a neutral, speedy transmitter; biases still 

have been prevalent in source, dateline, and topic selections. We will delve into these 

issues in detail, later, when we reflect on the accountability of the contemporary 

press. 

News writing techniques are not exceptional, either, in addressing the 

journalistic bias. During the last five decades, the decline of summary lead with the 

rise of narrative distinguished the news accounts in the contemporary age from those 

in the past. De facto, the gloomy market environment since the 1980s has driven the 

newspaper business to strenuously search for a compelling format that appeals to 

readers more intensively. And a fair number of empirical research studies sponsored 

or subsidized by media corporations revealed the outcome that the present reportage 

style does not strongly hold the readers, in particular the young, any more. Instead, 

most indicated that story-telling techniques offered great potential for newspapers to 
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expand their readership, in particular among younger readers (e.g., Beasley, 1998; Fry 

& Clark, 1994; Gersh, 1993).  

How can the modification of presentation style in reportage be interpreted in 

connection with our previous findings on interpretive journalism? According to 

Decurtis (2000), “[a]ny narrative story of length involves so much interpretation and 

editorial shaping that ‘objectivity’ becomes not merely a slippery ideal, but an 

inappropriate one” (p. 31). Similarly, Woo (2000) worries that the contemporary 

phenomenon in journalistic writing (narrative journalism) might steer journalists 

away from their professional responsibility to just write what happened. In fact, some 

have questioned whether newspapers should encourage literary techniques, which, 

critics argue, have the potential to “distort history and sow mistrust among readers” 

(Harvey, 1994, p. 41). 

The gradual retreat of news value in timeliness is noteworthy, as well. In spite 

of its champion position, “immediate past” has been slowly but surely losing its 

supremacy among others. By contrast, other variables such as distant past, immediate 

future or distant future have taken greater positions in timeliness than ever. Regarding 

the conventional wisdom that interpretive and analytic coverage entails in-depth 

research over long time periods, it is assumed that there exists a substantial link 

between the growth of analytic mode and the decline of speedy transmission of recent 

information.  
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Next, we challenged a broader level of inference by expanding our research 

inquiry into exploring the intrinsic nature of news content during the post-Hutchins 

Commission era. If our prior inquiry aimed to view the role changes of the American 

press in terms of “news definition,” the latter question intended to examine the 

progressive traits of contemporary journalism. Here, two variables (e.g., source and 

topic), employed for answering the first research question, provided additional critical 

clues to illuminate our second inquiry.  

First, on topic diversity, no significant modification was observed within 

American journalism during the last five decades. Further, the topical concentration 

on certain categories has even intensified during election years. By contrast, the 

Herfindahl-Hirschman Indexes—which indicate the degree of topic distribution—

during non-election years were strikingly similar to each other. Statistically, the 

research data in this study failed to provide any empirical support for the proposition 

that the contemporary press has been moving toward publishing a wide variety of 

contents.  

Likewise, the heavy reliance on official sources still seemed incurable, according 

to our data analysis. Taking a closer look into the changing patterns, however, we 

observed some positive signs of potential diversification in source distribution. As 

Figure 5 indicates, reporters’ inclination to employ official sources declined 

consistently within the group of election years (i.e., 1960, 1980, and 2000) and within 

the group of non-election years (i.e., 1950, 1970, and 1990), respectively.  
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News sources have profound influence on news production (Berkowitz, 

1992b; Gans, 1979; Sigal, 1986). Many times, such sources act as an interpretive 

group that attempts to shape meanings of issues and occurrences. Sources often 

convey their preferred interpretations through strategies that prey on journalists’ 

working realities. For example, sources provide information subsidies (Gandy, 1982) 

that account for a large proportion of the news that is reported (Berkowitz, 1987; 

Brown, Weardon, & Straughan, 1987; Sigal, 1973; Soloski, 1989). Considering the 

decline of reporters’ weighty reliance on official sources, then, we might cautiously 

envision the path along which contemporary journalism proceeds. 

Another encouraging phenomenon found in this study is the growth of 

reflective interpretation. As mentioned earlier, the year of 1970 in our sampling 

turned out to be a critical watershed for dailies, which began to change their 

interpretive coverage in terms of reactive vs. reflective mode (Figure 18). From the 

data, it can be inferred that a wide range of journalistic experiments has influenced 

the newsroom culture in the ’60s and ’70s. Putting the lie to the harsh attacks from 

critical scholars, there have been substantial movements among dailies to reflect the 

social issues through the progressive, intellectual, and participant modes of analysis. 

This dissertation, however, avoids drawing a conclusive statement in appraising this 

trend as sign of progressive movements in American journalism. Even though the 

interpretation mode is obviously different between the groups of 1950, 1960, 1970 

versus 1980, 1990, and 2000, we cannot help admitting its weakness in validity in 
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terms of sample size. Moreover, even though the year of 1990 in our research enjoyed 

its peak in coverage of reflective interpretation, the data set of 2000 presents its 

decline again. We do not know if this is a temporary decline in a certain trend, or the 

signaling of the regression to traditional journalism. The failure to develop 

sophisticated categories for thoroughly measuring the traits within reflective 

interpretation also prompts us not to straightforwardly conclude about the changing 

nature of American press in recent years.  

 

Finally, we would like to briefly address the contribution of this dissertation. 

First, we attribute significant meaning to providing the continuous picture of role 

changes inferred from changing patterns of attributes in news content—insights that 

the studies on individual journalists’ role perceptions failed to provide. We hope to 

have presented the completed picture of the changing patterns in news content. 

Second, we want to assign special meaning to the utilization of social responsibility 

theory in measuring the progressiveness of contemporary journalism. The 

conceptualization and operationalization of central variables which might properly 

reflect on the spirit of social responsibility theory, therefore, could be—it is hoped—

better refined in future study.   
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Appendix: Newspaper Content Analysis Codebook 
 

 
TIME ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
1. The primary focus of this story is: 

(1) The distant past 
(2) The immediate past and the present (approximately the past 24 hours and 

today + on-going situation) 
(3) The immediate future (this week) 
(4) The more distant future (essentially more than a week) 
(5) Unknown/unavailable 

 
REGION ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
2. The region of the news story is  

(1) Local22 (UN stories in New York for NYT)    
(2) Washington D.C. 
(3) Other state(s) 
(4) National  
(5) Other Countries (state the country name23)  
(6) Unknown/unavailable 

 
SOURCE ------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
3. The major source24 is coming from as  

(1) Governmental (e.g., legislative, judicial, and executive including international 
as well)   

(2) Business bureaucratic25   
(3) National/international public and private bureaucratic26 (UN, union, red-cross, 

religious groups and so on) 
(4) Non-institutionalized news sources (individual citizen) 
(5) Others – include reporter(s), report, survey … 
(6) Unknown/unavailable  

                                                 
22 Local includes all the stories occurred in the state where the news company located alongside the 
cities, and counties. 
23 Even if the story was written in neighbor and other countries due to the access problem to the target 
country, the target country will be counted as the primal dateline. 
24 Even though the story comes from wire services, the major source will be traced inside the story 
with the same technique stated in the text. The major source will be counted from the first five 
sentences of the article. In case of the stories based on police report, in spite of no obvious source 
reference, it will be counted as governmental official sources.  
25 It contains a broad meaning including organizations, institutions, and so on.  
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26 Basically, they are run for public interest. If a public or private bureaucratic is sponsored or subsided 
by business bureaucratic, therefore, it will be categorized in this sector.  



TOPICAL CATEGORIZATION ------------------------------------------------------------ 
4. The topic is categorized as  

(1) Politics  & government 
(2) Military (ex, national security, war(s), weapons, devices stories) 
(3) Business/Economy/taxation/budget    
(4) Crime (on-going investigation) 
(5) Accidents (fire, crash, suicide, etc) 
(6) Disaster (natural and human—mass casualty) 
(7) Health and Welfare (drug abuse, medicine, etc) 
(8) Entertainment/sports (human interest) 
(9) Weather (storm, rain, drought, hot, humidity) 
(10) Science (invention, exploration, etc) 
(11) Environment (pollution, housing)  
(12) Education  
(13) Poverty (homeless, etc) 
(14) Labor and Union 
(15) Minority (racism, discrimination, segregation—state the topic briefly) 
(16) Demonstration, rally, strike, etc.  
(17) Others (art, miscellaneous, hostage, religion, obituary, etc.) 

 
 
FORMAT ----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
5. The news lead employs the summary lead27   
 
1  2  3  4  5  
Strongly agree                    Strongly disagree  
 
6. The news lead employs the narrative (soft) lead28  
 
1  2  3  4  5  
Strongly agree             Strongly disagree  
 

                                                 
27 The primary purpose of description is to provide information as effectively as possible, and a typical 
effect is an increase in audience knowledge (Badger, 1993). Inverted pyramid and summary lead are 
mainly used for descriptive coverage.  
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28 It is heavily associated with story-telling technique of setting scenes and developing characters by 
effectively using dialogue, and establishing point of view (Clark, 2000). According to Woo (2000), it 
is usually sequential and anecdotal, so as to introduce real people and their actual experiences. By its 
nature, it subordinates ideas (particularly those involving statistics and facts) to drama and conflicts. 
Since the narrative is aimed at storytelling, it is concerned with beginnings, middles and endings and 
plots developed through the action and dialogue—just like the well made short story that literature 
students study.  



CONTENT ---------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
Content I 
7. The news content includes the account of  
 
1  2  3  4 (Go to Q.8 & 9)   5 (Go to Q.8 &9) 
Predominant event-centered    Predominantly interpretive29 
           
Content II       
8. The interpretation includes the account of   
 
1  2  3  4  5  
Predominantly reactive    Predominantly reflective  
 
Content III 
9. The interpretation topic is about  
 
__________________________ (briefly state it) 
 
Content VI 
10. The news content has the value of investigative30 reportage 
 
1  2  3  4  5 
Strongly agree       Strongly disagree 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
29 Interpretive is the dominant mode of journalism in “analyses,” perspective pieces, op-ed columns, 
and, of course, “in-depth” reports. The chief purpose of interpretive is explanation, which leads to 
audience understanding (Badger, 1993).  
30 This refers to the stories of governmental/business conspiracy, corruption, wrongdoing, or 
misconducts. Additionally, investigative about social problems—such as poverty, racial 
discrimination, crime, education. In general, investigation stories involve extensive research. The 
investigation category is primarily linked to the “watchdog,” “muckraking,” “adversary” functions of 
the news media. Put this way, inspecting the government/business “claims” and tracing hidden truth 
consist of the major theme in this category. On occasion, investigative news entails in-depth research 
over long time periods.  
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